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    The safest place is with the guy she doesn’t trust…


    It’s no secret amongst the Phantoms crew that lead investigator Sammy Hanesworth pretty much hates psychologist Cain McClutchen. The tension between them is taut with dislike…and unexpected attraction. Cain knows full well that something about him rubs Sammy the wrong way. But now they’re on a terrifying case—with orders from the network to get along or else.


    Filled with past horrors, the Nebraskan site is more than creepy. And Sammy knows it all too well. It’s her hometown and near the place where her mother was killed. As the sinister presence makes itself known, Sammy finds herself turning to the last person she ever expected—Cain. Even as darkness surrounds them, tensions gives way to something bright and unexpectedly intimate. But nothing will prepare them for the evil they are about to face…
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    Terms


    Ghost: The disembodied spirit/soul of a dead person imagined as haunting the living or location.


    Haunted: Inhabited or frequented by ghosts.


    Types of Haunting: Residual, Intelligent, Demonic, Poltergeist, Doppelganger


    EMF & EMF Meter: Electro Magnetic Field. Meter that measures electric and magnetic fields, and indicates the magnitude of currents produced by each type of field. High EMF fields can cause paranoia, nausea, and hallucinations.


    EMF Pump: A man-made EM electronic box to give a spirit an extra dose of EMF to try and bring it closer or make it more active. It is theorized that spirits draw from EMFs to manifest.


    EVP: Electronic Voice Phenomenon. Recordings of voices or noises the human hearing range cannot detect.


    Digital Recorder: An electronic device used to record or detect EVPs.


    Digital Camera: A camera that takes still photos. Some activity has been seen in pictures that wasn’t seen by the human eye.


    Thermal Imaging Camera: A camera/recorder that displays thermal sensitivity to capture calibrated temperature fluctuations in every image to produce a complete thermal picture to detect where hot/cold spots and other heat-related problems are.


    Full Spectrum Camera/Lights: A camera/recorder or flood light that can help change ultraviolet light into visible light into the infrared spectrum. Used to detect manifestations not seen by the naked eye.


    E-Pod Amp: Used for static field proximity range detection. Can detect various energy charges.


    ITC Device/Voice Box: A speech-synthesis device that talks. It says words depending on environmental readings, including electromagnetic waves, which some believe come from spirits.


    Spirit Communication Prop: A device such as a flashlight or yes/no box to allow spirits to answer questions during sessions.


    White Noise Dowsing: An electronic box that creates multi-tone, complex white noise to enhance EVP sessions.

  


  
    Chapter One


    It was no secret that Sammy Hanesworth hated him from the first moment he set foot in the Phantoms conference room six months ago. No. Hate seemed too meager a word. She loathed him with the fire of a thousand suns. Yes, that was it.


    To Cain McClutchen, the real secret was why, but he wasn’t so sure he’d ever get close enough to find out. It would require three-million SPF sunscreen.


    They’d just ended another case two days ago and were sitting in said conference room awaiting orders for their next site. Except Cain and Sammy were the only ones in the room. Their producer, Elise, wanted them alone first before the rest of the team joined them for a briefing.


    Cain swiped a hand down his face and tried not to notice Sammy, which was damn near impossible. Short black hair, navy blue eyes, and a heart-shaped face that reminded him of a pixie. A badass pixie. She knew how to level a guy.


    Phantoms producers handpicked people who were attractive, poised, and educated. Part of this was to portray legitimacy. The rest was to hook viewers for a long time. It worked. The show was in its sixth hit season. So, yeah. They were all attractive.


    But Sammy? Damn, she had this way of making breathing difficult.


    He cleared his throat and tried for civility. “Sammy…”


    “Yes, bane of my existence?”


    Ah, his favorite of her nicknames. She had so many. Freud, Satan. The list was endless. She, however, had yet to actually call him by his real name. The psychologist in him had all kinds of theories as to why. The man in him wanted to hear her say it. Just once.


    As he was about to open his mouth and spill something that would no doubt piss her off more, their producer walked in holding a stack of files, which she unceremoniously dropped on the table.


    “Hello, my pretties. Let’s get started.”


    Sammy’s brows lifted. “Um, we’re the only ones here, Elise.”


    Elise darted a glance between the two of them. “I’m aware. I need to speak to you privately. You two are not playing nice in the sandbox.”


    Crap. He’d had a gut feeling this was why they were called in here. Though Sammy’s animosity toward him was apparent, she did a pretty bang up job of not showing it on camera, though stuff slipped through. She’d even managed to taper the seething in front of the crew. And Cain reacted by stepping up and challenging her when it was warranted. When she wasn’t confusing the hell out of him.


    For the hundredth time, he questioned his decision to join the show. Unlike other paranormal investigation TV programs, Phantoms used the best elements of every competitor and took it a step further. The Phantoms crew didn’t merely stay in a location for a few hours or a night. They were on location for two to four weeks.


    Cain liked that they seemed to do everything in their power to get answers. He’d wanted his own doubts assuaged. Add in the fact that the crew only took off the months of July and December, with the occasional weekend here or there, and he was sold. It had gotten to the point where he couldn’t stand his own company. He needed action, a change from his grandmother’s California home and the hypothetical ghosts.


    But the team had been a solid unit for years before he joined, and Sammy didn’t want him around. Being unwanted wasn’t new to him, but he was trying to change that. Find a place where he did belong. Phantoms was looking less and less like the solution.


    Elise crossed her arms. “The editors are having a bitch of a time cutting your fighting segments. The guys upstairs have caught wind. We need to keep the uniformity of the group, or we’re going to lose viewers. They need to connect with Cain as the new investigator.” She picked up her pen and grinned.


    The wicked gleam in Elise’s eyes made his gut turn to ice. He’d seen that look a few times now, and it usually implied something very, very bad was coming. As in they were going to be directed to follow some unpleasant orders. The subtle widening of Sammy’s eyes told him he was right.


    Elise clicked her pen. “Ever since Kerry and Paul’s hookup, the ratings are through the roof.”


    He pinched the bridge of his nose. Yeah, this was exactly where he didn’t want this conversation to go. Kerry and Paul, two of their investigators, had turned from friends to lovers a few cases back, breaching their contracts and getting fired in the process. Except the viewers went bonkers and they were rehired, minus the no romance clause in their new contracts.


    Sammy ran her hands through her hair and fisted the strands, mumbling incoherently. He shouldn’t find it hot as hell that she argued even with herself.


    “So here’s what’s been decided.” Elise kept clicking the pen. “On the next few sites, you two are going to work closely whenever possible. Handcuff yourselves if need be. You can bicker to your heart’s content but don’t cross the line into full-blown fighting. One of two things will happen, according to the bigwigs upstairs. You’ll either start getting along and the problem’s solved, or you’ll light the camera on fire with the sexual tension. Win-win.”


    “What?” Sammy’s voice droned with absolutely no inflection. “Are you trying to tell me that…?” She waved her hand in his direction with disgust. “We’re…”


    Interesting she’d deny the implied sexual tension with flushed cheeks. The pulse at her neck beat double time. Cain wondered if it was from anger or…something else.


    Elise filled in when Sammy obviously couldn’t finish. “Something needs fixing here. Just spend more time together. Work out the issue.”


    He looked longingly out the window at the towering skyline of New York City and thought about jumping. It would hurt less than following orders.


    Sammy all but growled. “This goes beyond my contract terms.”


    Elise’s grin widened. “Your contract states you do whatever the show says, within reason.”


    “Exactly,” Sammy wailed. “Within reason. Like missing the birth of my niece because we were in a Virginia cemetery chasing a poet’s spirit. Or not making it home for Easter due to an extended stay at the Reeves mansion when I got pushed down the stairs. By a ghost. This is asking too much.”


    “No one’s asking you to get married and spawn. Investigating is part of your job. Just pair up more often with Cain. Like I said, you’ll either get to know one another better and become friends, or you’ll mate like monkeys.”


    Or kill each other. Elise forgot that scenario.


    Christ in Heaven.


    He leaned forward. “Assuming this theory of yours is true, it breeches our contract to get romantically involved.”


    “I would never do anything resembling romantic with you.”


    Elise stood slowly. “Let me be clear. I no longer care what you do off camera. We got around the clause with Kerry and Paul. They were worth fighting for to keep on the show.”


    Direct hit. He was expendable. Memo received. And that still wasn’t an answer.


    Elise shifted her files. “The audience needs to see the illusion of uniformity or they need to see sparks. This isn’t unreasonable to ask you to work together.”


    Cain sighed and leaned back, unable to argue that point. They did need to work together. The outcome of doing so was just filler for the executives upstairs. Ratings enhancements.


    Sammy stood and paced, biting her thumbnail.


    “I’m resigning, Sammy.” Elise sighed when Sammy whipped around to face her. “I have ulcers on top of my ulcers, and I want to see the Leaning Tower of Pisa before I get too old to make the trip. I’m done. This is my last season.”


    He watched Sammy closely, but he didn’t find concern or sadness on her face. Instead, a hopeful surprise lit her eyes.


    “I’ll be recommending you to replace me.”


    Sammy squealed.


    “If,” Elise amended, “you show me you can handle it. This job is not for the timid, and you have the balls, but it also requires diplomacy.”


    He had no idea Sammy was interested in producing, or anything beyond investigating in front of a national audience. He could easily see her in the role, though. She’d kick ass and not bother with names. In fact, every member of the crew had graduated college. Sammy’s degree in communications made sense for her wanting to produce one day. He’d gone into psychology wanting to help others like himself who’d lost loved ones, but he’d only wound up feeling empty. At least Sammy might get to use her degree for what she wanted.


    Sammy grinned. “I’ll behave from now on. Thank you.”


    “You don’t have the job yet.” Elise grabbed the phone on the conference table. “Send the others in.” She set the receiver in the cradle. “After the meeting, you two are scheduled downstairs for a photo shoot. New promo pics for the site.”


    He shifted in his seat. They’d called Kerry and Paul in to do the same thing before the last investigation. The photos were sexy and intended to play up the romance between them now that they were public. If they wanted him and Sammy, that could only mean…


    Sammy’s wide blue gaze pinned him from across the table as the rest of the team strode into the room. She swallowed and glanced away, but not before he caught the apprehension and understanding in her eyes.


    This was going to suck. On so many, many levels. Because at the heart of it all, Sammy may abhor him, but he liked her an awful lot. She had drive and passion. And she was beautiful. Besides all that, the dark part of him, the part that had been alone and on the outside his whole life, connected to that part of her he’d sensed from day one.


    And maybe he was delusional, but he swore she didn’t actually hate him nearly as vehemently as she let on. Sometimes, when she wasn’t paying attention, he caught her heart in her eyes and knew the anger was a shield.


    Their techies, Amir and Terrance, walked in and picked up on the tension immediately, their gazes darting between them. Both in their late twenties, they’d been a couple since before the show began. He liked them a lot, too. They’d been very welcoming when he’d first started. Except the way they were looking at him said they saw right through him.


    Tom and Earl, the cameramen, sat in a far corner, used to being invisible, while Kerry and Paul took a seat next to Cain. Paul pushed his wire-framed glasses higher on his nose. He was the team historian and the closest Cain had to a friend in the group. Lee, their psychic, was the only one absent.


    Paul leaned over. “What’s going on?”


    He kept his tone as soft as Paul’s. “Tell you later.”


    “Let’s make this fast. I have fifty things to do before we fly out tomorrow.” Elise handed Sammy a file. “We’re heading to Nebraska. I’ll let Sammy tell you the rest. She’s intimately involved in this case.”


    Sammy stood. “Just outside Lumbark’s city limits where my family’s farm is, there’s an abandoned church. Also on the grounds are a cemetery and a shell of an old elementary school. In the 1950s, there was a fire in the school. Forty of the two hundred kids inside died. The property was left to the wayside when a new school and church were built on the other side of town. Since then, there has been cult activity and a high number of vagrants in the church. The cemetery is old and predates the church. Most of the graves are from the early 1900s.”


    “We haven’t done a church or school in a long time.” Kerry’s gaze shifted to Paul’s and back to Sammy. “Is that why Lee’s not here?”


    Sammy nodded. “There was talk of bad juju on the grounds even before the fire. Add in teenagers using the abandoned church for pagan worship and you have possible dark spirits.”


    He rubbed the back of his neck. Lee could hear past conversations that once transpired, even from decades before. Ghosts were one thing. This was another. The only cases Lee didn’t participate in were those tied to evil. No one else seemed to be saying the obvious, the one thing frightening enough to scare Lee away.


    Cain leaned forward. “We’re talking demons.”


    Sammy narrowed her gaze on him. “It’s possible, yes.”


    No possible about it.


    “Oh boy.” Kerry rubbed her arms, causing her long, blonde hair to shift. She was an empath, of sorts, able to sense other people’s emotions, though not on a psychic level. More intuition. If she was nervous, this couldn’t be good.


    Terrance took Amir’s hand in his. “I thought we were staying away from these cases.”


    Sammy drew a deep breath. “Normally, I’d agree. But this is my hometown, and…” She ran a shaking hand through her hair. “Someone called me in a favor. The man who bought the property is an old friend. He’s a pastor now and looking to renovate the property and rebuild a new congregation.”


    An old boyfriend was more like it. Sammy didn’t get nervous. He could attest to that a thousand times over. This case, whatever the tie, was more personal than she liked.


    Kerry nodded. “Of course we’ll help. But we’re going to need some kind of protection.”


    Paul wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Holy water, the buddy system. If things get too dark, we pull out and wait before going back inside. Evil spirits aren’t like ghosts. They can follow you and aren’t bound to one location.”


    Sammy dug in a bag by her feet. “I agree, which is why I bought these for everyone.” She passed out crosses on a thin chain and a small vial of what Cain assumed was holy water. “Keep these on you at all times. Regardless of your religion, they can help. You’ll note that those aren’t just crosses. They’re crucifixes with Jesus’ body. They’ve been known to hold more protection.”


    He took the items from her, their fingers brushing in the process.


    Sammy looked at each member of the crew, but her gaze skimmed right past his. “I’ll also be bringing pure salt for protection circles, and a Bible. Just play it safe, guys.”


    Elise rose and tossed their plane tickets across the table. “Flight leaves at eight sharp tomorrow morning. Any questions? No? Good. Bye.” She strode from the room.


    Sammy looked at Paul. “I’ll email you what I have on the background, but it’s not much, I’m afraid.”


    Paul nodded. “I’ll dig around.”


    “Thanks, you guys. I know we don’t like these dark cases, but this place has been a terrible burden on the town. It would be nice if we could do something to help.”


    Kerry leaned over the table and touched Sammy’s hand. “You know we’ve got your back. We’ll do what we can.”


    Sammy swallowed hard and slid her hand out from under Kerry’s. She darted a glance toward Cain and quickly away. “I have to get downstairs for a shoot. Catch you guys tomorrow.”


    The team started talking among themselves.


    Cain watched her walk out and closed his eyes for a beat, steeling his spine for the upcoming case and spending more time with the little firecracker of a pixie. This was so not going to end well.


    


    “Everything okay, sweetie?”


    Sammy glanced up at the makeup artist and forced a smile. “Sorry. Lost in thought.”


    Amie looked like she didn’t believe her, but she nodded. “Well, you’re all set. Ready to strut your stuff?”


    She laughed. She never was one to strut. And man, did she hate these photo shoots. It was one thing to have a camera follow her around at the sites. Most of the time she didn’t even notice. But the “pose here,” “turn your head there” commands were obnoxious.


    She loved investigating, loved what they were doing, yet she longed to be behind the camera someday instead of in front of it. The news of Elise retiring sent a giddy bubble rising in her chest. It’s what she’d always wanted. And when it came time for Phantoms to end, she’d have her foot in the door to do her own show.


    Elise’s warning popped her happy bubble, though. Being forced to spend more time with Cain was not on her list of desires. In fact, she’d kinda rather have a tooth pulled without Novocaine. Plus, the insinuation of chemistry between them just made her jaw grind.


    Mostly because it was true.


    She hated herself for it. Cain represented everything she detested and promised herself she’d never do again. No one was going to mess with her head. Leave her vulnerable. She’d barely survived the first time.


    Jackson Granger’s resignation at the start of this season had been hard for her, leaving a small hole in her chest. After he fell in love with Ava and chased after his own happiness, Sammy was left missing her best friend and had Cain forced on her in his place. A double whammy. Cain radiated the mannerisms of every psychologist she’d ever met. It made her skin crawl. Because long ago, one of those psychologists tried helping her through the grief of losing her mother in a completely illegal and entirely unethical way.


    She shook her head. Never again.


    But she had to play nice from now on, or she’d never see her dreams fulfilled. No way was she ever going to return to Nebraska and have her life reduced to being the farmer’s daughter. She’d worked too hard to get here, was so close she could brush it with her fingertips.


    Slapping her hands down on the chair arms, she rose and squared her shoulders. Stepping out of the dressing room, she made her way down the hall toward the studio and halted.


    Cain was against the green screen in faded jeans and a white tee that stretched across the muscles of his arms and shoulders. The jeans were low on his hips, worn in all the right places and hugging his thighs. He ran a hand through his longish sandy blond hair and grinned at the photographer as they talked. Props and photography equipment were scattered around him. They were testing the lighting with him standing there, and her gaze shifted to the tattoo on his shoulder that worked its way partly up his neck. She couldn’t make out what the ink was, and she hadn’t seen him without a shirt, but she’d been curious.


    Wishing the heat in her cheeks would cool, she stepped into view.


    “Ah, there’s my favorite girl,” Antonio said, shifting his camera to his other hand and wrapping her in a one-armed hug.


    She forced herself not to stiffen at another’s touch and grinned back. “Make me look good.”


    He waved his hand. “Pah. I don’t even have to try.”


    “Aw. You say the sweetest things.” She glanced toward Cain and back to Antonio. “Where do you want me?”


    “Stand next to this sexy beast for now. Let’s see what we’ve got.”


    Cain choked and covered it with a cough.


    Sexy beast. She sighed, internally agreeing. Such a shame just how sexy. She walked onto the white tarp and stood next to Cain, careful not to touch him. The heat from his body and the lights beating down were making her skin charge.


    Sammy kept her gaze focused ahead when she spoke to Cain. “How do you comb your hair so the horns don’t show?”


    Antonio tsked. “Sammy.”


    Cain shook his head. “Don’t mind her. A house just fell on her sister.”


    She narrowed her eyes and sent him a seething glare.


    Antonio moved around them, ignoring the banter. “That won’t do.” He waved his assistant over. “Get me that footstool. She’s vertically challenged.”


    Like she hadn’t heard that a million times. “Very funny.”


    Antonio grinned as the assistant placed the stool in front of her and she stepped up, the top of her head now just above Cain’s shoulder. “That’s better. Cain, come up behind her. Good, good. Cain, one hand on her stomach.”


    His large hand splayed over her middle, just below her breasts, pressing her closer to his hard body. She sucked in a breath and held it. God, the guy was an Adonis. Lean, rigid muscle and smooth skin. She breathed in the scent of soap and male, ordering her pulse to calm the hell down. A tingle coursed through her belly.


    Shit, no. Down, tingle. Down.


    “Cain, turn your face toward her, head down, but look right at me.”


    Sammy closed her eyes for a brief instant when his lips brushed her hair. It had been a long, long time since her girly bits got this excited, since someone had touched her like this. There certainly hadn’t been witnesses that time, and the guy wasn’t being forced into it.


    “Breathe,” Cain whispered against her cheek, his hot breath fanning the shell of her ear.


    Fighting a tremble, she released the breath she’d been holding and sucked in another. She swore she felt him grin into her hair.


    “That’s so hot.” Antonio clicked several shots. “Sammy, eyes on me. Good, good. Bring your arm up and behind Cain’s head.”


    The longer she resisted, the longer this would take. She lifted her arm and brought it back, making it look like his head was cradled in the crook of her arm. The position thrust her chest out, and his fingertips grazed the underside of her breasts before he slowly moved his hand down.


    “Sexy.” The shutter clicked repeatedly. “Someone get Sammy the Spectrum Light Box.” His assistant placed the small black box in her free hand and switched it on. A checkered pattern of green laser light lit across their forms. “Sammy, hold it straight out in front of you. Good, good. Offer it to me. Determined expression. Cain, eyes on me.”


    Thankfully, Antonio worked fast and the fiasco was over in less than thirty minutes. He clicked through his digital images and nodded. “We’re good. Great work.”


    Sammy let out a breath and stepped down, still feeling Cain’s hard body at her back and his touch holding her to him. Itching to get away from him, she headed toward the dressing room. “I’m out then. Great seeing you, Antonio.”


    “Wait.”


    She stopped. Turned to face Cain with raised brows.


    He ran a hand along the back of his neck, his gaze unsure. The lighting made the little green flecks in his hazel eyes more pronounced. “Do you want to grab some lunch?”


    Crossing her arms, she studied him. They’d never spent any time alone. She intended to keep it that way. He’d never shown any interest, either. And then it hit her. They were told to play nice. He was trying to play nice. She needed to also.


    “I have a lot to do before our flight out, but I could spare an hour, I guess.” A lie. She had nothing to do but throw some clothes in a bag and call her neighbor to water the plants.


    He sighed as if he’d been holding his breath and pointed to the elevator. “I’ll meet you in a few minutes.”


    She bit her tongue and nodded, watching as he strolled toward one of the dressing rooms, his strides long and eating up the hallway in no time flat. Doing a double take at Antonio’s raised brows, she barked, “What?”


    “Nothing.” His lips pressed together, a poor attempt at squelching his grin.


    Rolling her eyes, she waved bye to him and made her way to the dressing room to gather her purse and light jacket. Late spring in New York could be unpredictable. It had been raining and damp when she’d arrived this morning. When she came out, Cain was leaning against the wall by the elevators with his head down. Deep in thought, he didn’t seem to notice her arrival. That pensive, somewhat haunted look had passed his face more than one time since they’d met. It shouldn’t get to her, but did.


    Before his first case with them, their producer had given the team a condensed version of his history. When Cain was ten, his parents and younger sister had been killed in a home invasion gone bad. He’d been spending the night at a friend’s house. From there, he’d lived with his grandmother. Having lost her own mom when she was sixteen, she was no stranger to loss. Hers couldn’t possibly compare to his, though. She wondered if he was thinking about them now, but she pushed the thought away.


    “Ready?”


    His head jerked up. “Yeah.” On the ride down, he watched the numbers over the door. “Where do you want to go?”


    Ack. Somewhere they could get in and out fast. She didn’t want to spend any more time alone with him than necessary. She was already feeling…sentimental. “There’s the Greek place across the street.”


    “Greek it is.” He waved his hand when the doors pinged open, letting her off first.


    They exited the building into a light, misting rain and fought traffic to cross the street. He kept a protective hand on her elbow until they made it. He didn’t even seem aware of the gesture, as if ingrained. A measure of guilt crept in at the way they fought, the way she’d treated him in self-defense. She sure hadn’t gone out of her way to make him welcome. He may be a shrink, and she may resent him being brought on the team, but deep down, he seemed like a decent guy.


    They ordered pitas and took a booth. The bustle of midday whirled around them as they sat in an uncomfortable silence. She bit back a sigh and looked out the window while chewing.


    “Listen, Sammy. I’m sorry.”


    The food went down hard as she swallowed. She sipped her water before answering. “What for?” A warning grated her nerves raw, and she knew she wasn’t going to like his answer.


    He picked the tomatoes off his pita, obviously choosing his words. He must’ve decided to go for broke because he wiped his hands on a napkin with more force than necessary and looked her in the eye. “I’m apologizing. For whatever I did. For whatever the guy who hurt you did. For the JFK assassination or the botched moon landing. Take your pick.”


    It was rare to see him this close to losing it. She’d challenged him quite a bit the past few months, but he’d never snapped. Part of her wanted to grin, but there was a reason he went down this path and she wasn’t having it. “I’m not going to lie down on your proverbial couch, Freud, and spill my secrets.”


    He swiped a hand down his face. “Not everything I say has a hidden meaning. I’m a psychologist, and I know that bothers you, but I’m not trying to exploit you. I just…can’t we be friends? Call a truce?”


    Friends would mean opening up to him, and that would never happen. A truce she could do, but at some point he had to know why she couldn’t trust him. It was only fair. Weighing her words, she set her pita down, her appetite gone. “There’s a very good reason why I don’t like shrinks, which isn’t your business or your fault. But it is what it is. I don’t trust easily. I haven’t known you long enough to trust you.”


    She made a motion to rise, but he grabbed her arm. “I’ve had your back on every case. I’ve proven that. I’d have your back off site, too, if you’d let me.”


    Talk about knocking the wind from her sails. Gently, she removed his hand and stood. “I know you mean that, so understand I’m not mad. You fit in well with the group and you’ve stepped up when we needed you.” She sighed. “How you handled that first case, with Kerry and the doppelganger? You did good work. The reason for my reactions is my own, but I’m sorry if I made you feel unwelcome or left out. As long as you respect my space, I call truce.”


    He stared at her for several beats, and the emotion in his eyes cut her. For a flicker of a moment, he looked like the scared ten-year-old he must’ve been all those years before. He blinked it away, and when he finally spoke his voice was like sandpaper. “Thank you.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Cain clutched the steering wheel of the Phantoms van tighter and tried to focus on the backwoods two-lane road. The team had done their preliminary filming and had talked about the case when reaching the city limit. They were silent now. There was no doubt of the tension inside the vehicle. They were worried about this location and making no effort to hide the fact.


    He took in the rows of cornfields and farms that dotted the horizon and wondered how someone like Sammy grew up in this place. Her sense of adventure and spirit would only be trapped here. Smothered.


    Reaching over, he lifted his can and chugged some more of his soda. He needed the caffeine. Thoughts of Sammy had kept him up all damn night. The things she’d hinted at yesterday during lunch kept pinging around in his head. Not for the first time, dread sat heavy in his gut. He had the sinking suspicion someone had hurt her badly. And that someone was probably a member of this small community.


    He cast a wary glance at her in the passenger seat. She held her to-go cup of coffee like her life depended on it. “Are you all right?” he whispered.


    She offered him a side-glance. “I’m fine, thank you.”


    Fine. When a woman said she was fine, it was time to start running or groveling.


    The navigation system chimed that they were one mile from the site. Two blocks farther and a barricade blocked the road. Several people were protesting their arrival, by the look of it, and many were spouting holy signs warning of the devil’s work.


    “Shit,” she muttered when he came to a stop. “Wait here.”


    She climbed from the van and approached one of two officers guarding the barricade. They chatted for a few minutes before she pointed to the caravan behind them. The cameramen were driving the equipment van behind theirs. Because Lee wasn’t with them this trip, Elise rode with them.


    “I don’t like this.”


    Cain looked at Kerry in the rearview mirror. “Me either.”


    She bit her lip. “The darkness of this case is bad enough, but add in the holy rollers and it could get ugly fast.”


    None of them had anything against organized religion, not that he could tell. Paul was Protestant and Kerry a Lutheran. Terrance and Amir were non-practicing Baptist. Sammy was a Wiccan and he grew up a Catholic, though he hadn’t set foot inside a church since his grandmother’s funeral more than a year ago. But Kerry was right. Out of fear or ignorance—or both—people tended to do some crazy and dangerous things while using religion as a buffer.


    Sammy nodded to the officer and climbed back in the van. “Apparently they were expecting opposition. There was a town hall meeting last week about us coming to investigate. They’re going to have the road blocked from both directions the two weeks we’re in town. This road isn’t directly accessible to the town, so it shouldn’t be a big issue.”


    He slowly rolled the van forward when the officers moved the barricade and kept at that pace just in case one of the protestors decided to go for broke. He pulled off onto a narrow gravel driveway and parked to the side a few hundred feet from the church. Across the street were thick woods and nothing but wild wheat and grass on their side. It was about as isolated as they could get.


    “Well, how creepy.”


    The crew laughed at his remark and exited the vehicle. Cain rounded the van and crossed his arms, taking a defensive stance, because this place, these grounds, had a heavy feel to them. Dark clouds rolled in from the west and, despite the dense humidity, his skin crawled.


    The church was made almost entirely of fieldstone and wasn’t considered large for a congregation. It perched on a slant of a hill facing the street. Many of the windows were broken and some graffiti marred the exterior. Directly behind the church was a small cemetery with no more than a hundred graves, all broken and in disrepair. The shell of the elementary school was off to the right and much farther from the road. He couldn’t get a great look just now, but half the roof was gone and the windows were boarded. The outside was charred.


    “Sammy! Hey, girl!”


    A man darted out from behind the church, a blonde woman on his heels. Both wore jeans and flannel and seemed more excited to see her than she was to see them. He wrapped her in a hug tight enough to snap her in half and didn’t notice the way she stiffened in his arms. He was around their age, late twenties, possibly early thirties, so maybe she knew him from school. The blonde draped the guy as if he were arm candy and offered a smile as fake as her hair color.


    Sammy turned to the crew. “Guys, this is Michael and Beth Hammond. I went to grade school and high school with them. Michael is the pastor who invited us to come.”


    “Sure did.” He shook each of their hands. “I can’t get over you being on TV and all. You look so different too. How have you been?”


    She squirmed in obvious discomfort and muttered a noncommittal answer. He had a strong urge to stand next to her and wrap an arm around her shoulders. He fisted his hands instead.


    Elise stepped up with her clipboard. “Michael, thanks for having us. We’ll do a walk through at both the church and school. You can give a history and what you know as we go along. Is the school safe to enter?”


    He nodded. “It’s been gutted. Eons ago. Most of the roof is gone, but the foundation is stable. It’s only one story tall.”


    Elise made notes on her clipboard.


    Tom and Earl readied the cameras.


    “Do you want to tell them the history, Sammy?”


    She looked at Michael and shook her head. “It would be better coming from you.” She glanced around. “Let’s start with why you called Phantoms here.” She made sure the cameramen were ready and asked the question formally.


    “Well, the church on the other side of town is getting pretty overcrowded. That’s a Lutheran church. The Catholics in town have to go outside the city limits to attend services. I was hoping you guys could give us answers on why the grounds are so…troubled. It’s my hope to tear down the church and school and rebuild a new church for worship. Of course, we’ll leave the cemetery, but we’ll put up a privacy fence and get a grounds crew to fix it up.”


    Sammy nodded. “Tell us some of the history.”


    He sighed and glanced over his shoulder. “The cemetery went up before anything else. The oldest grave is from 1901 and the most recent is from 1940. The church was built the same year as the school, which was in 1949, as the town really started to populate.”


    The blonde, Beth, pushed her hair out of her face. “This was all before our time, but a lot of our parents’ generation talked about the grounds being evil. Strange things happening, and all that.”


    “Like what?” Sammy’s gaze darted down and away.


    “The electricity, for one.” Michael pointed behind him. “The lights would flicker inside the school or go out altogether with no explanation. The priest would often find things moved inside the church, even when the doors were locked and he was the only one with access. Well, and then there are the accidents.”


    Cain eyed Sammy closely when she tensed, keeping an ear on Michael and not liking the straightening of her spine.


    “A lot of the groundskeepers would have unusual mishaps. A cut finger that never healed, a nail through their shoe and wind up with tetanus. To me, that just seemed like common stuff, unless you factor in the really slow healing or how often it happened.”


    Sammy nodded slowly and seemed to relax. “Tell us about the fire.”


    Michael blew out a breath. “Terrible thing. It was late May in 1951, and school was in session. The students were getting excited for summer vacation to start soon. They’d just come in from morning recess and one of the nuns smelled smoke near the east end of the building. By the time she had the alarm going, smoke had filled the halls. There were approximately two hundred people inside, but forty-one never made it out. Some of the kids said the doors wouldn’t open and the windows were stuck. It wasn’t until the janitor broke a window in one of the classrooms that they started making it out. He wound his way to the exits and pried the doors open. Apparently it took a lot of effort.”


    Sammy nodded. “Did they ever find out the cause of the fire?”


    Beth shook her head. “I don’t think so. Not definitively anyway. They did find most of the damage in the boys’ bathroom, so they believe it may have started as kids screwing around, but…”


    “But what?”


    Beth sighed. “There was some evidence that it was deliberately set. Rags and towels were doused in some kind of solution, turpentine or something, and hanging from the stalls. Most had been destroyed in the fire, but they found more along the corridors and in the girls’ bathroom on the other side of the school. One of the students said…” She stopped and looked at Michael.


    Michael hugged Beth to his side. “There was one student, Curtis Gilroy, who liked to cause trouble. The other kids were pretty scared of him. Said he had hollow eyes and no emotion. He’d been caught once before starting a fire near the church.”


    Interesting. Cain transferred his weight and thought that over. Sometimes, with cases like this, all the activity stemmed from one messed up soul who needed releasing. He hoped to God that’s all this case boiled down to.


    “What happened to Curtis?” Sammy prodded.


    Michael stared at his feet. “He died in the fire. One of the students, a little girl, said she swore she saw him standing inside the doorway to the boys’ bathroom with a smile on his face. Flames danced and roared behind the boy, but she said he just stood there, smiling.”


    Cain wiped a hand down his face. A lot of times, these stories got fabricated and wilder as the years passed and they got retold. This could just be nothing.


    Elise looked at Paul. “Look into the fire department records and see if you can dig up anything.”


    Paul nodded and pushed his glasses up. It was his job to take the stories and claims and see if there was any truth to the myths. He also delved into the site’s history to see if anything popped up that way. At least on this case a lot of the former students would still be alive to interview.


    Sammy waited for the cameramen to refocus on her. “What claims are we talking about now?”


    “Well, after the fire, the school shut down. They rebuilt the church and school on the other county border. In the winter, we get some homeless seeking shelter in the church, but this time of year it’s pretty quiet. Back in the nineties, some teenagers got arrested for doing some kind of devil worship on the grounds, mostly the church. It was just a trespassing charge and vandalism, but since then, there’s been reports of dark shadows and moaning noises.”


    Beth nodded. “The accidents are still occurring too. One of the little boys from a farm down the way claims he was cutting through the property to make it home before dark when he felt a hand grab his ankle. He fell and broke his arm. That was just last fall. Even the road over there has had its share of crashes. It seems we can’t go a couple months without a spinout or something.” Beth looked up suddenly at Sammy. “You know all this, though. Your mom hit that tree—”


    Michael cleared his throat.


    Beth bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything.”


    Cain’s heart pounded as he darted his glance between Sammy and the road they’d driven to the location. He’d known her mother had died in an accident when she was a teenager. In fact, Sammy’s claim of interest in the paranormal stemmed from seeing her mother’s spirit the night she’d died. But he had no clue it had happened here.


    Sammy rolled her shoulders and quickly veered off topic. “Let’s do a quick tour. You two can head over to the school. We’ll be right there.”


    Beth and Michael walked off, Tom following with a camera.


    Cain looked to Kerry for some kind of guidance, but she slowly shook her head. She hadn’t known about Sammy’s mother either. He sighed and faced Sammy. “You didn’t say you were this close to the case.”


    Her tone dialed straight to castrate. “There will be no discussion of my mother or her accident. It has nothing to do with this case. Understand me?”


    Oh yeah. He understood. She was either in denial or didn’t want a vulnerability to show. It was going to have to be addressed sometime, but he’d wait. Perhaps do it in private so there wouldn’t be witnesses to his maiming.


    She stalked off in the direction of the school. The others followed in silence.


    They met up with Michael and Beth near the main entrance. The stench of sulfur and rotting timber was so strong he held his breath. The doors had been chained but now dangled loosely from the handle. The few cement steps leading in were cracked and crumbling.


    “I’ll show you around,” Michael said and led the way.


    Beth waited in the knee-high grass and crossed her arms. When Cain raised his brows in question, she offered a faltering smile. “I’ll wait here.”


    Nodding, he met up with the others inside the entryway. Even now, decades later, it reeked of death. The walls were peeling and charred. Primitive sketches from the children hung outside the classrooms, aged and water-damaged, so he couldn’t make out what they were. Ahead was an office. To both the left and right were hallways.


    Michael pointed to the right. “Down this way, at the end of the hall is the boys’ bathroom. Grades 5 through 8 were down here.”


    They followed him, but there wasn’t anything but empty shells of classrooms. Most of them didn’t have doors. An occasional desk or chair lay about, but that was it. The bathroom’s ceiling was entirely gone. Half the outer wall as well. The urinals and stalls remained, if not usable. Layers of dirt and mold caked every surface, and vines worked their way up the wall.


    “Like I said, they believe the fire started in here.”


    Cain shook his head and followed them down the opposite hallway. This end of the building was in far better shape but still held a lot of damage. The girls’ bathroom looked relatively unscathed. They entered the classroom closest to the bathroom, where uneven rows of small desks reminded him of all the tiny people who once thought themselves protected. School should be a safe place for children. But for the ones who attended this school, it became a nightmare.


    Michael tilted his head. “I brought you in here because this was the classroom where the janitor broke the window to let the kids escape. By the time he got to the front of the building, several students were succumbing to smoke and banging on the doors to get out. The janitor’s dead now, but he said in his reports he couldn’t open the doors right away. Which makes no sense because they weren’t locked and the kids were pushing from the inside.”


    God. Cain couldn’t wait to leave. The paranormal didn’t scare him, at least not to the degree it would most people. But this gutted him. Slashed his heart. It was too easy to picture all those frightened kids. Forty of whom didn’t get out.


    He sucked in large gulps of air when they walked across the grounds to the cemetery, but it did little to alleviate his nerves. Even in broad daylight there was a constant hum coming from the ground, a surge of energy in the air. Hell, it was hard to breathe. Instead of pollen or rain, as one would expect to smell this time of year, ash and stale smoke hung, as if clinging to the grass and trees. The property was wide open, nothing for miles, in fact, so there was no logical explanation for the tightness in his chest or the claustrophobic sensation trapping him.


    Michael went over the gravestone dates and timeline again that he’d mentioned earlier. “The only strange occurrence here in the cemetery people claim are the shadows.”


    Cain glanced up at the mature weeping willows and birch trees. No doubt the cause of shadows. Especially the willows. Their branches could be made to look like someone reaching or take the shape of a person.


    The church was the most disturbing. All the pews had been removed. In the center of the hardwood floor a pentagram had been spray-painted. Several other occult symbols were marked on the walls. They’d even defaced Jesus’ image on the Stations of the Cross. The large crucifix above the altar was upside down, one of the sure signs of demonic activity. Or teenagers being stupid and delving into shit they didn’t understand.


    He rubbed his neck, disturbed. He had to remind himself that they didn’t remove objects or rearrange items on their cases, even though the first thing he wanted to do was right the cross.


    “As you can see, it’s a mess. Beth and I were going to try to clean it up before you came, but honestly, it scares the you-know-what outta me to be in here. We just want to level it, bless the grounds, and start over.”


    “Cut,” Elise called. She looked at the techies. “Where do you want to set up?”


    Terrance shrugged. “I think the best plan would be between here and the school. Less noise from the road, and it’s the center of both buildings.”


    Amir nodded. “Agreed. Is there electricity out here?”


    Michael shook his head.


    Amir blew out a breath. “Okay, so we’ll work out of the vans and charge the equipment at the hotel.”


    “Good plan.” Sammy ran her fingers through her hair and rolled her head to stretch her neck. “Let’s get this filming over with and get settled into the hotel.”


    Before they left, Michael insisted on a prayer circle for protection.


    They’d need way more than a prayer on this case.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Good thing Lee didn’t come on this one.” Kerry tucked her long blonde hair behind her ear and joined the rest of the crew at the table.


    It was a good thing their psychic hadn’t joined them. Poor Lee had enough going on in his head without letting all this dark energy in too. Honestly, Sammy didn’t know how he lived like that.


    Sammy sat back and perused the menu in the diner at the center of her hometown. She’d gotten a lot of curious stares, some not so friendly, but she’d deal. This was a very religious community, and people thought she was messing with stuff she shouldn’t. She understood, but disagreed. Growing up, the old church was a thing of nightmares. Most of the community still believed just talking about it would send the devil after them. Something needed to be done, that was for sure. Not just for Michael’s plans either, but to bring peace to the area. Hopefully they’d get some answers.


    “Did anyone notice how silent it was out there?” Terrance glanced at each of them. “I mean, not even a cricket.”


    Amir snorted. “Heck, there were no bugs. When we pulled out onto the street, there was a wall of mosquitoes and gnats. Nothing while we were on the grounds. All that grass and humidity, it should be an insect haven.”


    She hadn’t noticed, but now that they mentioned it, yeah. “Or birds. Squirrels too. I didn’t see any. Did you?”


    They all shook their heads.


    She shivered. “We need to get a priest onboard. Someone to bless the place when we’re done.”


    Paul adjusted his glasses. “I’ll get to work on the records from the fire. See if there’s anything there.”


    She nodded. “I’ll head into town and interview some of the people who attended the school. Some are friends with my dad. I might get resistance, so I’ll leave the cameras behind.”


    Elise leaned around Kerry. “Take Cain with you.”


    Sammy glanced up to find him looking at her with that unmistakable probing. She resisted rolling her eyes. “Fine.”


    “Samantha?”


    She tensed. It took her all of a millisecond to recognize the voice behind her. The one attached to the man she was hoping to avoid while she was back. She’d managed it every Christmas break for six years.


    Briefly closing her eyes for strength, she turned and stood. And, oh great. Kelsey was with him. It just got better and better.


    “Don, it’s been a long time. You look good.” Actually, he’d filled in around the middle and his hairline was deeper on his forehead, but he still had some of his boyish charm.


    “You cut off all your hair,” Kelsey said in a tone that made it sound like a sacrilege, flipping her own perfect brown locks over her slender shoulder. Guess she didn’t watch the show. Sammy had cut her waist-length long hair to her shoulders six years ago, the minute the producers called to say she got the job. In January, she’d cropped off even more, bringing it almost to her nape and pixie short.


    “And you haven’t changed one bit.” She infused honey into her voice to tell the backstabbing bitch she was still a…backstabbing bitch.


    God. You’d think she’d be over the betrayal, but no. Seeing them brought it all back.


    Cain cleared his throat and stood. “I’m Cain. Nice to meet you.” He introduced the rest of the crew and slid his arm around Sammy’s waist, making it seem as if she was with him. She should level him with a cross-kick, but all she could do at the moment was feel grateful.


    Don glanced at the two of them and opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Cain cut in.


    “If you don’t mind, we were in a meeting. Perhaps you can catch up with Sammy another time.” Cold steel sliced his smile and she had to wonder just how transparent she’d become if Cain had picked up on the tension.


    She looked up at him and subtly mouthed, Thank you.


    His lips parted, something like shock in his eyes. He nodded, the grip on her waist tightening.


    “Come on, sugarbuns. It’s not worth it.” Kelsey slid a disapproving glance down Sammy’s body and ushered them to the door.


    When she was able to move, she realized Cain had gone back to his seat and the crew was staring at her. Dammit. Should she tell them or not? They were friends, after all. Except she’d been very careful through the years to keep her personal history in the past. In fact, none of them really knew all that much about her.


    Ah hell. She resumed her seat and sighed. “Ex-boyfriend. And ex-best friend. I found them together on prom night.” She shifted in her chair.


    Amir spoke first. “Well. I hope you kicked his nuts into his throat.”


    She laughed as the tension drained. “I was a little too shocked when it happened.”


    “There’s still time.”


    She laughed again and picked up the menu, ignoring the glares from everyone else but her crew. These were her people now, and they had her back. Nothing else mattered. She’d get in, do her job, and get out.


    When they were finished eating, the crew dispersed to do their case prep. Cain and Sammy dropped Elise off at the airport and drove to Vera’s family ranch on the western edge of the county. She decided to start interviews with Vera because she was her family’s oldest friend. After her mother died, Vera brought over casseroles and helped her with the girly stuff her brothers and father couldn’t handle. No matter what the town said, Vera would do what she could to help them.


    They passed cornfields and the wide open expanse of land before the silence started bothering her. The view was the same in nearly every direction. Her feelings over the place hadn’t changed one iota since leaving. The itch to get out crawled under her skin.


    Cain said nothing from the passenger’s seat, but his presence was everywhere. The smell of soap and male filled the rental car, causing a stir in her belly. His thumb strummed a beat on his jean-clad thigh, and she allowed herself just a moment to appreciate the corded muscle of his forearm before she looked away. She shifted and turned on the radio.


    He reached over and shut it off. “I could kick his balls into his throat for you.”


    She blinked, alternating her gaze between him and the road. She knew whom he meant, going back to Don and the discussion from the diner, but she didn’t know why. He shouldn’t care what her ex did or didn’t do to cause their breakup, especially because it was long before she’d even met Cain. Barely contained fury heated his eyes, making the flutter in her belly go into overdrive.


    Christ. That was sexy as hell. Most of the time Cain was so passive it bordered on submissive. Not that it bothered her—okay, it did—but this side of him had her girly bits zinging.


    She rolled her shoulders, angry at herself for the reaction. “You don’t know anything about it. Maybe I deserved it.”


    His pissed off expression stopped that quip dead in the water. “He cheated on you with your best friend. Hell, a kick in the balls is too good for him.”


    Unable to help herself, she laughed. “It was a long time ago. I’m over it, Freud.”


    He mumbled something unintelligible and shifted in his seat to better face her. “What was that thing back there about your mom? At the site…”


    Her fingers fisted the wheel so tightly her knuckles popped. Why couldn’t he stay out of her personal space? As a shrink, he should know how much it hurt her and follow her wishes. “Drop it. Now.”


    “It could be pertinent to the case.”


    “It’s not.” A pounding began in her temples. Behind her eyes. She ground her teeth and focused on the road.


    “Sammy…”


    She jerked the car to the shoulder, screeched to a halt and shoved the gear into park with a shaking hand. She craned to look at him but found she couldn’t without wanting to kill him. Or kiss him for trying. But mostly kill him. She glared at his chest instead. “I’m only going to say this one more time, Cain. Back off. I’m not your patient and we’re not friends. I have the chance to finally produce my own show, and I want you to stick, so I’ll make the effort to get along, but you need to stay out of my business. Hear me?”


    No, he hadn’t heard. Or didn’t seem to. Instead, he stared at her with his lips parted as if forcing himself to take in air. The green flecks in his hazel eyes were mossy and bright in the sunlight streaming through the windshield. It knocked her back a block just how pretty they were and the wonder in their depths.


    Ever so slightly, a wrinkle formed between his brows. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but nothing emerged. He shook his head.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?” It was unnerving. Like no one else existed but her, and she’d just offered herself up on a platter. Naked.


    He cleared his throat. “You…called me Cain.”


    She blinked. “That is your name.”


    His gaze shifted from her mouth to her eyes. Held. “Yes. I just wasn’t sure you were aware of it.”


    What the hell did that mean?


    He shook his head again and glanced around as if just realizing the car had stopped.


    What was wrong with him?


    Didn’t matter anyway. She shifted the car into drive and pulled out onto the road, saying nothing more on the matter. Blessedly, he didn’t either. He stared out the window, rubbing the scruff on his jaw like he’d been slugged.


    In five minutes they were at Vera’s house, a small two-bedroom ranch with white siding and burgundy trim. The sight of it brought all kinds of old memories to the surface. Her crying over the betrayal of what Don and Kelsey had done after prom in the cab of his pick-up. Vera feeding her cookies after her mother’s funeral. Her trying to explain to Vera what that so-called shrink attempted to do behind closed doors. She briefly closed her eyes and drew in a breath.


    At the rear of the house was an eight-stall barn, which housed Vera’s painted horses. They were out to pasture now behind the wooden fence in the distance. Even the flower boxes with bright red geraniums lining the porch looked the same.


    Cain opened his door, and she blinked the past away.


    Stepping out into the warm sun, they made their way to the porch and rang the bell.


    Vera answered the door, wiping her hands on a towel. “Sammy? What’s wrong? Is your father all right?”


    She smiled to ease the woman’s mind. “He’s fine. I’m here for…business. This is Cain, one of the investigators for the show. Can we ask you a few questions?”


    Her brown eyes lost their worry and settled into affection, a look she knew as well as her own father’s. Vera held the screen open for them and Sammy inhaled the gardenia scent of her perfume as she passed. Vera caught her for a tight hug and released her. Immediately, the anxiety fled.


    “What can I get you to drink?”


    “Nothing for me.”


    Vera looked at Cain.


    “I’m good too, thank you.”


    She nodded and led them over the pine floors to her small living room where green and cream plaid-print couches faced each other. Between them was a scarred table that held horse breeding magazines. On the walls were several photos of her horses.


    Cain took it all in and grabbed a seat on one end of the couch.


    She sat on the other side, giving him a wide berth. “We wanted to ask you about St. Bishop’s church and school.”


    Vera draped the dishtowel over her shoulder and took a seat across from them. It was then Sammy noticed the fine lines around her eyes and on her forehead had grown deeper since she’d last visited. Her lean frame was still in great shape, but her face had thinned and she winced when she sat. In her late sixties, she knew Vera had felt the strain of arthritis after years of ranching and solid farm work, like many of her father’s neighbors.


    Vera’s smile never wavered. “I figured that’s why you came. Heard about all the ruckus at the town hall meeting last week. You’ve got some of the thumpers pretty nervous.”


    Thumpers were what Vera liked to call the church-going folks in town. As far as Sammy knew, Vera never attended church. “They were protesting at the site when we arrived.”


    Vera nodded and swept her gaze over Cain. “You be careful out there, honey.” She looked at Sammy again. “I worry about you.”


    She smiled. About the only thing she missed from Nebraska was sitting in front of her. “We’ll be careful.”


    Vera slapped a hand down on her lap. “What would you like to know?”


    She darted a glance at Cain, but he was letting her run the show. “How old were you when the fire started in the school?”


    “Six. Just turned. I was in kindergarten. I don’t remember a lot, just fragments really.”


    Cain leaned back and folded his hands. “That’s okay. What do you remember?”


    Vera’s gaze drifted off. “I remember the smoke. It made my throat burn and tears sting my eyes. I remember the screaming. A lot of screaming. My class had crawled out of our room and across the hall to the second grade classroom. We climbed out through a window. That’s about it.” She shook her head. “Days later, at the cemetery, I stood in my new black shoes during the funeral. Because there were so many children that died, they’d held a large prayer service. It was long and my new shoes hurt, but I didn’t complain because I got to wear my shoes when all those other kids wouldn’t get to ever again. It was a strange thought, the ramblings of a child’s mind, but that’s what stayed with me all these years.”


    Emotion closed Sammy’s throat. She couldn’t even imagine being that young and scared, watching all those coffins lowered into the earth. “Do you know where the fire started, or how?”


    Vera shook her head. “There were rumors, of course, but no. I can tell you that on our side of the building there was smoke but no heat.”


    Cain leaned forward. “Do those rumors include that boy? Curtis…”


    “Curtis Gilroy. And yes, they did. He was much older than me. Fifth grade, I believe. The other kids talked about him a lot. There was something about him setting a fire behind the church once before. Some students claimed it was just some old papers, but one of the kids swore they heard their parents say it was a dead cat.”


    She slowly slid her gaze to Cain, chills raking her spine. If that kid had killed an animal, it could mean it was a precursor to something bigger. Often times with serial murderers, they began with animals, usually in youth. It would also mean the boy had no remorse. A true sociopath.


    He nodded, acknowledging that they’d have to look into this particular angle. Or have Paul do it. If any of this story held fact, they could be dealing with the ghost of a boy with no soul.


    He turned back to Vera. “Where’s his family now?”


    “They moved away after the funeral. Curtis was an only child and the grief was probably too much. Plus, the town turned on them, blaming them and their boy for the incident.”


    Sammy swallowed hard. “What do you know about the church?”


    Through the years, she’d learned not to ask any questions. What happened back then was the single most tragic thing to occur in their town. Crime was something you read about in newspapers or books. It wasn’t something that happened here. Sure, they had petty thefts or misdemeanors, but nothing on this scale. It bothered her just how little she actually knew.


    “Some of the kids in your brothers’ class got arrested for vandalizing the church, back when the boys were in high school. They’d done some vile things there. Claimed they were trying to raise the devil by performing rites.” She shook her head. “Stupidity.”


    She remembered that. Her brothers, one six years and the other four years older than her, had come home from school talking about it. Animal blood and pentagrams. It had upset her mom enough that she’d gone out to the area, stood in the middle of the road outside the church, and prayed. Five years later, she’d died in her car in that very spot.


    Shaking the memory away, she said, “Can you remember anything else?”


    Vera eyed her like she knew what Sammy had just been thinking. “Nothing of significance.”


    They chatted a few more minutes, rose and walked to the door, saying their thanks and goodbyes.


    Cain turned suddenly on the porch. “Do you know anything about this girl who maybe saw Curtis in the boys’ bathroom? Around the time of the fire?”


    Vera glanced at her and back to Cain. “Catherine. She won’t be of much help to you.”


    “Why not?”


    “She hasn’t spoken a word since the day of the fire. She lives up in the woods in an old hunting cabin of her daddy’s. Only comes into town for groceries.”


    “Crazy Catherine,” Sammy mumbled. “That’s her?” The other kids had chanted about her, poking fun and being mean. She was older than dirt the last time Sammy remembered seeing her inside the market. Or maybe time had whittled her down and she just looked much older than her years.


    “I’d leave the poor woman alone. She’s got enough ghosts.”


    Once they were back in the car, Cain scrubbed his hands over his face. “Jesus, Sammy. What did you get us into?”


    Fear was starting to settle in her gut, too. St. Bishop’s was not a topic the town took lightly. In fact, no one spoke about it at all. Most of what she knew was handed down through the rumor mill. She gripped the steering wheel tighter and wove her way through the back roads.


    She shrugged the feeling away. “You’ve been with Phantoms long enough to know not to believe everything you hear.”


    He dropped his hands and looked at her. “Vera had a picture of you on her piano in the corner of her living room.”


    “So?”


    “So she knows you very well and trusts you. She was the first person you went to see in town. That says you trust her back.”


    Annoying, perceptive man. Damn, she hated that. All her years since leaving home and he was the first person to see past her carefully laid roadblocks. Hell, more than half the people at home didn’t see her this well.


    Before she could think, an explanation was flying out of her mouth. “Vera took good care of me after my mother died. She was one of my mother’s best friends.”


    Instead of asking why her dad didn’t take care of her himself, or any of the other million questions she was sure he had festering in his too-clever mind, he asked, “How old were you when she died?”


    Why, why, why did she start this? The point was to veer away from personal topics and set clear boundaries. Nonetheless, it seemed a harmless enough question, and the team knew even this little bit about her. “Sixteen.”


    “A hard age for a girl, even without losing her mom.”


    He had no idea how hard. Or maybe he did. He’d lost his family when he was young too. She remembered Elise saying his grandmother raised him. It struck her in that moment how much alike they were. Except she’d grown tough and built walls, where he seemed to try everything in his power to let people in. How did he sleep at night with all that pain coiled inside?


    She turned into the hotel parking lot and pretended her heart wasn’t pounding out of her chest. “I got by.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Cain dropped his suitcase next to the bed and glanced around. There was nothing noteworthy about the hotel room, aside from the extra door ten feet from his bed. He stared at it a good long time before sighing and walking over the teal carpet. He tried the knob and found it unlocked.


    Elise, their conniving producer. It had to be. This was her doing. He was sure of it, just as he was sure who he’d find on the other side of the connecting door.


    Just in case, he knocked once before pulling it open. And yep. There was Sammy, turning to face him with those unbelievable blue eyes. In her hand was a red bra, her suitcase open on the bed before her, in the middle of unpacking. Several drawers were open in the dresser. Her room mirrored his own, so that the head of her bed met the wall where his did.


    Her jaw set as she eyed the door and then him. “Elise.”


    “She’s determined.” He leaned against the doorjamb and crossed his arms, forcing himself not to look at that red bra or imagine what she’d look like in it. Screw it. “That’s definitely your color.”


    She glanced at the bra in her hand and then back to him. Shrugging, she walked to the dresser and dropped it in a drawer. No embarrassment whatsoever. She grabbed several more undergarments that had his blood rushing south and continued to unpack. “If Elise thinks putting us in adjoining rooms is going to make us hot for each other, she’s sorely mistaken.”


    If he remembered correctly, the point was for them to get along. She was merely shoving them in closer proximity. In their producer’s mind, if they hooked up, it would speed up the process. He knew differently. One, they’d never hook up. And two… “I don’t need a connecting room to get hot for you.”


    She stilled. Slowly turned. Both of her eyebrows shot up in unison.


    There. He threw it out there. Let her ponder that for a bit.


    He turned and strode into his room, kicking the door shut behind him. Purposely, he left it unlocked. Walking to the bed, he sat and stared at the door, waiting to see if she would lock it from her side.


    She didn’t.


    Grinning, he flopped onto his back and stared out the window. Daylight was fading. They’d be leaving soon to head out to the site. He shivered.


    For the first time since joining Phantoms, he didn’t want to investigate. Even their case in Arizona a few months back—the one where Paul almost died and something tried going through them to get to Kerry—couldn’t compare to this. Hell, he’d been bitten by a rattlesnake in Arizona. He’d take that every day of the week and twice on Sundays if it meant not investigating the church. Those grounds had bad vibes.


    Sammy knocked on the door awhile later and didn’t wait for him to answer before striding in. “Amir texted. They have a conference room downstairs for us to store equipment and check feeds. We have free use of it while we’re in town. Let’s head down.”


    Leaning up on his elbows, he took in her new outfit. She always dressed casual, if not badass, for their investigations. This time she wore a fitted black lace shirt, a shade lighter than her hair, and jeans. It allowed his gaze to trace her subtle curves. The heels of her black boots gave her some height, but she probably wore them to make it easier to walk all over him. Perhaps grind him into dust.


    Nodding slowly, he rose and followed her out. Once they were alone in the elevator, he stared at the numbers. “I like your boots.”


    When she said nothing, he glanced at her. She was looking at him as if trying to decide whether to be pissed or say thank you. As it turned out, she said nothing and they exited the elevator.


    The crew waited for them inside a small conference room, gathered around the table. Amir and Terrance had their laptops open and were typing madly.


    Paul tossed a stack of papers across the table toward Sammy. “The fire did in fact start inside the boys’ bathroom. There was some kind of minor explosion that the department thinks was intended to cause more damage than it did. Glass jars filled with turpentine were set throughout the room and down that corridor. There was no mention of rags or towels, like Michael claimed.”


    Sammy riffled through the reports. “Anything in there about the doors being barricaded?”


    Paul adjusted his glasses. “They weren’t. Even though many of the kids said they couldn’t open the doors, and the janitor’s report backs that up, the department found no signs to prove it.”


    She nodded slowly. “We interviewed someone in town today. She mentioned the small fire behind the church. She claimed to hear rumors it was an animal set on fire. Can you look into that?”


    Paul’s already light skin paled. “Sure.”


    “That’s awful,” Kerry mumbled. “Let’s hope it’s not true.”


    Amir peeked over his laptop. “We checked into the road alongside the church. There have been thirty-three vehicle accidents on that stretch since 1950. Of those thirty-three, twenty-two were fatal. All but two of the remaining eleven claimed that they saw a dark shadow dart from the church side of the street, across the road, and disappear into the woods on the other side. They described it as human-like in form, but short in stature. They could see through it, yet it was solid enough to make out at night. Oh, and get this…All the accidents happened between six and nine at night.”


    Cain swiped a hand down his face. Rubbed his jaw.


    Sammy was still as stone, all except the tremor in her hands as she held the papers tightly. It confirmed his suspicion her mother’s accident had happened on that stretch of road. She struggled for composure, though no one else seemed to notice.


    Kerry took Paul’s hand and held it. “That’s seriously messed up.”


    “Sure is, baby girl.” Terrance nodded to his laptop. “If the cemetery predates the church and school, maybe we should look into the land itself.”


    Sammy cleared her throat and handed Paul the papers. “That’s a good idea. Can you look into it tomorrow?”


    Paul nodded.


    “Let’s get out there.” Sammy ran her hands through her short, black hair. “Everyone have the crosses I gave you? Your holy water?”


    Cain shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans and fisted the vial of holy water.


    Amir rose and pulled his cross out from under his shirt. “Don’t leave home without it. We charged the equipment and backup batteries too.”


    She laughed, and the sound uncoiled something inside him. She didn’t use it often, but she had a great what-the-hell laugh.


    But whatever minor amount of ease he had died the moment they pulled up to the site and parked both vans in the open field between the church and school. This place was screw-with-your-head scary in daylight. At night it knocked the breath from his lungs. There was no light, save for that of the moon, and the decrepit remains of the buildings cast sinister shadows across the tall grass. The absence of sound was most disturbing. The air was still, heavy. No crackle of grass from a breeze or whir from the leaves. Not so much as a cricket.


    A shiver tore up his spine, despite the humid heat of the summer night.


    “No one, and I mean no one, goes alone.” Sammy accepted the thermal camera from Amir. “Kerry and Paul, why don’t you take the school? Cain and I will take the church. Keep your radios on. Terrance, Amir, watch the live feed. Let us know ASAP if anything pops up.”


    Terrance nodded and handed him a digital recorder. “You got it.”


    Sammy went to step away when Cain grabbed her arm. “I want to know right away if you hear or see something. If anything feels off to you.” When she raised her brows and took a defensive stance, he elaborated. “You’re not good about communicating with me. It didn’t matter before. Here it matters. I mean it. You talk to me out here, Sammy.”


    She studied him for a long beat and must’ve seen the determination in his eyes, because after a moment, she nodded once.


    Taking the small victory, he breathed a sigh of relief and followed her across the field of wild grass toward the church. The ding of Tom’s camera behind him told him they were rolling, so he made a point to watch his words. Elise said they had to get along, so he would. But dammit. Sammy had to meet him halfway. He couldn’t protect her if she didn’t talk to him.


    The heavy wooden door creaked into the night when she pulled it open, the sound so alarming his teeth hurt. He grabbed a nearby chunk of concrete to prop the door open, dragging it across the broken cement steps to put it in place.


    They stepped into the church, and the stench of mildew and rot had his head rearing back. There was very little light filtering in from outside, so they were in stark blackness until Sammy clicked on her flashlight.


    “We should bring the floodlight tomorrow,” she whispered.


    He preferred not to see the damn place, but she was right.


    The heels of her boots echoed on the pine floor. Thunk, thunk, thunk. Even knowing they came from her, it still made his heart pound. She directed the beam of her flashlight over a table against the wall, where many of the ritual items were still placed, now collecting dust.


    “I don’t see any blood. If they were serious in their attempts, wouldn’t they have needed to sacrifice something?”


    After learning about this case in New York, he’d spent a good deal of time online the night before researching the occult to prepare himself. “Not necessarily. There’s never been an actual case of a human sacrifice either. Doesn’t mean their efforts didn’t let something else in though.”


    “Yeah. By the sound of it, the place had enough going on before they screwed with this crap.”


    Tom walked to the corner of the room, underneath what was once the choir loft, and panned the room with his camera. On the other side of the church was their motionless camera on a tripod that one of the techies had placed earlier.


    Sammy walked to the middle of the church and stood in the center of the pentagram spray-painted on the floor. The glow from her thermo camera lit her face with orange hues. “Nothing unusual.”


    He switched on his digital recorder and held it in his hand, keeping one eye on her. “Is anyone here? If so, I just want you to know that you don’t have permission to touch us. You don’t have permission to do anything to us, but we will talk, if you want.”


    They waited about twenty minutes and moved toward the altar. It was nothing more than a couple of chairs now, sitting under the upside down crucifix. He hated it here. It was hard to draw in breath and there was a constant pressure in his chest. Sammy seemed unaffected, but then again, didn’t she always?


    Except he’d learned in the past few months to look past the apparent. She had tells. Not obvious ones. She forgot to breathe when she was nervous. When scared, and that wasn’t often, she either got defensive or quiet. No in-between.


    She stood a few feet from him, seemingly not breathing and not saying much. Part of why he liked her was her ability to take control of situations without it feeling like a dictatorship. She also didn’t flap her mouth incessantly like most females tended to do when in a frightened state. Or any state. That trait never bothered him in women, but it made him respect her even more that she fell out of the norm.


    Hell, nothing about Sammy Hanesworth was normal. And he couldn’t help but want to look under the surface to see what hid beneath. Find her skeletons and banish them. Crack those damn walls she depended on so he could sneak past. He knew he was ten times an idiot for thinking it, but there it was. He wanted her. All of her.


    And she couldn’t even say his name on most days.


    Glass broke behind them, jerking him out of his thoughts and causing his heart to seize. The echo of tinkering faded, and they whirled in unison toward the noise. Sammy’s breaths soughed in the heavy air, raking his raw nerve endings. The beam of her flashlight hit the shards on the floor, near the table.


    She stepped over and crouched down. “It’s one of the votive candles.”


    Look at that. His legs did work. He made his way to her and looked from the table to the floor. “The candles were pushed all the way back against the wall. We weren’t moving at the time to cause the floor to vibrate enough to have it fall off.”


    Tom hadn’t moved from the corner.


    She rose and spun a slow circle. “Who was that? You have our attention. Tell us what you want.”


    Crackle. Static.


    They both started and stared at each other through wide eyes until they realized it was her walkie-talkie that made the noise.


    Amir’s voice shot through the speakers. “Sammy, there’s an orb by your head.”


    Cain shook his head and glanced at the broken glass, dismissing the claim. Orbs, thought to be light anomalies of spirit energy, were usually dust particles and overplayed in the paranormal world. Except…


    Their team didn’t get excited over orbs. Ever. Which meant…


    His gaze shot up to Sammy’s.


    She slowly brought the radio to her mouth, eyes as round as the moon. “Where?”


    The walkie crackled. “By your right ear. I think…I think you should leave.”


    That was all he needed to hear. The crew didn’t overreact. They didn’t spook easily. So when one of them said leave, he hauled ass.


    She appeared unable to move, so he said to hell with it, tucked the digital recorder in his back pocket, wrapped his arm around her tiny waist, and lifted her. With Tom ahead of them, he carried her in a run. Halfway to the front of the church, a screech emanated from the door. He looked up just in time to watch it slam closed, shutting them inside. Forcefully. It rattled on its hinges, vibrated. The boom resonated through the walls and crashed into his heart.


    Blackness followed. Utter…nothingness. Silence, except their mingled breathing.


    She shook in his arms, which only amped his heart rate. “Are you okay?” He set her on her feet in front of him and dropped his hands on her shoulders, running them down her arms. He felt no injuries, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. He couldn’t see a damn thing.


    “Yes,” she answered on a shaky breath. “Tom?”


    “Out here, Sammy. Hold on.”


    Cain kept his hands on her waist, and the fact she didn’t protest said just how unnerved she was by what happened. The smell of honeysuckle rose up and wrapped around him, stopping every other thought. Honeysuckle? Why? The church had no vines or flora near it to create that scent. Sammy’s signature was strawberries. But as much as it didn’t make sense, it somehow comforted him into not panicking.


    The hinges on the doorframe moaned, fighting the movement from outside. Tom wrenched the door open and leaned against it. A sliver of moonlight streamed inside.


    Cain wasted no time. He picked her up again and backed her out the door, down the steps and onto the gravel near the road. He turned back to the church. “That rock holding the door open couldn’t have moved by itself. It took effort from me to put it there.”


    Tom jerked his chin toward the church. “What rock?” It wasn’t a question, rhetorical or otherwise. It was out-and-out sarcasm laced with fear.


    The rock was gone.


    He took Sammy’s flashlight and climbed the stairs. The rock wasn’t inside the entryway, so it hadn’t slid when the door closed. He looked at the base of the steps, over the side, but it had disappeared.


    Sammy turned toward the vans. “Let’s go check the video feed.”


    Relieved she was back in control, he followed her and climbed in the back of the equipment van. Amir and Terrance were sitting in front of the monitors watching the still cameras. Paul and Kerry were on Terrance’s screen.


    “What did you see?” She handed Amir her thermo camera.


    “I’ll show you instead.” Amir rolled the feed back on the motionless camera in the church and stopped it as Cain and Sammy were barely in the shot while standing on the altar.


    The table to the right of the screen didn’t move, but the votive candle they’d later found broken on the floor shifted as if someone touched it. No one was near it, and Cain confirmed no one stirred at the time. Within seconds, the votive slid straight across the table, hovered for point five seconds in midair, and dropped straight down to the floor.


    His limbs froze, and his hair stood erect.


    “Holy shit,” Sammy muttered.


    “Watch.” Amir pointed to the screen.


    On the monitor, Sammy spun a slow circle and her lips moved, but no sound emerged because their still cameras didn’t have a mic.


    Amir pointed to the monitor, just to the side of her head.


    A small fleck of yellow light hovered near her ear. It didn’t drift like a dust particle or dart like an insect, which was often the real cause for orb-like formations. It just…hovered. And grew in size. Slowly. As it expanded, it faded from yellow to red, until it became nearly the size of Sammy’s head. The shape shifted from a circle to an oval and… Oh, fuck no.


    “Is that a face?” She sucked in a breath. “It is. That’s a face.”


    Cain’s bones pulsed from the wicked cold fear enveloping him, but he couldn’t tear his gaze from the orb. The features of a profile weren’t readily clear, but it was definitely a face. The harsh ridge of an eyebrow was drawn low and the eye sockets were black voids. On the monitor, Sammy lifted the walkie to her mouth. Moments later, Cain lifted her and ran for the door. The red orb shot around them toward the front of the church. It made it to the door before them, and when the door slammed, it disappeared.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Sammy laid in bed, except subconsciously she knew it wasn’t the bed in the hotel, but the one from her childhood on the farm. Which made no sense, because she fell asleep in the hotel room. The pink curtains ruffled in the early fall night breeze and the chirp of crickets was like a song. The lingering scent from the pork chops for dinner was still clinging in the air, but it was fading now.


    Despite the peaceful somberness, her gut churned with guilt and she couldn’t sleep. Mama was out scouring the next county over for a new pair of shoes for her to wear to the homecoming dance tomorrow. Sammy had been so nervous about going to the dance that she’d flipped out on poor Mama and obsessed about not having any dress shoes. It was stupid. So stupid.


    And Mama had been gone for hours. She should’ve been back by now.


    The clock on her nightstand ticked away the seconds, driving her to madness.


    But her childhood bedroom didn’t have a clock on the nightstand. Dad was up with the roosters, and he’d always wake her so she could do chores before school. She’d never needed an alarm.


    Wait. If there wasn’t a clock in her room…


    Why was the neutral wallpaper from the hotel on her bedroom walls? Her old room was pink and yellow, not beige and teal. Old room? Dread settled in her belly.


    Slowly, her bedroom door opened and she sat up, relief washing through her that Mama was back. She made a motion to rise, but stopped with the sheet clutched in her fist.


    There was something wrong with Mama. Very, very wrong. She looked like her, was wearing the same clothes as her, but there was a fine white mist around her body. The longer she stared, the more transparent Mama became. But…why was she fading?


    Because she’s dead.


    The pain hit her full force and wrenched her fast-beating heart. From the doorway, Mama smiled in that soft, sweet way she always did when something tugged at her heartstrings. After a breath, she lifted her hand and waved to Sammy.


    Her heart pounded out of her chest, was so loud it pulsed in her ears. She reached out for Mama, panic filling her and not sure why. But when Mama turned, she was bathed in red light and her eyes were sunken black holes.


    She gasped, rearing back.


    Not Mama anymore. Or was she a trick?


    Sirens wailed from outside. Tires kicked up the gravel in the driveway.


    She dared a glance at the window and back to…Mama?


    The thing grinned. Lips meticulously stretching over rotten, broken teeth.


    She didn’t know how, but she found the breath and strength to scream. From within the pit of her belly she let it rip, until her body shook and firm hands had a hold of her arms. Wretched laugher filled her ears, her head. It raked like a claw. Slashed until she thought she’d bleed out.


    She tried to bring her hands over her ears to stop it, but her arms were pinned down and Cain was calling her name through a panic-drenched voice.


    Wait. Cain. Cain?


    “Sammy!”


    Dry, cool air flooded her lungs. Burned. Her eyes opened to Cain’s face hovering above hers. She launched out of his grasp and crawled to the headboard, pressing her back against the cold faux wood with her arm outstretched to ward him off.


    He immediately raised his hands as if surrendering and sat back on his haunches, thighs spread wide on the foot of her bed. He didn’t have on a shirt, but gray sweatpants hung loosely on his narrow hips. His eyes were more hazel than before, not showing any of the green flecks she’d noticed in the car earlier.


    “I wouldn’t hurt you. You were having a nightmare.”


    That was ridiculous. “I don’t have nightmares.” At least, not anymore. Not since she managed to find a way to work herself numb so that all she had to do was fall into an exhausted sleep. “What are you doing in here? In my room?”


    “You screamed. I came. That’s it.”


    “I didn’t…” She ran her hands through her damp hair, soaked with sweat. She had screamed. In her dream. When that thing turned Mama into… “I did scream.”


    “Yes. Loud enough to wake me from next door.” He still had his hands up in surrender as if afraid moving would frighten her more.


    She glanced at the open connecting door and then back to him. “You can put your hands down. I’m fully awake.”


    Nodding slowly, he lowered his hands to his thighs.


    The dream had played out exactly as her life had the night her mom died. Right down to the scent of dinner and the chirp of crickets. Except that night, her mom disappeared after waving goodbye. She didn’t morph into…whatever that thing was in her dream.


    She scrubbed her hands over her face. It had to be the stress from the case and being back home that was screwing with her head. That orb they saw near her had been enough for the team to cut the investigation short and call it a night. That’s all this was.


    Still, her hands were shaking. Suddenly, for reasons she didn’t want to explore, she was really glad Cain was here. Her heart was pounding and her blood cold, but she wasn’t alone.


    “Thank you,” she whispered, unable to look at him.


    “You’re welcome.”


    A little calmer now, she exhaled slowly and slid her gaze over him. And God. Heat flooded her cheeks as if she were a silly girl. His skin was smooth and light in color, considering he was originally from California. A thin scattering of blond hair, shades lighter than on his head, trailed down to a V and disappeared into the waistband of his sweats. His biceps were defined, his forearms corded with strength. He had the slight ridges of a six-pack going, and she wanted so badly to touch him. To feel something good again.


    She closed her eyes and sucked in a breath.


    He must’ve mistaken her reaction, because his tone softened even more than before. “Tell me about it. Your dream.”


    She couldn’t tell if he was going into shrink mode or if he was just ingrained this way, but for the first time in an eternity, she wanted to unload on somebody. A mistake. The last time she trusted someone—a shrink like him, no less—she’d wound up more a basket case than before.


    He wasn’t that man, though. And Cain was here.


    “I haven’t dreamed about her in a long time. My mom, I mean.” She weighed her words and decided to share the part of her story the whole team knew. “I saw her in my bedroom doorway the night she died. An apparition. She waved goodbye and then was gone. In the dream, the memory twisted and morphed her into something else.”


    Cain shifted and moved from a near crouch to sitting instead. He drew his legs up and draped his arms over his knees, making the muscles in his shoulders bunch. “How often do you have the dream?”


    “I don’t. Not for a long time. It’s never…turned on me like that.”


    He held himself still, as if moving would break this thin connection they were forming, but his eyes told it all—relief she was talking to him, concern over what happened, and…the edges of attraction. He liked what he saw, but didn’t like that he did.


    Eventually, his gaze drifted away. “You had a scare at the church. You’re back in your hometown. Both are enough to mess with anyone.”


    The shrink in him said the logical words, but his husky tone was all man. Conflicted, wanting to raise her defenses but being too tired, she eyed the tattoo creeping up both his shoulders from his back. She still couldn’t make out what it was, and in the dim light, even less so.


    She jerked her chin at him. “What’s the ink mean? I can’t make out the picture.”


    He stilled. Every fiber. All except his eyes, which drifted back to her from wherever he’d gone. After several heartbeats, he unfolded his legs and stood. Without a word, he turned and offered his back.


    She sucked in a quick breath. Starting at the juncture between his shoulder blades, angel wings jutted up and spread over most of his back, the tops rounding over his shoulders. They were tattooed to make it look like they were tucked back, lying in wait. She wondered why the dormancy, but bit her tongue. The detail was phenomenal. White and gray blending together with shades of blue and black. They moved as if real extensions of his body when his muscles flexed. Wow. It must have taken several sessions to get it so perfect.


    She wanted to touch and realized her fingers hurt fisting the sheet in restraint. Thousands of implications and meanings behind the tat wove through her mind. But she knew why he got the ink. Still…she wanted to hear him say the reason. They weren’t so different, and on any other night that may have scared her, but tonight a connection sparked between them. It slammed into her just how much Cain got her pain.


    He didn’t move, didn’t even seem to be breathing. She was having a hard time herself.


    “I have a tattoo also.” Her voice was never soft or yielding, nor did it ever possess the husky quality it had right then. She forced herself to swallow when he turned to face her.


    His gaze slid over her body as if seeking where and what. A muscle ticked in his jaw. Finally, his gaze lifted to hers, directing all that heat to her face. Something carnal shifted between them. More than desire or interest. He didn’t move, but she could tell he was wagering whether to ask or not.


    “It’s not in a place easily viewed.”


    His eyes slammed closed. A furrow formed between his brows.


    An eternity later, he shook his head once. “I’ll be next door if you need me. Goodnight.”


    It took effort, a lot of damn effort, but she stayed where she was in bed. The urge to laugh bubbled, but she banked it. Anger simmered on the surface, barely held in check. The most disturbing? The insane need—not want, need—to throw open the connecting door and plaster her body to his. Strip each other bare and go primal. Lose her mind in the kind of sex she knew would be beyond where any other man could take her.


    Dammit. Not him. Not someone who could get in her head and fuck with it even more. Never again. This desire would pass. It had to.


    Knowing she wouldn’t be going back to sleep tonight, or the rest of this week, she climbed from bed and took a shower. She dressed for comfort, since she was planning on heading out to see if she could get more interviews punched out once dawn broke. That was still a few hours away, so she picked up the remote and spent a mindless hour on television. Finally, she grabbed her cell and dialed her dad. He’d be up at this ungodly hour.


    One ring in, he picked up. “Yellow?”


    She smiled and shook her head at his greeting. Her dad’s drawl made hello sound like a color. “Hey, Dad. Have you had your first cup of coffee yet?”


    “Well, sure. Why? You in need of something besides that fancy schmancy crap?”


    “I like the fancy crap. Anyway, I have interviews to do today and thought I could stop by for lunch. I’m going to be pretty busy with the investigation, so I don’t know when I’ll get time again.”


    He huffed. “Investigation? Isn’t that a pretty way of saying you’re playing hocus pocus? When’re you gonna get a real job? The radio station is hiring, you know?”


    She closed her eyes and reminded herself that her dad was salt of the earth. Hands in the soil, working long past when he was bone tired. It was nothing new, his not liking her career, but right now she was too tired for this. Too rattled from her dream. And Cain.


    “Is that a yes on lunch?”


    “I guess I could take some time out. I’ll get your brothers in from the field too, so they can give ya hell.”


    She grinned. They would give her hell, too. Like father like sons. “Hooray. I’ll be there around noon, okay? Tell Gertie to make something light.” Gertie was one of the ranch hand’s wives who came to work for them after Mama died. She cleaned and cooked and kept order, but Sammy never felt a connection to the woman.


    “Light? You weigh nothing now. She’ll cook something hearty. Put meat on you.”


    She could feel her arteries hardening. “Yum. I’ll see you soon.” She paused and bit her lip. “Love you.”


    “Yep,” he mumbled and hung up.


    She stared at her phone. Dad loved her. She knew he did. In his own way. He wasn’t the type to get gooey and soft. Showing emotions was for the weak. He’d hardened even more after Mama died, burying himself in work to not face what happened. The hollow ache between her ribs expanded every year since. He never came right out and said it, he never would, but part of him had to blame her for her mother’s accident. If not for her, Mama would’ve been home that night instead of driving on that deserted stretch of road in front of the church.


    The history the techies were able to pull up about the road made her shiver. Growing up in the town, she’d heard the stories. But the accidents and what people witnessed were documented fact. She wondered what her mom saw the night she’d crashed. The reports said she’d spun out and sideswiped a tree. They’d chalked it up to inattentive driving or sleepiness. She’d died instantly. Had she, too, seen the dark shadow the others witnessed? If so, had that caused her crash?


    She must’ve been so scared. Alone.


    Sammy pushed the thoughts away and stood to stretch.


    The sun was starting to emerge, so she grabbed a few things she needed, shoved them in her pockets and went for a brief walk to score some decent coffee before meeting the crew in the conference room. They looked like zombies until she handed them each their cups.


    When she got to Cain, their fingers brushed, and she pretended not to feel the charge. “Chai tea crap for you. There’s something wrong with a guy who doesn’t drink coffee.” She smiled to show she was teasing. Mostly.


    The corners of his mouth quirked as if trying to hide a grin. “I drink coffee. Not often, but I do.”


    She pointed to his cup. “That’s not a real drink.”


    Kerry took a sip of her latte. “What’s on the agenda?”


    Cain’s eyes landed on Sammy, and she understood the silent question in his eyes, seeking permission to tell them about last night. She chewed it over for a few moments and nodded. Her mother’s apparition seemed pertinent to the case, especially because she was pretty convinced it wasn’t her mother at all.


    When Cain had given the team the skeletal basics, they all began talking at once.


    Sammy raised her palm. “I agree it’s strange, and that I don’t think it was her, but still…it happened. It could be nothing. Let’s move on.” Her tone told the crew she was through dissecting the phenomenon for now. They’d talk later if it reoccurred.


    Sammy sat next to Amir and chugged half her own black coffee. “I’m going to head out and see if I can find Crazy Catherine. Her dad used to go hunting with my grandfather, so I think I know where the cabin is that Vera mentioned.”


    “Not by yourself, you’re not.”


    She craned her head around to glare at Cain. “Excuse me?”


    “Oh shit,” Paul muttered and stared at the ceiling.


    Terrance and Amir donned headphones and screwed around with the digital feeds as if not noticing the oncoming fight.


    “You’re not traipsing around the woods by yourself. Who knows what kind of mental state this woman’s in.”


    “Are you implying I can’t handle myself, Freud?”


    “I said nothing of the kind.” His gaze took her in from head to toe in one fell swoop, the twist of his mouth indicating her size mattered.


    She stood, to do what, she had no clue, but it maybe involved her coffee on his crotch.


    “I’ve got something,” Amir said. He removed his headphones and pointed to the laptop screen.


    Cain took a slow sip of his new-age fluff drink and ignored her in light of Amir’s interruption. “What is it?”


    “Audio from your recorder in the church. This was right after the glass broke.”


    She tore her gaze from Cain and forced her jaw to unclench. Amir’s fingers flew over the keys. A voice began talking. The wavelengths on the screen had it speaking out of human frequency, so it was obviously an electronic voice phenomenon. But the tone of the EVP was so low it bordered on a vibration. Chills skated her arms. It sounded like one sentence or phrase, but she couldn’t make out the words.


    She straightened. “What language is that?”


    Paul adjusted his glasses. “Latin.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Pretty sure. It’s nearly a dead language, but I recognize a word or two.” He looked at Amir. “Pull up that translator program I gave you last year. It can tell us what it said.”


    Amir nodded and worked his magic. After a few seconds, his dark black skin turned ashen. “Oh God.”


    “What?” She glanced at the screen as he hit play.


    The translator voice was robotic and something out of an eighties sci-fi flick. “She’s going to die just like her mother.”


    The team turned to look at her.


    She was too shocked to even gasp, but she stumbled back right into Cain’s chest. The heat from his body did little to warm her own. A vise gripped her throat. Her pulse tripped. Faltered.


    This thing knew her mother was dead. Ghosts didn’t have knowledge like that. At least that was the theory. They tended to get absorbed in their own location, some not even aware of what was around them. And her mother died outside the church, so she wouldn’t haunt the place for other spirits to know. After Mama came to her that night, Sammy had the impression her mother moved on from this realm to the next. She couldn’t be a ghost.


    No. This…this was different. If this thing was speaking Latin and had knowledge it couldn’t possibly know, then that confirmed this was not a haunting they were dealing with.


    And it just threatened her.


    The nightmare from last night slammed into her full force. The way her mother’s pretty face transformed to a hideous, frightening…thing. Oh crap. Was it affecting her already? Demons weren’t bound to one location. They possessed, sought…


    “Sammy.” Kerry touched her arm and she nearly jumped out of her skin.


    “I’m leaving to do the interviews,” she blurted. Needing out, needing air, she turned to go. “I’ll meet you guys at the diner for dinner. Five o’clock? We can discuss a plan for the investigation then.”


    Without another word, she left the room as fast as her shaking legs would allow.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Cain cursed under his breath and chased after Sammy. She wouldn’t like it, but hell if he cared. There was little doubt that the voice threatening her on the EVP from the church wasn’t human. He’d felt it in his gut the second they saw the orb yesterday, but the EVP this morning confirmed it.


    The color had drained from her pretty pixie face. She’d attempted to regain control and failed. The part of him that connected with her felt the slap just as she must’ve, leaving him with a rumbling vibration in the middle of his chest.


    Knowing Sammy, she’d take off like a firecracker to try to find this Catherine woman, making herself even more vulnerable in her attempt to pretend she was back in control. He was beginning to wonder if Sammy ever had control or if she was just that damn good at faking it.


    He tossed his to-go cup of tea in the lobby trash just outside the conference room and pushed through the exterior doors, gaze scanning the parking lot for her. Halfway down the third row, he found Sammy with her palms pressed to the door of the rental car, leaning into it with her head bowed. Defeat was the last thing he expected, and it didn’t look good on her. In fact, worry niggled in his gut.


    She must not have heard his approach because she didn’t look up, so he kept his tone low not knowing what state her mind was in. “Why don’t you give me the keys? I’ll drive.”


    “Go away, Freud.”


    “Not a chance.”


    She shook her head, but that was all the answer she offered.


    Sammy, like this, was worse than how he’d found her last night—in the throes of a nightmare she was still living, and fear wrenching her holy shit blue eyes. The worst of it all was he understood. He was right there with her, whether she acknowledged him or not. He’d lost everything in one night too. The difference was Cain had no one to throw it in his face daily.


    He struggled to find something to snap her out of the funk, bring back his badass pixie. “I didn’t think you’d give up this easy. I’m kinda disappointed.”


    She tensed and he had to bite back one hell of a grin. “Go to hell.” The raw coarseness of her voice was barely masked by steel.


    “No, really. It’s all right. Giving up is the safe route.”


    She surprised him with a rough laugh. “Reverse psychology. Nice, Freud. Real nice.” She pushed off the car and unlocked it with the key fob. “Get in.”


    Too relieved to do much more, he rounded the car and sat in the passenger seat.


    “Buckle up. We’re going off-roading.”


    He did as she asked and waited until she had them on the road before daring to look at her. The tension was still locked in her jaw but so was her usual determination. “Define off-roading.”


    Her wicked grin had blood rushing south. Like dick CPR, her smile.


    “Afraid?”


    “I’m man enough to admit it.”


    And Jesus in Heaven, the grin transformed into a genuine smile, tweaked with mischief and delight. Not for the first time, he wondered what she’d do if he attempted to kiss it right off her face.


    “Relax, Freud. I’d get fired if I let you get injured.”


    Ah yes. Her job. It meant the world and more to her. He wondered if that was because it was her ticket out of here or because she truly enjoyed her work. She wasn’t the maternal type, so he figured kids weren’t in her future, but she had her mama bear moments when it came to the crew. They were hers and she’d do anything for them.


    How long before he fit into that circle? Would he ever?


    She took her eyes off the road to look at him, switching back and forth to keep the car between the lines. “I was joking, Cain.”


    She used his name again. Twice in two days had to be a record. Raw sexual need battled with a warm sense of completion. “I know.” He paused and swallowed hard. “I like it when you use my name.” More that he liked the way she said it, but no sense in bringing that up.


    Silence stretched for a mile, him watching row after row of cornfields, before she spoke. “Is that all I need to do to win an argument, say your name? I’ll have to remember that.”


    Regardless of the topic, she always won. Sometimes he let her, sometimes she was just that much stronger than him. But if she got in the habit of using his name, there’d be no fight in him at all. She’d had him by the balls from day one. This was just new leverage.


    He got a text just as she veered the car off the main road and onto another that arguably hadn’t been driven in twenty years. Branches hit the side of the car and fauna ground under the wheels. He shook his head and pulled out his cell.


    Paul: Is she okay?


    Without looking at her, he thumbed out his quick response. Yes.


    A few seconds later, Paul responded. Have you seen this?


    Cain clicked the link attached to the text, and the Phantoms site loaded. He scrolled down and saw the new promo pics of him and Sammy taken a few days ago. Instead of the green screen from the shoot, behind them were dense woods in the throes of winter. Barren trees reached like claws toward the night sky and the ground lay covered in a thick blanket of snow. Cain held Sammy in front of him, his hand splayed protectively over her core and his face buried in her hair. Like the photographer requested, he looked at the camera from the corner of his eye, making the scene even more suggestive. Sammy’s gaze was looking right at the lens, inviting viewers to come play. In her hand she held out the spectrum light box as an offering. They were bathed in green light from the box.


    The photographer did a hell of a job making it look sexy. For a minute there, Cain fed into the image of them together. He shook his head and saved the picture to his phone’s camera roll to revisit when he felt like torturing himself.


    Paul: I saw sparks. Nice picture.


    Breathing a laugh, he thumbed a response. And I still have all my limbs.


    He shouldn’t joke about things like that anymore, even to Paul. Ever since their photo shoot, he and Sammy had been getting along fine. Most of the time, he swore she even liked him instead of pretending. The only time she got defensive was when he delved into her past, and her reaction was his own fault. He knew her triggers and went after them anyway.


    The car slowed and he glanced around, seeing nothing but trees. “How far is it?”


    “I don’t know,” she hedged. “We passed my grandfather’s old hunting cabin. If I remember correctly, there’s another one just up this ridge. I think that’s the one Vera referred to.” They hit a rut, and the wheel jerked from her before she regained control. “We should’ve stopped by the farm and taken my dad’s truck. We’ll be lucky to get out of here with the axel intact.”


    “Wouldn’t he wonder why you’d need it?”


    “He wouldn’t ask. Besides, he worries more about my life in front of the camera than my physical safety.” She was too focused on driving to realize how much she’d revealed, so he said nothing. Stopping the car in a small clearing, she slid the gear into park and looked at him. “And no, I don’t have daddy issues.”


    He fought a grin and looked out the windshield. Nestled between a row of pines was a cabin held together by boards and rusted nails. It leaned so far to the left that a butterfly’s wings could knock it down. It was crude and old and couldn’t possibly offer much shelter when it rained or when the seasons turned.


    He shook his head. “Don’t look now, but I think we stepped off the Phantoms set and into a remake of Friday the 13th.”


    “Such a funny guy,” she muttered and grabbed the handle.


    They stepped out into a wall of humidity. Rain scented the air, though it seemed far off. No one appeared to stir in the cabin, so maybe Vera had been wrong and the place was deserted. It sure looked like that was the case. Regardless, they climbed the porch and knocked.


    The shuffle of feet on the other side of the door moments later was faint, but there just the same. Someone was inside.


    She darted a glance his way and then back to the door. “Catherine? My name’s Sammy. I’m Edward Hanesworth’s granddaughter. You probably don’t remember seeing much of me, but I’m not here to scare you or anything. I just…wanted to talk, if that’s okay. I have a friend with me. His name is Cain. If he concerns you, he can wait in the car.”


    The hell he would and he told her so with a glare.


    She rolled her eyes.


    The woman didn’t open the door, but she didn’t walk away either.


    “Please, Catherine. We won’t stay long. I promise.”


    A few beats passed before the knob slowly turned. The door opened inward to an elderly woman leaning heavily on a cane. Long, gray hair matted around a gaunt, pale face. The rheumy haze of age clouded her blue eyes. She didn’t offer a smile, but she did step back to let them enter.


    Cain followed Sammy inside, nodding to the woman as he passed and not making any sudden movements. The interior was little more than the exterior. A couple of chairs circa 1970 sat in the middle of the room with a table between them. There was no sign of electricity, but a fire was going in the hearth. An old wood-burning stove served as the only sign of a kitchen. Canned goods lined the far wall next to it, floor to ceiling. Not a shotgun in sight, so he breathed and took a step closer to Sammy, just in case.


    The woman closed the door and wrapped her shawl around her shoulders as if it wasn’t ninety degrees with three-hundred percent humidity. She regarded them with a stare, but made no motion to step closer.


    Sammy kept her gaze focused on the woman as if her surroundings didn’t matter. “You don’t speak, is that correct?”


    Catherine tilted her head, studying Sammy. After several moments, she nodded.


    “Are you able to write out some answers if I ask you a couple questions?”


    She shook her head.


    “Okay, then. Let’s just stick with yes or no, and you can answer me that way. Is that okay with you?”


    Catherine nodded, and damn if Cain’s respect for Sammy didn’t up ten notches. She kept her voice calm and friendly, her gaze directly on Catherine, and never moved so much as a muscle to scare the woman. She was damn intuitive and way more sensitive than he gave her credit.


    “I’m with a team of people investigating the St. Bishop’s property.” Catherine’s eyes widened. “It’s okay, it’s okay. Nothing will harm you here. I promise. But you attended school there, correct?”


    Catherine’s shoulders sank, but not all the fear left her eyes. She nodded.


    “Before the fire, did anything or anyone ever make you afraid to be there?”


    She nodded.


    “Was it the place? The school itself?”


    Catherine shook her head.


    “What about the church?”


    Again, a no.


    Sammy bit her lip. “So someone frightened you? A teacher?”


    Cain quickly ascertained what she was doing. She was asking open-ended questions in the best way she could for a woman who could only give them close-ended answers. It was quite brilliant. She was also gauging the woman’s lucidity by veering slightly off from the information they’d gathered.


    Catherine shook her head. She was lucid, if not eccentric.


    “Another student?” Sammy asked.


    This time, there was no pause. She nodded.


    “Was it a girl?”


    No.


    “Was he in your class?”


    She shook her head.


    “Older?”


    Yes.


    “Was his name Curtis Gilroy?”


    Catherine flinched at the name and drew her shawl tighter. For the first time since they entered the cabin, she broke eye contact and nodded.


    Sammy chewed on her lip and drew in a breath. “Did he ever physically hurt you? Hit you or push…”


    Catherine shook her head before Sammy even finished.


    “Good. That’s good. I’m so glad.” She paused. “Did you see anything unusual the day of the fire?”


    Catherine’s gaze remained at her feet, and she made no indication she’d even heard Sammy.


    “Catherine?” Sammy asked softly. “Did you?”


    The woman seemed to gather herself and squared her bony shoulders. She stepped deeper into the cabin and waved for them to follow. They ventured into a room, which Cain figured was a bedroom until he stepped inside and came up short.


    Crude charcoal drawings were taped or nailed to every available inch of wall space. Floor to rafters. Covering a window. On the ceiling. Some were aged and faded with time, some appeared recent. His gaze darted over each of them, not pausing long enough to concentrate on one in particular. Angry and frightened strokes of black featured the same boy. In some, flames danced behind him. In others, those flames consumed him. A few showed him holding a match and staring straight at the illustrator. The one common theme among all the pictures, besides the boy, was hollow, black voids where eyes should be and an evil, wicked grin twisting one corner of his thin lips.


    No matter where he looked, where he turned, those black voids were staring right at him. Assessing. Judging. I’m coming for you, they seemed to say. A shiver convulsed through him.


    “Jesus,” he breathed.


    Sammy backed into him in an attempt to leave.


    He grabbed her hand and pulled her from the room, his heart pounding past his ribs and lodging in his throat. He stopped only when he got to the front door and had it open.


    Sammy turned to Catherine. “Thank you for taking the time to see us.”


    He barely resisted the urge to tug Sammy’s hand and discourage any more small talk. Christ, if he didn’t get out of here soon, she’d be the one waking him from nightmares.


    Catherine nodded and held the door.


    He wasted no time. He half dragged Sammy to the car and climbed in the passenger’s seat. Sammy fumbled with the key, her hand trembling, but finally managed to start the car. She cranked the wheel, hit the gas, and took the descent through the woods at twice the speed as they drove in. Neither said a word, the silence a living thing, until she got to the juncture by the main road and stopped the car.


    She fisted her hands in her short, black hair. “Holy Christ. I’m never sleeping again. Never.”


    He was too shaken to laugh or to fully grasp that she showed him she was afraid too. “Right there with you.” He inhaled deep and stilled.


    There it was again…the scent of honeysuckle. They were in a closed car with no sign of the flower-like vine in sight. Just like the first time, it wrapped around him like a hug, reassuring him that everything was fine. He rubbed the back of his neck and tried to make sense of it.


    Grabbing the wheel again, she turned to him. “We have to look into that kid’s background. Curtis Gilroy’s. Something’s not right with him.” She pulled out onto the main road and headed the opposite direction from the hotel.


    He pulled out his cell. “Texting Paul right now. Let’s see what he can uncover.”


    “Good.” She paused. Bit her lip. “In those drawings, he had no eyes.” Her voice shook, and he had to refrain too hard not to touch her and offer comfort.


    “You’re thinking about the orb.”


    “Yes. It seemed like it didn’t have eyes either. Just…shadows.” She rolled her shoulders. “That’s how it looked in my dream too.”


    His gaze whipped to her, but she was focused on driving. No wonder she was screaming in her sleep. “Let’s see what we can find out. Go from there.” They drove a few minutes in silence, passing farms and open fields, before curiosity got the better of him. “Where are we going?”


    She cursed. “I didn’t think about you being in the car. I…” He waited for her inner struggle to abate. “I told my dad I’d come over for lunch so I could see him while I was in town.”


    Lunch at her father’s house. An eagle-eye view of the inner workings of her family unit. Oh, he was so up for that. But she didn’t like that idea one iota. A tick worked her jaw. “What are you worried about?”


    “I’m not worried about anything. This is my personal life and I didn’t plan on you being with me.”


    They drove quietly the rest of the way. She pulled into the driveway and up to the front walkway of a two-story white farmhouse. Marigolds and petunias filled the baskets on the front porch, while poppies dotted the side yard. He could make out two barns in the distance and acres upon acres of farmland.


    “What does your family grow here?”


    Staring at the house, her mouth twisted. “Potatoes and squash mostly. Pumpkins are a big crop in the fall for them. They have chickens and goats too. A couple horses.”


    He noted she said “them” or “they,” as if she felt no part in the family, but he didn’t point it out. “I’m trying to picture you here and can’t.”


    Sammy was always on the go, her mind clicking a mile a minute. Not that she didn’t work damn hard, but what out here stimulated her fascinating brain? She must’ve felt like she was slowly dying inside growing up. There may be nothing but open land for miles, but to her there’d be no breathing room.


    “We all start somewhere. I have mostly good memories of my childhood.” Suddenly, she turned to face him. “You leave the shrink in the car, Freud. Understand me? We’ll go have lunch, you won’t overanalyze the way my father says hello or the wall color of the living room, and I won’t have to kick your ass later.”


    He raised his brows. “Is the living room wall color a particularly sore subject for you?”


    She narrowed her eyes.


    Admitting defeat, he lifted his hands. “Okay, okay. Just kidding. I’ll behave.”


    By the time they were through with their chicken salad sandwiches and sitting around the intimate kitchen table drinking coffee, Cain had a pretty damn good idea how Sammy’s childhood must’ve played out.


    Her father was a man of few words and even fewer endearments, but the softness in his eyes when he looked at his daughter bespoke his affection. Cain suspected the man didn’t know how to talk to Sammy, so he just didn’t at all. Her brothers appeared at least five plus years older than her and treated her as if she was made of glass. Except when they were poking fun at one another. Which they did a lot. Not once during the meal did a serious conversation erupt.


    “So, are you actually going to do some real work while you’re in town?” This jab came from her eldest brother with an arrogant grin.


    Cain had to bite his tongue. Her family obviously didn’t understand how hard she did work, or they wouldn’t tease. The Phantoms crew was on the road nearly every day of the year, often going on little sleep, and put in situations that weren’t even in the realm of ideal. It might not be a traditional career path, but it was still a job.


    He watched her from the corner of his eye to calculate her reaction. She smiled as if she hadn’t a care, but hurt lanced those pretty eyes. And that was the other thing. She’d plastered on a smile since they walked in the door, but it never reached her baby blues, not like he’d seen it do with the crew.


    Sammy set her cup down. “I am working. Just because I don’t come home smelling like sweat and manure doesn’t mean I’m not putting in a hard day.”


    Her brother threw his head back and barked a laugh. “If it requires dolling yourself in makeup, then it’s not work. Putting on a spook show in front of a camera hardly qualifies.”


    Sammy shook her head, smile glued in place, gaze on her cup. She swallowed hard, and his gut twisted.


    Her father stared at the table, saying nothing.


    Cain had enough. “One day she’s going to be behind the camera instead of in front of it. She’s that good.”


    A ghost of a smile traced her father’s lips, respect indicated in the solid nod.


    Her other brother eyed him suspiciously. “You don’t say.” He gazed between the two of them as if sensing the attraction for the first time.


    “Yeah, I do say.”


    Sammy’s gaze whipped to Cain’s, rounded in shock and…appreciation, while ignoring her brothers. Some kind of current passed in the air between them—a door, of sorts, opening. It made him wonder if her family was as unsupportive in other areas of her life too, or if this was the only way they knew how to communicate. More, he questioned whether she believed them or him. Believed in herself. She’d always had a sense of confidence around her, like an aura of buoyancy, but even that felt false now.


    He’d spent most of his life alone, seeking acceptance. She’d been surrounded by family who loved her, but she sought the same thing. Or maybe it was forgiveness she most wanted. Either way, he kicked the metaphorical door open and let her see how he viewed her, keeping his expression as clear as glass.


    A tiny wrinkle formed between her brows, as if unconvinced of what lay before her. She sank her teeth into her lower lip as her chest rose with a sharp breath. After several heartbeats, her eyes grew a little damp before she cleared her throat and looked away.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Sammy stood next to Cain and stared at the charred remains of the school. Going in there had to be better than the church, but she wasn’t looking forward to it. To divide the investigation, Paul and Kerry were in the church tonight. She and Cain were waiting for Tom to rejoin them, as he’d had to go get a backup battery for the camera.


    Six years, almost a hundred cases, and this one in her hometown had her wanting to tuck tail and run.


    “Can I put in a request for when you become the big, bad producer?” Cain looked at her from the corner of his eye. “No more cases like this.”


    No worries on that one. “They’d have to give me the promotion first.”


    “They will.”


    She looked at him, his handsome profile and longish blond hair brushing his ears. He’d been good today, first at Catherine’s cabin and then later at her dad’s. He’d grinned at the joking barbs her brothers tossed out and got into a decent conversation about farming with her dad. Occasionally his gaze would skim over to her, and his smile would widen. He never asked about her past or tried to breach her privacy.


    And then, out of the blue, he’d defended her, and the breath had left her lungs. She had no idea he’d thought that highly of her until they shared the moment in her father’s kitchen. If she was being honest with herself, there had been more than just respect on his face.


    She shook her head and looked at the school again. Cain was giving her every reason to trust him, but it was so damn hard to make that step. History had taught her better. Still, he’d been there in the middle of the night when she needed someone. Had been fiercely protective of her physical wellbeing not only on this case, but the previous ones. He’d carried her out of the church last night. He’d done that a few cases back in Arizona too, when a nest of rattlesnakes had come slithering out of the floorboards. He’d been bitten for his efforts.


    His reactions didn’t seem to be a result of him thinking her weak, but more an ingrained protective gesture. React. Fallout later. And she’d yelled at him.


    She swallowed hard, remorse churning her stomach. She’d been on her own too long. Even before leaving home, she’d grown up in a place where hard work and independence were not only learned but necessary. It was damn near impossible to lean on someone.


    Still, she needed to thank him somehow. Her reservations weren’t his fault.


    “I appreciate the confidence.” She kept her gaze trained on the building, even when he turned to look at her.


    “You inspire confidence. You manage the team well, are levelheaded, and are open to others’ opinions. I’d want you at my side regardless of whether you got the position.” He sighed and stared at the building. “They’d be idiots not to give it to you.”


    What was she supposed to say to that? They fought constantly, at least they did up until this case, yet he held her in such high regard. She settled on sarcasm, her old friend. “Gee, you’ll make me blush.”


    “I can give you other reasons to blush, Sammy.” The thick timbre of his voice settled around her, the implication making her girly bits cry yes.


    Rendered speechless again, she fought her physical reaction to his words so she could respond. “We’d kill each other.”


    “Something tells me it would be worth it.”


    She sucked in a breath and checked over her shoulder before facing him. “Where is this coming from?” she whispered. “All of a sudden you’re attracted to me? We—”


    “Not all of a sudden.” He jerked his chin toward the vans and their makeshift base. “Tom’s coming.”


    Her mouth snapped shut. Just what did he mean by that? And to say this crap when they couldn’t fight it out only made her defenses rise more. She hated not knowing, being left in the dark. Of all her weaknesses, and she had a lot, that was the biggest. Even during her childhood, she had to understand how things worked and why. That’s why Phantoms was perfect for her. Besides seeking answers to the unknown, she got to help both humans and spirits. Plus, it got her out of Nebraska.


    Speaking of…she sighed and nodded at Tom. “All set?”


    “Yep.”


    Wanting her mind off Cain more than she wanted to evade the building, she climbed the broken concrete steps and walked inside. Avoiding the right corridor, she made her way left toward where most of the fire damage had been. The deeper they got, the darker it became, so she clicked on her flashlight and led the way.


    “This place makes Silent Hill look like a Disney movie.”


    She laughed at Cain’s comment, pleased he could make light of things. She always admired people who could do that because she never possessed the skill. “True.”


    Deciding to start in the boys’ bathroom, she stepped over the remains of part of the ceiling and walked to the row of sinks. She switched on her digital recorder and waited for Tom and Cain to get situated.


    “Is anyone here?” She glanced at the half wall that exposed the outside, surprised at how her voice echoed. “My name is Sammy, and if there are any kids here, we won’t hurt you. Come on out.”


    Cain shook his head, indicating he didn’t see anything on the thermal. “It’s almost recess. Anyone want to play kickball with me?”


    Oh, good idea. Trying to play with them might—


    A knock sounded just outside the room. Her heart rate sped.


    “Yeah? You wanna play?” Cain edged closer to the doorway and peeked out. “I’m pretty good. You want to be on my team?” He lifted the thermal camera and stilled. “Tom, come here,” he whispered.


    Tom quietly made his way over and filmed Cain’s thermal camera.


    Not wanting to get in the way, she stayed back. “What is it?”


    “A figure. I can’t see it with my eyes, but it’s on the screen. Small. A girl, I think. Halfway down the hall. It looks like she’s wearing a skirt.” Gaze focused on the screen, he talked to the spirit. “Hey, honey. What’s your name? I’m Cain.” He paused. “Maybe after kickball you could teach me to jump rope. I’m terrible at it.”


    Tom moved over to Cain’s other side, so Sammy crept closer. Amid the blue and purple tones of the screen, one small figure in orange and red hues stood about twenty feet from them. He was right. It looked like a little girl, standing with her hands folded in front of her.


    She opened her mouth to say something, but the image pivoted and darted into one of the nearby classrooms. “Wow. Let’s go.”


    They hurried down the hallway and into the room they thought the spirit went into, but a scan of the room indicated it wasn’t there.


    “Well, damn.” She crossed her arms.


    Cain turned toward her. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you scared her.”


    “Me?”


    “She seemed to take off when she saw you.”


    Rolling the insult from her shoulders, she considered it. “Let’s get the digitals to Amir and Terrance. If we get anything to indicate you’re right, I’ll send Paul back in here with you.” Leaving her and Kerry alone in the church. She fought a shiver and started making her way out of the school. Grabbing the walkie-talkie, she lifted it to her mouth. “Kerry, Paul, meet back at base.”


    “With pleasure,” Paul said through the speaker.


    Cain laughed. “Guess we aren’t the only ones who got creeped out in the church.”


    You’d have to be inhuman not to. They walked across the long grass to the vans, where she handed Amir her recorder.


    Kerry and Paul met up with them, and Sammy told Amir where to look for an EVP.


    He scanned the feed and paused. Two wavelengths formed on the screen. The bottom one vibrated. Amir rewound and played it back louder. A quiet, tinkering voice emerged.


    Play with me.


    Kerry gasped. “It’s a little girl. I hate these cases with kids. If anyone deserves Heaven and to move on to the afterlife, it’s the children.”


    Sammy nodded in agreement. She often wondered why some didn’t move on after they died, but one of the theories was unfinished business or flat-out confusion at the time of death. She hoped the team could get the kids where they belonged by the time they left.


    She jerked her head toward the monitor when the voice came again. “Play that back, please.”


    The second wavelength vibrated. Leave. He’ll be mad she’s here.


    Cain straightened, jaw locked. “She wasn’t afraid of you. She’s afraid of someone knowing she was talking to you.”


    She rubbed her fingers over the ache in her temple. “I’ll bet it’s whatever tried to scare us in the church. That’s what she’s afraid of.” She knew what needed to be done to get answers, but she didn’t like it. Acid ate away at her stomach. “I’ll go with Kerry to the church and see if I can draw it toward me. Cain and Paul, you guys head to the school and see if you can get the girl to talk. Maybe there are other kids too.”


    Silence answered her. They were all looking at her like she’d grown two heads.


    Finally, Paul adjusted his glasses and looked at Tom. “Watch them. Get them out if things start to turn bad like they did last night.”


    The cameraman nodded.


    Cain pushed the thermal camera into Sammy’s hands. “Use this. You may be able to see it coming.” He stared at her, his fingers holding hers against the device. Electricity charged between them, until her breathing grew shallow. His gaze dipped to her chest and then up to her throat, where the crucifix hung by a chain. The muscles in his jaw ticked repeatedly.


    Unable to take the intensity, she pulled her hands away and glanced at Kerry. “Ready?”


    As she and Kerry made their way to the church, she could feel Cain and Paul’s gaze on her back.


    Kerry glanced at Tom several yards behind them and then her. “What was that back there in the van? Between you and Cain? He looked…primal. I’ve never seen him like that.”


    She wouldn’t talk openly like this if Tom’s camera was on, so Sammy didn’t bother checking. “Caveman syndrome.”


    Kerry tucked her long blonde hair behind her ear. “He’s always been protective of you, but this seems like more. Is there something I don’t know?”


    Like what? That Sammy wanted to climb Cain’s body like an oak while they were both naked? Like Cain suddenly talking and acting like he wanted to pin her against the nearest wall and…Yeah, there were lots of things Kerry didn’t know.


    “What do you mean he’s always been protective of me?”


    From day one, she got the impression Cain and Kerry clicked. Not in a sexual way, but more on a gut deep friendship level that Kerry rarely allowed. On that case back in Arizona, when Kerry had seen her doppelganger, Cain was the one who researched the haunting and did what he could to have Kerry’s back. She rolled her shoulders, not liking the sudden wave of jealousy.


    “You know exactly what I mean. He tracks your every move, knows where you are at all times, and is the first to reach you if there’s an issue. You’d have to be blind not to see how he looks at you, especially the past few days.”


    She shook her head. “You’re the one he called beautiful.” The first meeting after Jackson resigned and Cain was brought in, he’d made a point to feel Kerry out. It was a shrink technique to see how she’d react, and Kerry had Cain’s respect ever since. Kerry wasn’t just beautiful, she was empathetic to others’ feelings and very smart. “His big brother protective tendencies have nothing to do with chemistry and everything to do with my size.” Sammy seemed to bring that out in everyone. At only five foot three, people thought she couldn’t handle herself. That she needed a guardian.


    “For crying out loud. Fine, don’t tell me. But I told you when things changed between me and Paul.”


    Sammy laughed. “Nothing’s going on, Kerry.” Just hostile negotiations.


    Tom caught up with them at the church door and held it open for them. Kerry stepped inside and placed a floodlight in the center of the room, chasing away a lot of the shadows. A sweep of Sammy’s thermal found nothing unusual.


    “Anything happen while you and Paul were in here?”


    Kerry shook her head. “Not even a knock. Except…it feels heavier in here now.”


    It felt the same to Sammy as the other times. Thick, depleting oxygen. Mildew and rot stanching the walls. Something watching her.


    She had no idea why, but whatever or whoever this spirit was, it had attached itself to Sammy. She couldn’t help but wonder if it had anything to do with her mother dying on the road right outside the church. Cain had hinted at the same thing, but she refused to entertain the idea with him. The logical part of her knew this happened sometimes. Some spirits latched onto certain crew members during an investigation. Maybe it was just her turn.


    But those EVPs replayed back in her mind. That thing said she was going to die just like her mom. That was personal. Target specific.


    She let out a breath. “I’m back,” she called out to the empty room. “It’s me you want, right?”


    Kerry’s wide green eyes pinned her. “Great. Piss it off, why don’t you?”


    “Good idea.” She waved her hand to show Kerry all was well. “That little trick you pulled with the door last night was pretty pathetic.” She gave it a full ten seconds to see if it would respond. Though the air became more dense, nothing noteworthy occurred.


    “It’s getting hot in here.”


    She frowned and looked at her thermal camera. “Eighty degrees. That is on the warm side, but it is summer.”


    “I feel something here. But spirits drop the temperature, not raise it.”


    True. So maybe there was something else at play. Toxins? Or if her suspicion was right, and maybe this wasn’t a spirit but a demon, would it create heat instead? The problem with provoking dark entities was they could follow you. Possess. This was dangerous beyond measure.


    Sweat broke out on her skin, dripped down her back. She glanced at the thermal. “Ninety degrees.”


    “It’s seventy-five, tops, outside. This makes no sense.”


    “No, it doesn’t,” she murmured. Nausea churned in her stomach. Her head grew light, and she braced her feet so she didn’t sway. “What’s the matter?” she provoked. “Afraid of little ole me? What is it you want with me anyway?”


    A loud groan wrenched the air. Not like that from a human, but like something giving way. Caving under pressure. The floor beneath them shook. Dust rained down.


    What was happening? Was the roof about to collapse?


    Sammy’s heart stopped beating as the cold vise of terror seized her throat. Froze her in place. Her limbs locked painfully. Her head pounded. Her ears rang. Sweat dripped from her forehead into her eyes and stung.


    The groan grew louder. Deafening. Steel bending. Wood splintering. So loud she couldn’t hear herself scream. Or maybe she was trying to scream but nothing came out. Oppressive heat and anger weighed her down.


    Kerry. She had to get them out of here.


    Sammy dropped to her knees and crawled in the direction she last saw Kerry. The dust was so thick it coated her eyes, her throat. Sweat slicked her hands, but she made it to where Kerry was huddled on the floor. Grabbing her around the waist, she forced them to their feet and toward the door.


    They slammed into a wall and fell back, a tangle of limbs on the dirty wooden planks. Hands gripped her wrists, tugging her to her feet. Tom. Thank God. She reached back for Kerry, but she was upright too and searching for Sammy. Their gazes locked through the dust cloud, so thick it seemed more like a New England fog. Then Tom’s face was there, pulling her arms again. Together, they ran.


    Collapsing on the concrete steps just outside, she gulped in air, her fingers still clutching Tom’s with one hand and Kerry’s with the other. Violent tremors wracked her body so that she lost the grip.


    After a few precious breaths, she realized the dust and heat hadn’t followed them, but the noise…it was still ongoing, though not as intense. Groaning. Shifting. Piercing.


    Kerry pushed her hair out of her face. “What is going on?” Dirt marred her pretty face.


    Tom fell back on his haunches, his breathing soughing in and out. He clutched at his shirt, trying frantically to pull it off.


    Sammy reached out and helped, shoving his shirt past his stomach to his chest, where she froze. Three angry red slashes broke his skin from throat to navel. Scratches. Like from a…claw.


    “It burns,” he panted.


    Kerry screamed for backup into her walkie-talkie.


    Panicked, not sure what to do, Sammy grabbed the vial of holy water from her pocket, bit the cap off, and poured the contents over the scratches.


    Tom hissed, his back bowing. Several seconds later, the red marks faded to pink and disappeared. Tom slumped and sighed, the pain in his eyes edging away.


    Kerry paced the bottom of the steps, screaming into the radio, but Sammy couldn’t make out the words. Tears blurred her eyes, her ears a vacuum. Her hearing was…gone.


    Something instinctive, innate, told her to look inside the church. It violated her as it climbed inside her head and directed her to act. She tried to fight the unnatural urge, but it was stronger than her. Slowly, she got to her feet on wobbly legs and stared inside the doorway.


    And stilled. Every muscle.


    The eight-foot crucifix, suspended upside down on the altar, swayed against the cables holding it. In slow motion, it teetered, then fell. Down, down. Straight onto the pine boards with a resounding thud. Dust plumed. Her teeth rattled with the force and she nearly lost her footing.


    Look. Listen.


    The angry, vile voice from the EVP filled her head. Rasped. Demanded she pay attention. Pressure—insane, terrible pressure—crowded her skull. Pressed from the inside out. She clutched her ears, hot tears streaming down her cheeks.


    Look. Listen.


    She forced her eyes open and focused on the crucifix. The bottom was pointed right at the door, even though the way it previously hung should’ve put it at more of an angle.


    Pointing. To. The. Door.


    Toward the road.


    The tears dried on her cheeks as her eyes widened. Slowly, wanting to fight the movement, deny her own thoughts, she turned her head away from the church and to the road less than a hundred feet from where she stood.


    And the voice she would’ve given anything to hear again, the one she hadn’t heard in thirteen years, spoke to her. Lilting on the summer breeze and drifting toward her. Slamming her with both pleasant and painful memories.


    A sob rose in her chest. “Mama?”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “We just lost all video feed in the church.”


    Cain and Paul exchanged glances when Terrance’s voice radioed to them.


    Paul reacted first and made his way down the corridor in the school, Cain and the cameraman following. Paul lifted the walkie-talkie to his mouth. “Are the girls okay?”


    The radio crackled. “I don’t know. I couldn’t see anything. We’re on our way now.” Cain realized Terrance’s voice was rushed, out of breath.


    A surge of fear nearly knocked the adrenaline away. Cain picked up speed and tore past Paul. He vaulted off the exterior steps and into the knee-high grass at a run. Earl and Paul were close on his heels, if their breathing was any indication. He knew this was a bad fucking idea, letting Kerry and Sammy go in that church alone.


    The radio mic went from silent to a screech. Kerry’s voice wailed through the speakers. “We need backup now! Tom’s…scratched. Something…oh God.”


    His heart pounded right out of his ribcage. His thighs burned trying to manipulate the tall grass at breakneck speed. A crash echoed through the speaker and he nearly died. His throat closed as he passed the vans at their base and kept going.


    Kerry’s voice came back on their radios. “Sammy’s not…something’s wrong.”


    Paul’s voice shouted from behind him and filled the walkie. “Are you hurt, baby?”


    “No. I’m fine. Tom’s…yes, Tom’s okay. Sammy’s not hearing me. She’s walking away.”


    Away? Away from what?


    They rounded the cemetery and skidded to a halt in front of the church. Cain sucked air, taking in Kerry and Tom covered in dirt.


    Paul took no time pulling Kerry into his arms.


    “Where’s…Sammy?” Cain wiped the sheen of sweat from his brow with his forearm. He nearly rushed into the church until Kerry lifted a shaking hand and pointed to the road.


    “After we got out, she stopped hearing anything we said and walked over there.”


    He jerked around. Sammy, back to them and the church, stood at the edge of the road with her arms down at her sides and her head tilted as if listening.


    Every cell in his body went into hyper alert.


    “Holy hell,” he muttered.


    He made his way over, cautiously edging up to her side and looking at her face. Tracks from her tears cut through the dirt on her cheeks. She was so pale her skin was translucent. Her wide gaze was fixed to a spot across the street, in the woods, or perhaps in the street itself.


    “Sammy?”


    Not even a flinch.


    Running his hands through his hair, he looked over to find the others behind them. “What happened?”


    Kerry swallowed and looked at the church. “She was provoking the spirit when the ground shook. This noise…this God-awful noise, came. Dust started falling and kicking up. We couldn’t see. Tom pulled us out. But Tom…he…”


    Paul ran a soothing hand down her hair and looked at Tom. “Then what?”


    Tom rubbed his chest. “My skin burned. Sammy lifted my shirt and found scratches. Three of them. She poured her vial of holy water on them and they disappeared.”


    “The crucifix in the church collapsed. It just fell.” Kerry fisted her hands, but they still trembled. “Sammy had just walked over here as you ran up. She’s only been here a second. But I tried talking to her after she used the water on Tom. It’s like she couldn’t hear me.”


    Paul tugged her tighter to his chest and looked at him over her head. His expression matched what ripped through Cain—pure holy shit.


    “My camera’s still in the church.” Tom eyed them and then Earl. “I wasn’t thinking. I just grabbed them and got out.”


    He looked from Tom to Sammy. She hadn’t so much as twitched. Fuck. “Take Amir and Terrance with you to get the camera. Get in and get out. Fast. The rest of you go pull up the van.”


    “Cain—”


    “Go!” He winced at the tone he used with Kerry. Sweet, sensitive Kerry. Hell, the past five minutes just shaved five years off his life. “I’m sorry,” he said, trying for calm. “Please, go get the van. I’ll be fine with her for a moment. I think she’s in shock.”


    They took off to complete their tasks.


    He sucked in a breath and rounded Sammy. Standing in the road, he ducked his head to look her in the eyes. “Sammy.”


    Not so much as a blink. Jesus, she looked catatonic. He lifted his hand and pressed his fingers to her carotid, counting the beats while alternating his gaze between her and his watch.


    She blinked and slid her watery gaze over to him. “You’re touching me.”


    His hands shook but he kept his fingers on the cold skin of her neck. Talking was good. It was miles above catatonic. “I’m taking your pulse.”


    “Do I have one?” More tears slid down her cheeks and his chest squeezed. This wasn’t her. This wasn’t Sammy. To show any kind of weakness, especially to him, was so damn out of character.


    He cleared his throat. “It’s slow, but you have a pulse, yes.” Very slow.


    She nodded and looked across the street again. “I heard her voice. She called my name.”


    The vise squeezing his chest tightened. Suspicion told him who “she” was, but he forced himself to ask anyway. Because, for once, she was talking to him. And this time around it wasn’t curiosity asking. “Who called your name?”


    “My mother.” Her voice was oddly robotic, as if sleepwalking through a dream.


    A dose of reality was sorely needed to slap her out of this haze, and she hated him anyway, so why not him to do it? “Your mother is dead, Sammy.”


    “I know.” Her voice caught and more tears streamed out of those amazing blue eyes.


    Risking life and limb, he cupped her cheeks and stepped closer just as their van braked to a stop. “Let’s get you back to the hotel.”


    She nodded repeatedly but didn’t back up. That said enough in itself. She’d just had the biggest shock of her life, and she didn’t push him away when he tried to help. Theories rolled in his head about what happened to her, but he shoved them aside for later and helped her in the van.


    Paul leaned over the driver’s seat. “You want to drive?”


    He shook his head and climbed in after Sammy. Once they were past the state trooper’s barricade, he gently took her wrist and checked her pulse again. It was steady at sixty-two beats this time, so he breathed a little easier.


    “I’m fine,” she whispered.


    Kerry turned to look at her from the passenger’s seat, but she only smiled reassuringly and turned back around.


    He met Paul’s concerned gaze in the rearview mirror and swallowed hard. She wasn’t fine. If she was fine, she’d be yelling at him for excessively hovering and she wouldn’t have cried in the first place. He was positive she was capable of crying, just in private where no one could see she had pain. That’s what people like him and Sammy did. They hid the fact that they hurt. Recalling her lost expression as the tears slipped out, he closed his eyes and turned toward the window until Paul pulled up to the hotel entrance.


    Kerry opened her door. “Do you want me to go up with you, Sammy? I could stay awhile, so you’re not alone.”


    She shook her head and kept her gaze straight.


    He slid the door open and got out, holding out his hand for Sammy. She stared at it for several beats before refusing his help and climbing out on her own. That little defiance had him breathing easier.


    They made their way past the front desk and up in the elevator to their floor uninterrupted, one of the blessings of it being so late. In the hallway, Sammy fumbled with the keycard. He slid his hand over hers and took it to open the door for her. She didn’t protest when he stepped in after her. She stopped in the middle of the room and hugged herself.


    At a loss, he shook his head and cupped her shoulders. Turning her toward the bathroom, he walked her into the intimate space and cranked the hot water in the tub. Steam billowed. He checked the temperature with his hand and decided it wouldn’t burn her skin, but at least it would take the chill out of her bones.


    When he looked up, there was no affect on her face. She just stared at him, dark circles shadowing her blue eyes. “Take your clothes off and get in.”


    Finally—Christ, finally—her brows rose and a hint of irritation filled her gaze. “Not with you in here, I won’t. Get out.”


    Surprised, hysterical laugher bubbled inside his chest and escaped. He swiped a hand down his face when he couldn’t stop. “So good to have you back.”


    Her brows dipped. “Funny, Freud. Now get out.”


    The relief was so great he nearly hugged her. Instead, he bowed and walked into his own room through the connecting door, leaving it open. He stripped and got into the shower to chase the cold from his limbs.


    The crash hit him fast. Tears burned his eyes as the grip around his heart unfurled. He drew in a ragged breath and fought the tremors. Placing his palms on the cool tile, he dropped his head and leaned into them. Just an adrenaline crash, nothing more. As a psychologist, he knew this, but his body wasn’t getting his mind’s memo. He didn’t have full-blown panic like this often, not since he was a kid, yet he couldn’t help but notice the first he’d had in years involved Sammy, starting with his first case in Arizona and rounding out to tonight.


    Some of the tension began to drain from his shoulders. Allowing himself a few minutes to let the spray beat down, he lathered and rinsed quickly so he’d be out by the time Sammy finished with her bath. No way in hell was he leaving her alone until he was damn sure whatever got into her head tonight was gone.


    Toweling off, he slipped into a pair of black nylon shorts and a gray tee and made his way over to her room. He came up short when he found her standing by the window in a white terry robe, her feet bare and her black hair damp.


    Keeping her back to him, she turned her head to acknowledge he was there and faced the window again. She looked so small, so delicate, standing there, dwarfed by the window in a robe two sizes too big. Sammy was anything but delicate, no matter how she appeared.


    He walked to the nightstand and flipped on the lamp, allowing the dim light to chase the dark away. When she said nothing, he took a seat at the small table and toyed with the brochures. The silence went on so long he nearly broke, and he was a pretty patient guy. Most women filled the silence with chatter. Hell, he’d be happy if she yelled at him.


    Weary, he went for it. “You said you heard your mom call your name?”


    Her head dropped and her shoulders slumped. “Yes. Right after the cross fell in the church. I heard a voice in my head ordering me to look and listen. The cross fell as if it was pointing to the door, the road. Then I heard her call for me. Just once.”


    Chewing on the information, he was even more sure what had happened tonight. “Your mom visited you the night she died. You said she waved goodbye.” He waited for a response, but she gave none. “I think the thing in the church manipulated you into thinking it was her. Your mom said goodbye to you that night. It makes sense that she moved on. It’s trying to get to you and hurt you through her memory.”


    Her shoulders tensed, but dammit, she still didn’t say anything.


    “Do you want to talk about it?”


    “We just did.”


    He scrubbed his hands over his face. Fisted his hair. Rubbed the back of his neck. And no, he still wanted to wring her pretty little neck and then kiss it better. Many times. “You know what I meant, Sammy.”


    “Yes, I know exactly what you meant.” She whirled and walked to the dresser, pulling out boxers and a white tee. She tossed them on the bed. “I don’t need to be shrink-wrapped, Cain.” Out came a pair of black panties, also tossed on the bed. “Just go back to your own room and leave me alone.”


    Maybe it was because she said his name, maybe it was the black panties and the images they invoked, but he snapped. He’d been clinging to a thin tether for days, but he’d hit his limit. He rose from the chair, grabbed her by the waist, and backed her to the wall where he lifted her to eye level.


    “What are you doing?” There was no edge or heat in her voice, just a breathy whisper that knocked him from turned on to insane in one second flat.


    “My heart stopped beating the second Kerry radioed for backup and didn’t start again until you ordered me out of the bathroom. Do you understand me? You weren’t the only one who had the world knocked off its axis.” His arms shook, from tension or frustration, hell…did it matter? He cupped her bottom and pinned her to the wall with his chest.


    Their breaths mingled as they shared air. Her wide blue eyes stared at him, begging. He didn’t give himself any time to wonder if she was begging to be let go or for him to close the meager distance. He leaned in and sealed his mouth to hers.


    At first, she froze, as if forgetting how to do this dance. But then her lips parted and he dove in. The charge was instant. Brutal. He expected her to be hard, demanding, but holy hell, she was so damn soft. Her hot, sweet tongue, her breasts plastered to his chest, her skin. Soft. Everywhere. Hard as nails Sammy Hanesworth surrendered to him. Pliant, willing. That was the damnedest part, the willing.


    She fisted her hand in his hair, raked her short, blunt nails over his scalp, and he nearly came. Which only proved how long it had been for him. Or proved just how much power she had over him. She fractured the gray matter with one kiss.


    Reluctantly, he pulled away and dropped his forehead to hers. Fought to find words. “Mother of God.” That didn’t seem to cover it.


    The sleepy, wanton haze cleared from her eyes. They rounded into blue orbs. She seemed to stop breathing. Or was that him? No, no. His breathing was erratic and still fighting for space in his lungs.


    “You act like you’ve never been kissed before.”


    Her head jerked back and thudded against the wall. And there was his Sammy, fire in her eyes. “Well, I have.”


    “How long ago?” Because any guy who she let near her would bend over backwards and kill himself to please her. So why did she look like it was her first time?


    Her gaze darted away. “Put me down.”


    “Answer my question.”


    “It’s none of your business.”


    “I just made it my business. How long ago, Sammy?”


    Her jaw set when she pinned her gaze to him. Heavy eyes fought a severely expressive expression. “Years.”


    He almost dropped her. “Years,” he repeated dully. “Years? Since you’ve been kissed?” Not possible. Except her cheeks turned pink and she was staring over his shoulder.


    Something hit him in the chest right then. Things he’d learned about her tallying up. She had walls. Near impenetrable ones. There was an ex here in town who slept with her best friend on a night that should’ve been happy for a teenage girl. That event had happened near the vicinity of when her mom died. Sammy hated shrinks, hated anyone seeing anything other than what she allowed them to see. And she hadn’t been kissed in…years.


    The puzzle was still missing pieces, but the picture he was getting left him cold. Bone cold. In his shock, he let her feet slide to the floor and her body move away from him.


    “Now that you’ve figured out there is no real chemistry, you can stop with the innuendos.”


    He jerked his head around to find her at the connecting door, holding it open in a silent demand to leave. No chemistry? Was she mad? He was still shaking. He didn’t even have to look down to know his shorts had popped a tent. He could still smell strawberries from her soap or lotion, the sweet scent a direct contrast to her personality.


    No. That was wrong. She wasn’t mean or hard. She was broken. Someone, or a series of someones, had broken her. Hell if he’d be one of them.


    He walked to the door and looked at her a full moment or three. “Don’t mistake my surprise for disinterest. That wasn’t just chemistry, Sammy, it was the whole periodic table.”


    Her little pink mouth popped open, and she sucked in a breath.


    “Leave the door unlocked in case you have another dream. So I can get to you.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Sammy glared at the connecting door. Bit her thumbnail. Stared some more.


    It was useless. She couldn’t get the scent of Cain out of her head, nor the feel of his body from when he had pressed it against her moments before. And that kiss? She traced her fingers over her swollen lips.


    Her cheeks flamed and she whirled from the door to flop on her bed. So effing embarrassing the way he was able to pull things from her. She didn’t talk about her life, sexual or otherwise, with anyone. In five seconds, he had her admitting how long it had been since she’d been kissed. Touched.


    Regardless of how long it had been, it had never been like that. Not that she had vast arrays of experience, but still.


    She reached for her cell phone on the nightstand, noting her hands were still shaking. The sexy asshole made her tremble. No one had ever made her do that before.


    She found Jackson Granger in her contact list and connected. Ever since he’d resigned from the show, she’d had this whirlwind sensation of feeling lost. She and their former lead investigator were still close friends, talking by phone at least once a week. He could help bring her down.


    “Hello, Sammy. It’s one a.m.”


    She pressed her palm to her forehead. “Yeah. Were you sleeping?”


    “You know I wasn’t.”


    “Were you and Ava…”


    He laughed. “I wouldn’t have answered. Not even for you. What’s going on, luv?”


    Despite the crap rolling around in her head, she smiled. “You can drop the British accent.”


    “Sorry. Habit. I hear your voice and it comes back.”


    Her grin widened. As a child, Jackson had spent his time alternating between his mom in Colorado and his father in England. When he was with Phantoms, the producers demanded he use the British accent. They fell into silence until he called her name in a questioning tone.


    Sighing, she relented. “I hate the new guy.”


    He scoffed. “This isn’t new. What did he do now?”


    Getting up to pace, she rambled for a full minute on all the ways Cain got under her skin. Minus the kiss. She left that part out. “And now I have a chance at producing, Jacks. I can’t get promoted if I’m in jail for manslaughter.”


    He laughed again, but it cut off on a sigh. “Sammy, I’m going to tell you something, and the only reason I am is because you’re more than a thousand miles away. What’s happening between you and Cain is foreplay.”


    She froze. “I know where you live.”


    “Like I said, you’re more than a thousand miles away. By the time you got to me, your anger would be gone.” He paused. “Look, luv. He sees you. Really sees you, and you don’t like that. I get it, I do. But at some point, you need to decide if you want to continue to go it alone or let someone walk with you. It’s not a weakness. Took me awhile to see that too. Go have some angry sex. It’ll be good for you.”


    Her gaze shifted to the connecting door as she absorbed his words. “Like you did with Ava.” In the dark recesses of her mind, she wanted it, but Jackson’s past didn’t match Sammy’s. He couldn’t possibly understand how hard it was just to trust, never mind allow touch.


    They drifted into familiar silence until he broke it a few seconds later. “I’m glad you called. I have news. Ava’s pregnant.”


    Sammy sucked in a rapid gasp. She squealed so loud she slapped a hand over her mouth to contain the noise. “Oh, Jacks. For real? That’s…that’s so great. Congratulations.”


    “Thank you. She’s due in December. Maybe you can come back to Maine after Christmas and go all squishy over the bundle.”


    “Are you kidding? Hell yeah, I’ll be there! I’ll book my flight now.” She laughed. “Wow. Are you nervous?”


    “A little, but you know Ava. She can handle anything.”


    The pride and adoration in his tone caused moisture to blind her eyes. “I’m so happy for you.”


    And she was, she thought later, after they disconnected. Jackson had spent most of his life on the go, never settling in one spot. Until Ava Trumble. Sammy missed him fiercely, but she was happy for him and the new life he was building.


    Flopping back down on the bed, she surfed TV stations while thinking about what Jackson said. Foreplay. Now every time she and Cain got into a spat, or he looked at her, she’d be thinking about sex. And not just sex, but sex with Cain. Lord almighty, he’d be good too, if that kiss was any indication.


    Maybe having a torrid fling with him wouldn’t be a bad idea. Work out a little frustration. Perhaps they would get along better afterwards. But he seemed like the kind of guy who got attached. She didn’t do relationships. Never again. Plus, it had been so long since she’d had sex, longer than she’d let on with Cain. She had a feeling she wasn’t any good at it either. Her high school boyfriend sought it somewhere else, and the only man she’d been with afterwards hadn’t called for a repeat.


    She tossed the remote on the bed and sighed. This was useless. Knowing she’d never get to sleep, she got up and dressed to go for a run. Usually she preferred a gym when restless, but the hotel didn’t have one. Elise wouldn’t look too kindly on her using Cain as a sparring bag, so she’d pound it out on the pavement. By the time she was done, she could shower and stop by the farm before the team awoke.


    A knock sounded on the connecting door and she halted with her hands fisted in her shirt.


    “I know you’re awake. I can hear you thinking.”


    She hadn’t locked the door from her side. Why didn’t he just stride in like last time? Biting her thumbnail, she debated answering and decided against it. A run was what she needed, not the guy she should run from. Pivoting on her heel, she left the room, only to have his door open as she passed it in the hallway.


    He leaned against the doorjamb and crossed his spectacularly muscled arms over his bare chest. Greek Gods had nothing on this guy. “Where are you going?”


    “I’m sorry. I thought my father was a couple miles away. I didn’t realize you were him.”


    Unfazed by her sarcasm, his brows lifted. “It’s two-thirty in the morning, Sammy. Humor me, since because of you I’ll get no sleep.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes, you.” He straightened suddenly and took one step closer. “I can smell you on my clothes. Whatever that sweet scent of you is. Strawberries?”


    Gawd. Heat fanned her cheeks. She wasn’t used to being the object of attraction. Kerry was the pretty one. And besides, what was with this new verbal assault? For the past few months, ever since he joined Phantoms, he’d given her a mostly wide berth, when he wasn’t disagreeing with her. Now he was in her face with insinuations and come-ons. The rare alpha side of him was showing, and she had to swallow hard to form words.


    She stared at her feet and then back to him. “I’m going for a run.”


    He continued on as if she hadn’t spoken, but his direct gaze said he saw through her diversion. “Your skin was softer than I imagined. You felt good under my hands.”


    He imagined what her skin would feel like? Her pulse beat hard against her neck, so that she could pick out every red blood cell traveling through her veins.


    His hazel eyes narrowed. “That’s what renders you speechless? The fact that I want you and say so.” Another step closer. “Interesting.”


    She could not take his inspection right now. He was dangerously close to seeing too much of her already. Forcing herself to breathe, she turned toward the elevators.


    “Hold on. I’ll go too.”


    “For a run? Can you even keep up, Freud?”


    One corner of his mouth quirked as if laughing at her. “You shouldn’t go out by yourself this time of night. Give me one sec to change.”


    She ignored his overprotectiveness, as it would only cause another fight. She wasn’t in the mood to argue. “Take all the secs you need.” Yeah. She played the words, knowing how it would sound. For someone who wanted to escape this heat, she wasn’t trying very hard.


    He closed his eyes, rolled his shoulders and groaned. Turning from the doorway, he called over his shoulder, “Killing me, Sammy.”


    While he changed, she used the opportunity to stretch and calm her heart rate. She should’ve told him no. The point of beating the pavement was to get away from him and what he was starting to make her feel. Having him run beside her would prove too much distraction. His long legs and muscular thighs. Tight abs and corded arms. Sweat beating down that hawt body…


    His door opened and she straightened to find him in loose black nylon shorts and a gray tee. “Ready?”


    She punched the elevator button.


    “Do you always go for a run in the middle of the night?”


    She stepped into the elevator. “Only when I can’t sleep and there’s nothing to hit.” The not sleeping part she was pretty used to. It had been thirteen years since she slept the whole night through.


    Cain pushed the button for the lobby and leaned against the opposite wall, his gaze an intrusion. “I don’t sleep well, either.”


    She closed her eyes and drew in a slow breath, but no…her heart was still pounding. How could one man see past every defense she ever built? Worse, she suspected he was the first to try. She was drowning in the implications. “Do you need to stretch?”


    He offered a slight shake of his head. “With all these questions I ask you, the probing into your life you can’t stand me doing, why haven’t you ever turned it back on me? You never ask about my family or the night they died.”


    She didn’t need to ask. She knew how much it hurt. And she couldn’t afford that kind of bond with him. It was bad enough she wanted to let him in. “If you wanted to tell me, you would. You haven’t exactly bitten your tongue around me, especially lately. Besides, it’s none of my business.”


    “Bullshit.”


    Her head whipped up.


    “Yeah, I call bullshit. You don’t want to feel something for me or want a reminder that I understand your loss. You don’t want to admit there’s more than something physical between us. I scare you.”


    She ground her teeth, her head pounding with anger. He was right. So right. He did scare her, and she refused to be a victim of fear again.


    The doors opened and she quickly made her way through the lobby and outside, not bothering to check if he was behind her. Humidity coated her skin, the heavy dampness making it hard to draw in a breath. Or maybe that was just Cain’s presence.


    “Which way?” he asked, dropping the conversation with surprising ease.


    Glaring at him, while every molecule screamed to challenge him and finish the fight, she forced herself to leave the wound alone. She glanced across the street at the park and jogged in that direction. He fell in step beside her and said nothing.


    She wove them around the playground and stuck to the walking path, as it offered some illumination from the light posts. Crickets chirped and an owl hooted in the distance. By the time they made it to the lightly wooded area, her mind was blessedly blank. Cain had shortened his stride to match hers and fallen into a rhythm, neither one of them speaking. It was nice, just eating the path and grinding out the tension. Not having to worry about conversation or the vast similarities or differences between them. While running, the heat between them faded away and they were just two people.


    For a shrink, he was oddly comfortable with silence when the moment called for it. In fact, he knew just when to push and when to pull back to get what he wanted from her. It was unsettling and satisfying at the same time. He figured out just how to play her, and the knowledge should have her scrambling for distance. Instead, it made her desire him more.


    On the last leg of the three miles, her muscles were burning and her breathing short. He looked no worse for wear as he followed her back to the hotel parking lot and walked in circles to decompress. Sweat beat down her face, her back, but she felt good. Freer.


    Cain hunched over, hands on his knees, and stared at her. “I needed that. Thank you.”


    She nodded and unpocketed her keys. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”


    He straightened. “Where are you going?”


    “To the farm. I’m going to do a few chores for my dad before the crew meets.”


    He swiped a forearm across his face to remove the sweat and leveled her with a curious gaze. Just as she was about to turn away, he stopped her. “Can I go with you?”


    Now he was asking. Before, he’d always been forward and outright, stating what he would or would not do, despite how angry it made her. Him asking instead of telling seemed like a huge step on his part.


    She nodded. “If you’re sure, California. Working the farm’s no day at the beach.”


    Cain’s gaze darted away at her use of another nickname. He glanced at the stars and back to her with that submissive look she despised. Cain was no submissive. She may have thought so at first, but she knew better now. His brain was always clicking, always thinking. Challenging. Part of her wondered why he let her have the reins so long.


    “I can handle it, Sammy.”


    She fought a shiver at the way he said her name. Intimate. Husky. Purposely using it because she didn’t address him by name, or so it seemed. Surely he wouldn’t begrudge her the last of her defenses.


    They made their way to the rental car and over to the farm, where he once again surprised her by falling into a rhythm. They didn’t speak, didn’t have to, and worked side-by-side bailing hay and cleaning stalls until both barns were finished. He never once bitched about mucking manure or the unpleasantness of the task. Once or twice, she’d paused to look at him, only to have him offer a smile and get right back to work.


    Her father had come outside just before sunrise, nodded to them and went on his way. That was the only blip she saw from Cain. He rested a forearm on the pitchfork’s handle and stared after her dad like he was disappointed. She said nothing, because if she knew anything, it was that her dad never dished out much in the way of praise or compliments.


    When they were through, she paused with her arm on the handle of her pitchfork. “Cowboy looks good on you, California.”


    He laughed. “And me without my Stetson.” His hazel eyes caught a stream of sunlight through the slanted roof and he tilted his face toward it. “So, is this what you did every day before joining Phantoms?”


    “Before college, yes. I might even bust out a ‘yee-haw’ for ya if you put the tools away.”


    He walked closer and took her pitchfork. “I’m picturing you covered in hay and I’m oddly turned on.”


    Her face heated as he pivoted to return the equipment to the rack. “What about you?” She grinned, feeling lighter than she had in years. “Did you give surf lessons to beach blondes? Wear really tight Speedos?”


    He grinned at her, full watt, staying a couple of feet away, yet it felt as if they were touching. “I’ve surfed a time or two. With or without a blonde beside me, and not wearing Speedos, thank you very much.”


    “Hm, what a shame. I was picturing you in a skin-tight suit and getting oddly turned on.” There. She threw his innuendo back at him. She could be flirty too, right?


    His eyes narrowed in good fun. “I might bust out a ‘hang-ten, dude’ for you.”


    Laughing, she looked around the barn. “Not a bad job for a beach bum. Nice work. Come on. I need a shower.”


    With the sun up, they trudged to the car and dropped onto the seats in a heap. She fished her cell phone out of the glove compartment.


    Cain grabbed her wrist, the look he shot her unreadable. “He didn’t even say hello to you, your dad.”


    She swallowed hard and tried to pull her wrist free, but he didn’t let go. Cain shouldn’t care about the dynamic of her family or her father’s ingrained distance. “Dad’s not a man of many words. It doesn’t matter. I know he was happy to see me.”


    Their faces were inches apart. The scent of sweat and outdoors clung to them both. But none of that mattered when they were this close. The heat from their bodies collided and she wanted to lose it. Climb over the console and straddle him. Rake her fingers in his thick blond hair and take his mouth.


    His gaze dipped to her lips and back to her eyes. “It matters.”


    Shit. How did he get her so well? Sexy, irritating, and…scary.


    Her cell phone chimed. Over and over in rapid succession. The pings filled the hot car and drove a much-needed wedge between them.


    Tugging her wrist free, she unlocked the phone. Two missed calls from Terrance, three from Kerry, and five texts from Paul. “Something’s wrong,” she mumbled. She connected with Paul’s cell.


    Before she could greet him, his voice shot into her ear. “Where are you?”


    She glanced at Cain and put the call on Speaker. Starting the car, she pulled out of the driveway and onto the county road. “Cain and I went for a run. What’s wrong?”


    “I got info back on that Curtis kid. The situation is more screwed up than we thought.” Paul paused and drew in a breath. “He was the product of rape.”


    Cain cursed a wicked streak from the passenger’s seat.


    Sammy stepped on the gas.


    Paul murmured his agreement with Cain. “The police report I’m looking at said the mother was working a late shift at a gas station two counties away where she and her husband lived at the time. A man came in and forced her at gunpoint. They never caught the guy. When she turned up pregnant, the parents didn’t even consider abortion because they’re Catholic.”


    Sammy bit her lip and checked her mirrors to pass a slower car. This whole scenario played into the nature versus nurture argument. Was the kid born bad, or was he raised to be that way? She couldn’t imagine what the woman must’ve gone through, and then to have to look that child in the eye every day and remember the pain…


    She shook her head. “Where are the parents living now?”


    “Tennessee. I tried calling but I can’t find a contact number.”


    “I wouldn’t want to talk to anyone if I were them. Let’s leave that angle alone unless we have no other choice.”


    “Agreed. There’s more.” Some papers shifted in the background. “Amir found some EVPs on the digital feed. You’re not going to like it.”


    Cain’s gaze landed on her, and they exchanged worried glances. She pulled into the hotel parking lot and wasted no time. They bolted from the car. “We’re here. Are you in the conference room?”


    They were at the doorway to the room before Paul could answer so she clicked off. The whole crew was gathered around Amir’s laptop.


    Amir grinned. “Looking hot, Sammy. Cain.”


    “We smell great too. What do you have?”


    They made room for her around the table. Cain stepped up behind her and leaned against the wall.


    Amir tapped keys and turned the screen. “This is you and Kerry inside the church, right before everything went to hell. Listen.”


    Her own voice filled the room from the audio feed as she taunted the spirit in the church.


    “What’s the matter? Afraid of little ole me? What is it you want with me anyway?”


    A moment passed before the second wavelength jumped. I fear no one. You know what I want. I’ll have you.


    Sammy reared back, the wretched echoing voice skating across her nerve endings. “Jesus. Subtlety is not its strong suit.”


    Kerry tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I think the important question isn’t what it wants, but why. It’s had you in its sights from the first night. We need to figure out why.”


    Cain tensed. “We also need to confirm whether it’s Curtis Gilroy or not. We could be way off base here. This thing is darker than any human spirit.”


    Amir’s fingers were flying over the keys again. “There’s more. This feed is from Sammy’s digital recorder after you made it outside the church.”


    Their heavy breathing emitted from the speakers, as well as the grinding metal on metal from the crucifix getting ready to fall. A loud crash thundered, then nothing. A few moments of tense silence passed before a wicked, wicked laugh rent the air. She glanced at the screen, the hairs on her arms raising. The laugh was at an inhuman frequency according to the wave pattern.


    But then—oh, then—came her mother’s voice. Just once, she called her name. Just like she remembered from last night at the site. And just like that first time, she wasn’t prepared for the onslaught of how it would bring her to her knees. Tears burned her eyes.


    At least she knew she hadn’t imagined it.


    Cain stepped closer, but she brushed him away and walked to the door. “I’m going to shower. We leave in less than an hour. Be ready.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Cain stood at the edge of the driveway between the road and the church with his arms crossed, watching as the garbage truck hauled away the items from the church. After hearing the female spirit call Sammy’s name on the digital feed, and worse, seeing her reaction again, he’d had enough. The first thing they did when they arrived was take everything out of the church—the cross, the ritual items, all of it. He wasn’t leaving anything there that could be used to harm any of the crew.


    He drew in a breath and tilted his face toward the sun, allowing the warmth to seep into his skin. He hadn’t felt warm since arriving in Nebraska. Well, not unless he counted the time he’d kissed Sammy. The need to do it again turned that warmth molten. She used to have so much damn spark, so much life. They’d been in town just under a week, and her skin was pale, and she had dark circles under her pretty eyes. She was a bitty thing to begin with, but she’d lost more weight. She wasn’t sleeping, best he could tell, and she hardly ate.


    To say he was worried would be the understatement of the decade. Hell, she hadn’t even argued when he took charge after they arrived on site. She just stood there, arms wrapped around her middle, a glazed look in her eyes. They needed to wrap up this case and get her the hell out of here.


    Paul strode up to him and adjusted his glasses. “Kerry’s concerned about Sammy. So am I. She looks sick, Cain.”


    He sighed. “I know.”


    “We need to keep her off the investigation for a day. Get her away from here for just a little while.”


    Cain glanced over his shoulder, but the rest of the crew were in the middle of the field gathering equipment. “She’ll never do it.”


    “You could find another way to occupy her.”


    His gaze narrowed at the suggestion. “She’ll never do that either.”


    Paul grinned but it fell flat. “I beg to differ.” He crossed his arms and faced Cain, dropping the subject. “The sooner we figure out what the hell we’re dealing with, the sooner we can get out. We need to know more about her mom and about this kid. Sammy is too determined to leave the case half-solved. Throw in her family connection…” He shook his head.


    Cain looked away and cleared his throat. “I don’t think it’s her mother’s spirit. I think it’s whatever that thing is that resides in the church. A demon, the kid, I don’t know. But it wants her, and unless she’s here, it won’t play. Nothing happened when you and Kerry investigated. Sammy needs to stick to the church, and I’m staying with her.”


    Paul studied him for a beat. “Back in Arizona, when all the threats against Kerry were going down, I felt the same way. If she was out of my sight for a millisecond, I couldn’t breathe.”


    “This is different.” Paul had been in love with Kerry for six years before she realized it and they became a couple. It made sense, him wanting to protect Kerry. Cain didn’t love Sammy. He admired her, respected her, was wildly attracted to her, but that didn’t equal love.


    His stomach twisted as if to disagree.


    Paul issued him an if-you-say-so look. “What’s the plan? We need a plan.”


    As a team, they always discussed things together, so the fact that Paul sought him out, away from Sammy, meant Cain wasn’t the only one seeing her lack of objectivity. “Let’s head over and talk as a group.”


    Sammy capped her water bottle as they approached and jerked her chin toward the road. “Are all the artifacts gone?”


    Cain studied her face while she had it turned. She looked damn tired. And vulnerable. “Yep. How do you want to handle this?”


    She said nothing, just kept her gaze trained on the road.


    Kerry tied her hair up in a ponytail. “Since you get the most response, Sammy, why don’t you and Cain see what you can get out of the church? At least try to get confirmation that it’s Curtis Gilroy. I felt the kids around me in the school last night. I’m going to see if they’ll talk to me.”


    Paul nodded. “Sounds good to me.” He glanced at the church. “At least it’s marginally less creepy in the daylight.”


    Sammy smiled. “If you say so.”


    Cain met Paul’s gaze for a beat. The silent order from Paul to protect her wasn’t lost on him. Finally, Paul took Kerry’s hand and started walking toward the school. Amir and Terrance were busy setting up inside the van.


    Cain turned to Sammy. She bit her thumbnail, eyeing the church.


    “There’s no harm in walking away from this. It doesn’t make you weak.”


    Slowly, her gaze slid to his and narrowed. Objective met. She was pissed. “I don’t back down from anything or anyone, least of all—”


    “Good to have you back.” He passed her the recorder. “Let’s go, firecracker.”


    “Firecracker?”


    “Think you’re the only one who can use nicknames? Firecracker suits you. All bottled up in a pretty package, but give you a spark and…boom.”


    She tilted her head. “I can’t tell if I should be insulted or amused.”


    “It was a compliment.” He jerked his chin toward the church. “Come on.”


    Dust motes drifted in the air when they pried open the door. Having gutted the remnants of leftover crap, the place seemed eerily tranquil. Ethereal, even. Sunlight streamed in through slats in the ceiling, and the shadows were at bay. He knew better than to believe such a false promise of peace, but at least he could breathe without it seeming like he was sucking air through a straw.


    Sammy’s gaze took everything in. “Feels different.”


    He nodded when her gaze met his, and the utter relief and comfort he saw in her eyes was a first. So much for breathing. “I think you should challenge the thing in here. Watch yourself, but we got the most results when you pissed it off.” He swallowed. “And don’t walk more than two feet away from me.”


    One eyebrow lifted. “You’re awfully bossy lately.”


    “Worried, Sammy. Worried. There’s a difference.”


    The way she stared at him, she didn’t know whether to believe him or not. She had a family. Did none of them worry about her? Come to think of it, she didn’t know how to react to any sort of attention directed her way. Unless it involved the job.


    The masochistic side of him wanted to erase that look in her eyes, make her believe that she could trust him and that he’d do anything in his power to protect her, even if it took an eternity to accomplish. What that said about his feelings toward her, he had no idea. But he had a suspicion he was way past falling in like with her.


    Tom’s camera dinged and Sammy blinked. Shook her head. “Maybe the spirits were tied to the artifacts. That could explain the lighter atmosphere.”


    “Could be.” Sometimes spirits latched onto objects that meant something to them. Like an anchor, of sorts. But he didn’t think so. Whatever was here, it was just dormant. Waiting. “Or it assumes you’ll be back tonight, seeing as this is our first day of investigation.” The crew liked to mix up day and night investigations to get the best results. Just one more thing that made them stand apart from other shows.


    Sammy’s stance widened and she crossed her arms. “Hey! I’m back!”


    He glanced at the thermo camera, but saw nothing besides her warm heat signature.


    “Are you mad we took your toys away? Yeah, that was us.”


    The air shifted. The change was slight, but enough for the hair to rise on his nape.


    “Seriously, are you afraid? Lesser men have been afraid of me. Go ahead and hide. I understand.”


    He pressed his lips together to hide a grin. The desire to kiss her was fierce. When wasn’t it? She was really something. Balls out, no fear, take on the world. Jesus, he wanted her.


    She shifted and absently rubbed her chest. “I dare you to come out. Show yourself. Tell me who you are.”


    “Shit,” he mumbled. Did she have to be so damned combative? They still didn’t know what they were dealing with. And why was she rubbing her chest? A faint worry line formed between her brows. “You okay?”


    She ignored him. “What’s your name? I demand you tell me. You said it’s me you want. Here I am.”


    The air whooshed from her lungs and she doubled over, dropping to her knees.


    His heart stopped beating. He was on her in one stride, ready to carry her out. She grabbed his arm and shook her head. Her face turned red, blue eyes bulging, and he realized with seizing terror, that she wasn’t breathing. He motioned to picked her up with violently shaking hands, but she adamantly shook her head again.


    Fuck this. He shoved an arm under her legs, the other behind her back, and he hauled ass. Tom was close on his heels. They almost tripped over each other. He got them past the door and down the steps before she sucked in air. Sweetest damn sound he ever heard.


    Heart pounding, he set her in the grass and cupped her cheeks to get a good look at her. And encountered ice. Her skin was freezing. She gripped his shirt with both hands and dropped her forehead to his chest, still gulping air.


    “I…said…no. To…leave me in…there.”


    “Are you goddamn insane? You weren’t breathing.”


    “I know. Pissed…it off.”


    He stilled, then carefully broke away from her and paced. He glared down at her as she gained her footing again. “Congratulations, Sammy. You pissed it off. It tried to kill you, but hey, mission accomplished.”


    She straightened to full height. “Glad you see it my way.”


    He ground his molars to dust.


    “It was weakening. I could feel it. A few more seconds—”


    “A few more seconds and you might not be arguing with me.” How did she not get that? Hell, his chest hurt and the thing hadn’t touched him.


    He glanced down, where her breasts were heaving against the restraint of her green blouse. Three angry red lashes peeked up through the collar. He strode the two feet back to her and tugged the neckline aside. The gashes went from her throat to the cups of her bra, but hadn’t appeared to break her delicate, soft skin.


    “Jesus.”


    “It’s fine. It did the same thing to Tom and they went away. See? They’re fading.” She glanced at the church. “Let’s get back inside, while it’s still angry.”


    Fisting a hand in his hair, he stared at her. There was courage, and then there was stupidity. He looked at Tom, who shrugged. “Why don’t we have Amir and Terrance listen to the digitals first? Maybe it said something and we’ll gain some direction.” And it would give him time to stop shaking.


    She surprised him by agreeing and stalked off toward the vans. When her back was turned, he glanced at Tom with wide eyes. Again, Tom shrugged as if what happened was no big thing.


    During their case a few months ago, back in Arizona, where one accident after another threatened the team, Sammy was all about caution. Cain tried to think of a time when she hadn’t been, but nothing came to mind. Because it was the crew that she cared about. But this case? All the anger and spiritual energy was directed at her, and she didn’t care about rules or safety when it was her life. She didn’t seem depressed or suicidal. Nor did she appear to have a death wish. So what the hell was going on?


    By the time he caught up with them at the van, Terrance had loaded Sammy’s feed and wore headphones. Ten minutes passed before he lifted his head. “We got something.” His fingers flew over the keyboard.


    Two wavelengths appeared on the screen. The top bar jumped with Sammy’s voice.


    “Hey! I’m back! Are you mad we took your toys away? Yeah, that was us.”


    During her pause, the second wavelength pulsed.


    She’s here.


    Cain reared back. “That almost implies it’s talking to someone else.”


    Sammy bit her thumbnail. “We only have the one voice, though.”


    “What’s your name? I demand you tell me. You said it’s me you want. Here I am.”


    He returned his focus to the screen, a sense of dread fisting in his gut.


    I killed the precious children, just as I’ll kill you.


    He froze, eyes watering, the chill was that deep. Not for the first time, he wondered if this thing had the power to do real harm. So far, it had scratched and made it hard to breathe. Thrown things around. But could that actually result in loss of life? There had never been a verified case reported where someone died from spiritual activity or because of a ghost. Demonic possession was up in the air, the claims not always factual and open to interpretation.


    Sammy gasped. “That’s huge. That EVP means it’s Curtis Gilroy we’re talking to.”


    Cain rubbed his neck. “He never said his name, but it does imply it’s him. Assuming he started the school fire.”


    She seemed unfazed that it had threatened her again. Meanwhile, he wanted to drag her back to the hotel and handcuff her so she’d stay away from here.


    “Okay,” she thought aloud and paced, an adorable trait he’d grown to like. “It wants to hurt me. We need to go back in and find out why. We also need to push for a name.”


    “Be careful, Sammy.” Terrance stood and dropped a hand on her shoulder. “This one isn’t playing nice.”


    She nodded and Terrance resumed his seat.


    What they needed was to get the hell out of Dodge. “How’s your chest? Are the marks gone?”


    She glanced down. “I think so. Do you see anything?”


    Seeking any opportunity to touch her, he traced his fingertips over her warm, soft skin. Her temperature had returned to normal and the red marks were gone. Caught up in the moment, his gaze followed the path his fingers took from her throat to the V of her shirt.


    Her lips parted with a gasp.


    Amir cleared his throat from behind them. “Save it for tonight, kids. Go kick some ghost ass.”


    Her eyes widened, bulged. Cheeks flamed. She stepped away and jumped out of the van.


    He cursed when he realized she was leaving without him. Grabbing the voicebox and a digital recorder, he jogged to catch up. “Don’t be embarrassed.”


    “I’m not embarrassed. I’m angry with myself. That was totally unprofessional.” Her gaze jerked over her shoulder to track Tom’s whereabouts. The cameraman was several feet behind them.


    “You’re human. I’m human. The camera wasn’t recording, and you were among friends.” He sighed when her pace increased. “I’m sorry, Sammy. It won’t happen again.”


    She faltered but didn’t stop. “I appreciate that. Thank you.”


    They walked for a few paces before he amended his statement. “I won’t do it again in front of the crew. In private, I make no promises.”


    She closed her eyes briefly and opened them, but she said nothing. Her jaw clenched, she vaulted up the church steps and inside, never breaking stride.


    Casting a silent prayer heavenward, he joined her. He switched on the voicebox and set it in the middle of the room. Hopefully this could get them some clearer answers. The device was thought to pull energy from a room and allow the spirits to speak. Sometimes it said one or two words at a time. Sometimes it said whole sentences. If ever they needed a leg up, this case was it.


    Sammy started speaking before Tom was even camera ready. The tension vibrated off her in waves. Or maybe that was just the room. “So, you want to kill me, do you?”


    He swiped a hand down his face. “God, Sammy.”


    “That’s what it said. Right?” she called out. “For some reason, you’ve got it out for me. At least give me the decency of knowing your name.”


    The voicebox crackled. He jumped, his heart near the vicinity of his throat. Sammy’s gaze widened and found his. It didn’t usually do that, the box. It would say words in a robotic, drone voice enhanced by a computer. It had never emitted static before. She slowly sidestepped closer to him until their arms brushed. The solid feel of her did little to calm his nerves. The air was dense. Charged. It was suddenly hard to draw air.


    “Was that you?” she asked the room. “If it was, that box there will help you communicate with us. Tell me your name.”


    No.


    He sucked in a harsh breath. The voicebox resembled an eighties sci-fi flick. Creepy. Robotic. He hated using the thing, but sometimes it gave them the best results. The back of her fingers flexed against his, and he had to fight the urge to grab hold of her hand. With the camera on them, they didn’t need the extra complication. The click of her swallow filled his ears, and he could hear every inhalation as it passed through her lips. The room had grown quiet, still.


    She recovered before him. “Why not tell me your name? If—”


    A bang crashed from the other side of the room, near the altar. Wood striking wood. She flinched next to him as his body tensed to the point of pain. The echo bounced off the walls and vibrated the floorboards. He felt it in his chest.


    “What was that?” She stepped toward the altar. “There’s nothing in here. You guys removed everything.”


    He didn’t know, but every hair on his body stood erect. When she’d gotten too far away from him for comfort, he made himself move past the fear and follow her.


    She stared at the walls, the floor. Crossing her arms, she rubbed them vigorously. “It came from inside, right? It didn’t sound like a branch or—”


    Me.


    They whirled toward the voicebox, and…screw it. He grabbed her hand. He didn’t like the sensation deep in his gut. Didn’t like the way the room was heating to overboiling. Sweat beaded on his face, dripped down his back. A pressure started in the base of his skull and worked its way up, until it pressed from the inside out and he thought his head would explode.


    Me. Me, me, me. Me. Me. Me. Me….


    He gripped her hand harder. “We need to get out of here.”


    “Yes,” she whispered. Barely a breath.


    Me. Me. Me. Me….


    She emitted a strangled cry. He made himself move toward the door, tugging her by the hand. Halfway there he caught resistance and came up short. He turned to find her rooted to the spot, her eyes wide and pleading.


    “I can’t…I can’t move.”


    Me. Me. Me….


    Her.


    The pounding of his heart stopped with such force he thought he died. Outright stopped. And he’d had enough. Enough of this fucked up spirit, this damn site, and the entire state of Nebraska. They were getting out. He made a move to pull her into his arms, but the floor chose then to rumble. Like the earthquakes back home in Cali, the ground shifted. Vibrated.


    Sammy grabbed his forearms in a vise and searched over his shoulder. “Tom, get out. Go! We’re coming.”


    Cain didn’t turn, but the squeak of Tom’s shoes indicated he’d listened. “Take a step toward me. Good,” he cooed when she was able.


    “I’m okay. I can move.”


    Wrapping his arm around her waist, they ran toward the door, the ground still shifting. She was so much shorter than him that it made things awkward. He shortened his strides, not wanting to let go of her.


    Two steps from freedom, she stumbled and went down. Hard. Her cry rent the air and the quaking halted. He grabbed the doorframe to keep himself from falling. Sammy tried to get up on all fours but slumped back down. Kneeling, he gently turned her onto her side and cupped her head. A jagged gash marred her forehead, near the temple by her hairline. It bled like mad, pooling down her pale face.


    Seeing her hurt, proof that she was a mere mortal despite her ferocity and courage, did him in. His throat closed. Panic clawed.


    She moaned, and he forced himself to remember his medical training. Heads bled. A lot. Even if it wasn’t serious. The cut was at least two inches long, but it didn’t seem deep. Focusing on her eyes, he let out a breath when he found them clear and alert.


    She was okay.


    He breathed a sigh of relief and inhaled honeysuckle. Honeysuckle again. What the hell was it with that scent? He looked around the church and just outside the doorway, but he didn’t see the vine growing anywhere. Sammy smelled like strawberries, her usual, and ergo not the source. Before he could overthink it too much, a calming sensation engulfed him, just as it had done before.


    He sighed. “Let’s get you out of here and get your head cleaned up. You’ve got a nasty cut.”


    She gingerly sat up. “Okay, Doc.”


    His throat tightened at the nickname, at the sound of her voice.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Sammy waited in the car as Cain went inside the pharmacy to gather supplies to tend to her cut. She pulled the napkin away from her head. Yep, still bleeding, though it was slowing down. Her head pounded like a mother. And her hip. She’d have a nasty bruise later.


    She pulled out her phone and texted Elise about what had happened. If their producer was left out of the loop, she’d have a canary. She made sure to stress that the incident was nothing. Five seconds later, Elise’s response came back.


    Klutz. Is Cain playing doctor?


    She laughed, making her head hurt more, and thumbed a response. Yes, but don’t get ideas. We’re getting along. As friends.


    Good. Don’t get hurt again. Bye.


    She put her phone away and sighed. At least the crew had followed orders and stayed on site. The whole day wouldn’t be lost. She was curious to see if anything would happen when Kerry and Paul checked out the church. Why this thing had a hard-on for her, she had no clue. Her thoughts drifted to her mom and the fact that she died right outside the church. Was that the tie?


    Fear and guilt churned in her stomach. All this time, and it still hurt. As if losing her mom wasn’t bad enough, this thing was trying to twist her memory. It got to the point she was afraid to close her eyes. Worse, she feared her assumption about her mother moving on wasn’t true. What if she’d been stuck in some kind of purgatory, forced to roam the grounds? What if she was trapped?


    The driver’s door opened and Cain climbed in, setting a bag in her lap. “You holding up?”


    “It’s just a cut.”


    He started the car and pulled away. “I meant with everything else. You’ve had your head properly screwed with since we got here.” His fingers tightened on the wheel and his jaw set.


    Sammy swallowed hard. He really was worried about her. Cared. Unsure what to do with the information, she glanced out the window. “I’m not used to people worrying about me.”


    He made a sound of agreement. “The team does. Your friends, I mean.”


    Friends. Yes, they were that. And family. Oddly enough, Cain knew more about her in the six or so months since they’d met than the team had in six years. “They’re not quite as pushy as you are.”


    He offered no comment and pulled into the hotel parking lot. They walked to her room in silence, where she dropped in a chair. He sat down across from her and used his feet to drag her chair in front of his. Sexy move, that.


    He pulled out some gauze and peroxide and held up the pad. “This is going to sting.”


    With surprising gentleness, he closed in and brushed the strands of hair away from the cut. She turned her head to give him better access. Every molecule lit at his touch. His face was inches from hers, so that his warm breath caressed her cheek and a trace of mint filled her nose. His distinctive male scent and that of the soap he used had her stomach heating. Spreading. If it hurt, she didn’t notice. She wasn’t used to people taking care of her, and that was exactly what he was doing.


    She cleared her throat. “I can do this myself, Doc.”


    “You need a liquid stitch to keep it closed. I got you.”


    I got you. No one had ever said that to her before, never mind made her believe it. Yet Cain had. He did have her. He’d protected her and pushed her and, yes, irritated her to no end with all his probing, but he never once left her scared. Or alone. He’d had her back time and time again.


    “Thank you for today. And for every day since you started. I haven’t said that and should have.”


    His hand stilled, the cold solution dripping down her temple. He caught himself and dabbed at the drip, then finished cleaning the cut. “You’re welcome,” he said in a tight voice.


    Her heart pounded faster, her face hot. No doubt he could notice her reaction, but he didn’t call her out. He dried the area with more gauze and opened a vial that smelled like nail polish. His scent overpowered it and enveloped her. The heat from his body and the muscles straining under his shirt made her mouth dry. He had a day’s worth of stubble on his face, giving him a slight air of bad boy.


    “This might really sting,” he warned.


    Before she could comment, he pinched the cut closed with his thumb and forefinger and a burning sensation pierced the wound. Seared like a poker. “Ow!”


    “Sorry, sorry.” Then—gawd!—he blew on the cut, just like her mom used to do when she scraped her knee. The sting eased, but her other parts puddled to goo.


    He held her head still with a gentle hand on her jaw and eased back to look at her. “I think it’ll heal without…”


    His voice drifted off as he stared at her, unmistakable desire in his eyes. They were close enough to share breath, so she could make out the green flecks in his hazel eyes. His long, pale eyelashes lowered when his gaze dipped to her mouth. His eyes dilated.


    “…a scar,” he finished and dropped his hand.


    She missed the touch, which should have worried her, but he brought it back within a moment. The fingers of one hand grazed her jaw while the other held up a penlight. He clicked it on, shining it in her eyes, first her left, then the right.


    “I don’t think you have a concussion, but you should take it easy. I’ll wake you up every couple of hours. There’s some ibuprofen in the bag. Take some. If you get nauseous or dizzy—”


    “Doc?”


    “—then we need to go to the hospital.”


    “Cain?”


    He closed his eyes and stopped breathing. Muttered something about now not being the time to use his name. “Yeah?”


    “You took care of it. I’m fine. But if you’re still worried, you know what my mom used to say makes everything better?”


    She had no idea what had gotten into her. They barely got along. He was everything she swore to avoid in her life, the mascot for all the pain she’d barely survived. No, he hadn’t caused the pain, but it was someone just like him. So trusting him? It should be out of the question. Yet when he opened his eyes and looked at her like he wanted to lay her out and devour, like he gave a good goddamn, she pushed common sense to the back burner.


    He brought his other hand up and cupped her cheek. “What did your mom used to say?”


    “A kiss makes everything better.”


    “Sammy.” His eyebrows furrowed and his mouth eased into an endearing, sad smile. He brought her closer and traced his lips around her cut, kissed her hair. “You have this way of gutting me.” His lips skimmed over her cheek and brushed over her mouth. Not a kiss exactly, but it held twice the punch because of the sweetness behind it. “I can’t get you out of my head.”


    Her heart flipped over. Exposed itself. “My mom had a saying for that too.” The intimacy of sharing part of her mother’s memory with him wasn’t lost on her, but she hadn’t let anyone inside her heart in such a damn long time. And he was here, wanting in. “If you can’t get someone out of your head, maybe they’re supposed to be there. That’s what she used to say.”


    He drew in a ragged breath and closed his eyes. “It sounds like she was a very wise woman.” Swallowing, he dropped his palms to her thighs. Instead of finishing—or starting—the kiss, he slid his hands under her legs and lifted her. Before she knew what he was doing, he set her on the bed, laid her back and leaned over her with his impressive arms on either side of her head. “I want you, but you’re coming off an injury and no sleep. Close your eyes for a little while, and we’ll see what happens later.”


    Did he…? Yes, he’d just dismissed her. Rejection stung her eyes, closed her throat. She’d opened up, however small, and he shot her down. She wasn’t the type to throw herself at a man. And she knew better than to let her emotions rule. She tried to sit up but he pressed a hand to her shoulder.


    “Simmer down, firecracker. I’m trying to be a gentleman here.”


    He straightened and walked to the table. Shaking out two pills, he handed them to her with a bottle of water. In stunned silence, she shifted to swallow them and laid back, still unsure of his motives. He kicked off his shoes and climbed in bed next to her, on top of the covers, with his back against the headboard. Turning on the TV, he switched it to mute and settled his fingers in her hair like this was something they did every day.


    “Close your eyes, Sammy.”


    Because his hand felt like magic as he massaged her scalp, and her lids were drooping, she complied. “Yes, master.”


    She swore she heard him grin. “That’s my favorite nickname yet.”


    


    Cain tried not to do the creepy thing and stare at her while she slept, but his eyes kept finding Sammy there next to him on the bed. She looked softer in sleep. Not so edgy and tense. Her short, black hair contrasted with the white sheets, and her dark lashes fanned her pale cheeks. Like a real-life version of Snow White.


    She’d finally opened up to him earlier when she talked about her mom. Since his first day with Phantoms, he’d sought her approval, her acceptance. He didn’t understand it himself, but the psychologist in him figured it was a hopeless endeavor. He’d been doing the same thing with others since his parents died, surrounding himself with people who weren’t the praising type, then got crushed when he didn’t fit in. High school, college, and his career after had been a string of open-ended friendships and relationships. When his grandmother had died last year, he swore to change his life. Stop seeking acceptance from those who would never give it.


    And then he’d met Sammy. A kindred spirit had he ever seen one. But unlike himself, who needed people around, she closed herself off. Both were defense moves with the same outcome. She still took his breath away every time he looked at her. He’d almost given up hope she’d come around. Hell, he’d settle for her tolerating him at this point.


    What happened earlier went beyond tolerance. She’d removed a brick from that wall and let him peek through. In a roundabout way, she’d acknowledged her attraction. His throat was still tight remembering.


    If you can’t get someone out of your head, maybe they’re supposed to be there.


    He swiped a hand down his face, scratched his jaw. He’d been alternating between watching her and the TV for a few hours, but the crew would be returning soon. Sammy needed rest, so he pulled out his phone and texted Paul.


    Sammy asleep. Doing good. No stitches. Go ahead and get dinner without us. We’ll find something if she wakes up hungry.


    Paul responded in seconds. You got it. We’re wrapping up anyway. Gonna do research on the property history tonight from the laptop. Are U ok?


    He smiled. Paul was a good guy. They’d gotten closer since his first case and he considered him a friend. A genuine one. Something he’d gone without for too long. I am now. Thnx for asking.


    BTW. Great work keeping her off site and occupied.


    Cain shook his head. Funny, man. Real funny.


    He set his phone on the nightstand and slid down the bed to stretch out, thinking he could use a few winks himself. He’d spent last night awake, thinking about Sammy, and the better part of the predawn hours going for a run with her. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, he was exhausted.


    Sammy made an adorable noise in her sleep and rolled over. He turned on his side to face her, careful not to touch. If she was anything like him, that kind of thing could jar her and cause a freak out when she woke. If she was having a nightmare, that is. Her features were relaxed, indicating she was fine.


    He fell asleep with the late-day sun streaming through the windows and Sammy curled next to him, breathing softly. He awoke to her sitting on the side of the bed, a whimper strangling her voice, and the room in pitch blackness.


    Reaching over, he switched on the lamp and checked the time. It was almost ten at night. They’d slept for hours. “Sammy?”


    “Do you see her?” Her voice, a whispered shriek, careened him from drowsy to panicked without a downshift.


    He jolted up. “See who?”


    Her spine stiffened. With her back to him, she reached behind her and found his hand, squeezing tightly enough to pop his knuckles. “In the corner, by the table. Do you see her?”


    Shit. His blood turned to ice. Crawling over the mattress, he kept his hand in hers. She was pale, shaking, and staring with wide blue eyes at something across the room. He didn’t see what had her so frightened. Was she still asleep? Sleepwalking and night terrors could look remarkably like someone was awake, even if they weren’t. She’d had the knock to her head also. Worry ate at his gut.


    “Sammy, what day is it?”


    Her hand crushed his. “I’m not crazy, Freud. Just look.”


    He had looked, and nothing was there. “Answer me.”


    “It’s Friday,” she ground out, anger peeking through the fear. “My name is Samantha Hanesworth, I’m twenty-eight years old, and I was born in Lumbark, Nebraska. We were investigating the St. Bishop’s property today when I hit my head.” She never once turned her face to look at him. “And my dead mother is standing in the corner, staring at us.”


    His joints locked. She was, indeed, awake. And she was lucid. But the appearance of her mother this time sent a fear he’d never known ripping through his chest. Cold seeped through his skin into his bones. He trembled enough for the both of them.


    She was awake. Awake and seeing her mom. Or something that wanted her to think it was her mom. The fact that this was happening off site put more than the fear of God in him. More like fear of something much darker and twice as hot. As in one of the realms of hell.


    But he couldn’t see whatever Sammy did. That had to mean something.


    He forced his mind to clear the fog. “Ask her something personal. Something only you and she would know.”


    For once, she didn’t argue. “What did you put in my jewelry box the night before you died?” Tears clung to her lashes and she stared straight ahead, awaiting a response.


    Unable to take the grief etched on her face, he studied the corner of the room. He blinked twice, but yeah. A shadow, slight as it was, hovered by the wall where there were no objects to create a shadow.


    She gasped, rearing back, nearly sending him into cardiac arrest. “It’s…gone.”


    It, not she. Sammy had seen through the facade as well. Whatever she saw, it wasn’t her mom. And it was gone, because he couldn’t find any trace of the shadow.


    She began to collapse in on herself, wrapping her arms around her middle. He came around and hunkered down in front of her. “It’s gone. It’s okay.”


    She nodded, but started to rock. As if catching herself, she bolted to her feet. Walking to the luggage sitting on the floor, she tossed items aside. Before he knew what she was doing, she’d pulled out a bundle of sage and was trying to light it.


    He strode over and took it from her, laying it on the dresser. “You’ll set off the sprinklers, babe.” Burning sage was thought to be a way to expel evil spirits and cleanse a room. Because she was Wiccan, he didn’t think getting her to pray instead would help. “Do you have salt? Or white candles?” White candles for purity and salt to create a ring of protection. That would make her feel like she was back in control. It was killing him, her like this.


    “Yes,” she said in a whoosh of relief and fished through the luggage again. She rose and held them up for him.


    She’d never go back to sleep in this room. Not after what she’d seen. He took the items from her and walked into his room to set them down. “Get some pajamas and toiletries. We’ll stay in my room.”


    Her eyes widened. In surprise? Relief? But she didn’t move. He went into the bathroom and shoved things into the small cosmetic bag she had on the back of the toilet. Then he emptied the contents of the dresser drawers into her suitcase and walked them into his room. When he returned, she hadn’t moved.


    “I’ll sleep in here if it bothers you that much. We’ll switch rooms.”


    Her watery gaze knifed him right in the heart. “You’d do that?”


    That and more. Slay dragons. Fight bad guys. Give up his own soul. He settled for… “Yes.”


    “Would I sound like an idiot if I said I didn’t want to be alone?”


    He stared at her for a beat. “Are you an idiot?”


    She squared her shoulders, thank Christ. “No.”


    “Then there’s your answer. Come on. Out you go.” Maybe he could talk her into taking a hot bath to uncoil. After, if she’d let him, he’d hold her until she fell asleep. Maybe she’d keep his own nightmares at bay.


    He nearly wept when she walked around him and into his room without one of their famous arguments. He followed and kicked the door shut.


    Then locked it.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Sammy stepped out of the bathroom, a billow of steam following from the hot bath Cain insisted she take. It had helped ease the bruise forming on her hip and chased the cold away, but standing in the doorway wearing a pair of boxers and a tee, the cold returned.


    His first case six months ago, in Arizona, she’d had to share a room with him so Kerry and Paul could be alone. But that had only been a few nights and the room had twin beds, plus they’d spent very little time in them. Between the investigation and the craziness of the case, they’d done little more than crash, with no time to acknowledge the arrangement.


    She shivered and rubbed her arms, unsure of what to do now. Sharing a room with him was one thing, sharing a bed was another. So intimate. She’d never actually slept—as in sleep—with anyone before.


    Cain sat at the edge of the bed, his gaze tracking her movement. He pulled the blankets aside and sat cross-legged, patting the mattress. “You’re still cold. It’s a natural response to sleep deprivation and stress.”


    For once, his psychobabble was comforting. She didn’t know what to make of this thing growing between them. Grateful not to be alone, she walked to the bed and climbed in. Tucking her legs beneath her, she turned to face him so they sat knee to knee.


    He yanked the comforter off the sheets and wrapped her inside. Holding the edges together, he pulled a penlight from his pocket and shone it in her eyes. “Your pupils are equal and responsive. Does your head hurt?”


    “No.”


    “Are you nauseous or—”


    “No and no. I’m fine.” Embarrassed as hell and freaked out about seeing her dead mother in her room when she woke up, but fine. Part of her knew that wasn’t her mom, but the little girl who missed her wished it had been. If Cain hadn’t been there…


    “Hey,” he said gently, as if he knew where her thoughts had gone. He stretched his legs out, one on either side of her, and set his hands on her hips. Even through the comforter, her skin absorbed his heat. “I’m coming closer. Don’t punch me.”


    She snorted and rolled her eyes, even when her body hummed with a silent plea of yes, please. She wanted, needed to be held.


    Without taking his gaze from hers, he scooted closer. After a beat, he lifted her by the waist and set her on his thighs like she weighed nothing at all, so that she was straddling him and their chests touched. “Still with me?”


    “Yes,” she breathed. Where else would she be when every delicious inch of his hard body met her soft curves? She opened the comforter and cocooned them both, wrapping her arms around his back and bringing them closer yet. Heat pooled in her belly, lower. He smelled so good. Like soap and man and safety.


    He cupped her cheek and searched her gaze before clearing his throat. “What was the answer? The thing your mom put in your jewelry box the night before she died?”


    Maybe she’d just gotten used to him, but the question didn’t surprise her. The fact that she wanted to answer came as a shock, though. She held up her hand and wiggled her fingers to show off the small pinkie ring. “The promise ring my dad gave to my mom when they were dating.”


    “Did the apparition answer correctly?”


    Sammy recalled the way her mother’s form recoiled at her question. Her pleasant smile had twisted into a sneer and the eye sockets hollowed out into voids of black nothingness. Then it disappeared. “No. It didn’t answer.” She shivered.


    “You should get some sleep.” He rubbed his hands up and down her arms.


    Oddly, she wasn’t tired. She was, however, embarrassingly turned on. She didn’t know how to do this sexual dance. Making a move and hitting on a man just wasn’t her way. And of all people, he wasn’t the man for her. “I slept eight hours. I’m pretty awake.” Was that too obvious a statement? Heat filled her cheeks and she avoided his gaze.


    He brought it back with his fingers under her chin. “Now is not the time to hide from me.” His gaze searched hers. “Before we do anything, if we do, I need to know some things.”


    She took in the scruff on his jaw, the bow shape of his mouth, and wanted to press her lips there. He was a handsome man, both with his compassionate personality and his appearance. Doubts filled her anew. Fact was, she’d never known how to please a man, or keep one.


    Instead of avoiding his statement, she gazed into his hazel eyes. She had a feeling where his thoughts were headed, and prepared to evade. Even if she could satisfy Cain, did she want to clear the air beforehand? Showing him all those dark crevices in her past would leave her vulnerable. She barely survived it at the time. Knowing Cain, he’d pry until there was nothing left.


    “Sammy.”


    Realizing she’d wandered off, she brought her gaze back. Swallowed hard.


    “Why has it been so long since you’ve been kissed?”


    Their…moment… from the other night pushed its way to the front of her mind, made her hot and tingly all over again. “We’re on the road all the time. No time for relationships.” It was the easy answer, and not altogether untrue.


    “Why else?”


    She closed her eyes. Shook her head. “Cain, I’m no damn good at this, okay? Is that what you want to hear?”


    “I want the truth, not what you think I want to hear. I’m jumping to conclusions based off what I’ve witnessed, what I’ve learned, and I don’t like it.”


    Jackson’s words from their phone call suddenly hit her. She had been alone for so long she didn’t even know how to talk to someone anymore unless it involved a case. She’d watched Jackson and Ava fall in love, and it brought a lump to her throat. Terrance and Amir had been a couple since before Phantoms began. They were a unit. In sync. Tom and Earl had wives and kids at home. Paul and Kerry had recently fallen hard for each other. When would it be her turn?


    She had to fight tears, but she won. If she was going to talk to him, then she couldn’t do it while he held her, cradled to him like she meant something. Slowly, she extricated herself from his embrace and, with the comforter still around her shoulders, walked to a chair near the bed.


    The muscles ticked in his jaw as he watched. Silence stretched while she debated how to begin. In the end, it was he who spoke.


    “I remember seeing the police officer on my friend’s doorstep and thinking it was cool. At first. Then I learned why he was there and I haven’t been complete since. Ty was my best friend, and his parents thought it might be fun for us to have a sleepover after our little league game. We were typical ten-year-old boys. We’d stayed up half the night reading comics and trying to outwit each other with scary stories.” He shook his head. “Nothing prepares you for that. For a stranger in a uniform telling you as gently as possible that your whole family is gone.”


    She looked away, unable to take the torment in his eyes. She understood. Too well. The only difference was she’d known the officer who’d shown up on her doorstep, and she still had her father, her brothers. Her vision blurred again, the tears clogging her throat.


    “They’d shot my father first, my mother next. They saved my sister, Lily, for last. She was only six.” His voice caught, and her tears spilled for him, for the scared, hurt little boy he used to be. Eyes red, he slowly regained control. “They believe she never saw what was coming. She was still tucked in her bed, so they figured she never woke up in all the commotion. The house was shredded. I couldn’t even tell them if anything was missing. The…bodies were too messed up for an open casket.”


    Wiping her eyes, her chest raw, she forced her gaze on his and said the only thing that made sense. Platitudes never made those left behind feel better. “That sucks. I hope they caught the bastards.”


    He nodded. “They did. Almost immediately. I stayed at Ty’s until my grandmother came to get me the day after the burial. She and my mother had a falling out when Mom decided to marry Dad. Grandmother didn’t approve. I’d never even met her before that day. She didn’t attend the funeral.”


    Not for the first time, she wondered what in the hell was wrong with people. Cain was his grandmother’s only blood. Didn’t she care how wrecked he must have been? And that was her daughter they’d buried. “She didn’t want you, did she?”


    His gaze fell to his lap. “No. And she spent the next eight years reminding me. She never hit me. I was never starved. But she didn’t talk to me, and that was worse. I was used to endless chatter at home. We did everything together.” He rubbed his neck. “I kept a 4.0 GPA and got out the minute I turned eighteen. She died last year. I sold the house and paid off my student loans. The only thing I took with me after the house sold was the last family portrait we had taken before they died. It was the only thing I brought with me to my grandmother’s.”


    All he had left was one picture. She didn’t know what it said about her, but she wanted to drag his grandmother’s corpse from the earth and punch her, then repeat the process. No wonder he’d tried so hard to fit in, protected her when things got rough. It was ingrained in him to do so. A result of big brother syndrome, neglect, and survivor’s guilt to the nth degree.


    “My house was never quiet either. After Mom died, that changed. My brothers were still loud and obnoxious, but Dad, who never said much to begin with, retreated into himself.” She crossed her arms and fought a chill. “I kept waiting for the day they’d scream at me, blame me. It never came.”


    “Why would they blame you?”


    Slowly, she lifted her gaze to his. “Because if not for me, she wouldn’t have been out that night. I needed a stupid pair of shoes for a stupid homecoming dance. She never came back.”


    “I’d tell you it wasn’t your fault, but you wouldn’t believe me.”


    Yes, he knew guilt all too well. “It wasn’t my fault any more than your family’s death was yours, but you’re right. Guilt is guilt. No rhyme or reason.”


    Placing his palms behind him on the bed, he leaned into them, waiting. He was good at that, at hanging back and letting her talk at her own pace. His practice must’ve thrived back in California. Which made her cringe, because the shrink she’d been sent to back then had come highly recommended too.


    Gearing up her courage, she looked at the floor. “My boyfriend at the time, Don, grew impatient waiting for me to outgrow the depression. We’d had sex before Mom died. He was my first. After a year, though, I still wouldn’t let him touch me again. He didn’t even bother with me outside of school. He was shocked when I agreed to attend prom. You know how that turned out.”


    “It was a crappy thing he did, Sammy. And to have it be a friend he cheated with is lower than low. That isn’t on you either. He’s the asshole. You were grieving.”


    The seething anger behind his words shocked her. When her classmates had found out what happened at prom, most stood by Don and Kelsey, claiming she’d been different since her mom died and they didn’t blame him. And really, it was true. She’d detached herself from people, only ate when her stomach cramped for food and hardly left her room. After Don dumped her, she’d closed herself off even more.


    But no one, not one soul, had ever been angry on her behalf.


    “You don’t believe me.” His gaze drilled her.


    “I do, actually. I’m just…wondering why you’re so affected. It was a long time ago.”


    “If you don’t know, then I’m not communicating well enough.” His fingers fisted the sheets.


    Well, hell. She sighed and looked around the room, not wanting to say the rest. He’d opened up and talked to her. It was just…she’d never told anyone what had happened. She’d tried her best to forget it. Would he hate her afterwards? Not want to touch her?


    When her gaze drifted back to him, she found him waiting patiently as always, and she knew. He wouldn’t judge. Cain wasn’t the type. Biting her thumbnail, she tried to figure out how to start. Her gut rolled in dread and nervous energy. She felt like yakking.


    “The social worker at my high school thought it would be best for me to see a shrink. My dad found someone just outside town who came highly recommended. I thought it was stupid, but Dad was obviously torn and uncomfortable, so I went.” She rubbed her forehead. “The first few sessions were normal, I guess. We talked about crap at school and Mom’s death. I started to feel at ease with him and told him more stuff.”


    Swallowing hard, she pressed a hand to her stomach to keep the contents inside. “He’d sit next to me and hold my hand or pat my shoulder as I talked. I didn’t think anything of it until this one visit. I was the last patient of the day. His secretary had gone home.”


    She could still smell the tobacco on his breath when he’d brought his face to hers, could still feel his clammy hands holding her. Remembered the pain, the bruises on her arms and hips. Dread bled into panic, even now, knowing it was over. The urge to bathe, to scrub her skin off rose anew.


    “Fuck.” Cain ground out another string of curses and rose from the bed, sensing where this story was going. Or figuring it out. He paced the room, shoulders tight and hands fisted. After several moments, he rubbed the back of his neck and dropped his hands to his hips.


    His eyes were closed, his body ready to snap, and maybe that’s why she found it easier to spit out the rest. “He pinned me to the couch, his hands everywhere. My shirt was ripped and my pants undone before I even realized what the hell was going on. I tried to fight him, but he outweighed me and then some. It was the only time in my life I hated my size.”


    If possible, his eyelids pinched even tighter and she swore he wasn’t breathing. He tipped his face toward the ceiling, eyes still closed and body ready to break with strain.


    She wondered if she had to spell it out for him, and decided to gloss over the specifics. “The phone rang, and to this day I don’t know why he stopped, but he did. He didn’t rape me, but I thought he would. He nearly had. The damage was done regardless. He told me if I ever said anything about it, he’d claim I was dangerous and suicidal. He’d have me locked away.” Tears brimmed, half guilt, half self-loathing. “And I believed him. I told no one. I was weak, and because of that he did it to other girls, other patients. The year I graduated, he was arrested when someone stronger than me spoke out.” She clapped her hand over her mouth to keep the sob inside. “His license was stripped, and he’s serving twenty plus in prison.”


    Cain hadn’t moved. Not so much as looked her way. She wasn’t even sure he’d heard her.


    Her father had done the same thing when he’d read about the accusations in the morning paper. He’d grunted one question, “Did he touch you?” to which she’d replied, “No.” And that was that. Dad believed her and the loneliness, the anger and fear inside, never left. It ate away until there was no hope of a real relationship, then or in her future.


    Shame filled her, just like that day and every day since. She’d managed to get a hold of herself and move on. That random guy in college had helped her, even if he hadn’t a clue. He’d never called her again, but that was okay with her. She’d dated a few guys since, but never made it past heavy petting. She’d gotten over what was done to her. Came to grips with the past.


    Until now. Why wouldn’t Cain look at her? Was he disgusted? Angry she didn’t report the shrink? Oh God. Worse? Did he…pity her?


    Hands still on his hips, head thrown back as if seeking guidance or trying to ignore what she’d said, he stayed on the other side of the room in his own vacuum.


    She told herself she could handle whatever his reaction would be. Take whatever words he threw out or labels he slapped on her. But that was a lie. What he thought mattered. Sometime between him walking into their New York conference room that first day and right now, he’d scratched his way in. She loved her crew and the friendship forged with them, yet she held them at a distance. It was safer that way, for her heart and her mind. Cain ignored the distance and pushed past, until she knew she’d be wrecked if he walked away.


    And she had a sinking suspicion that’s what he’d do. Leave. Didn’t they all?


    Unable to take the silence, she walked over to the bed and sat down. “Would you say something? Please?” God, how she hated the tremor in her voice, the pleading.


    Air whooshed from him in a violent exhale. And then he was a flurry of pent-up motion.


    He grabbed the canister of pure salt from the dresser and poured it on the carpet to make a ring around the bed. He did the same with the doorways and under the window. A protection ring from spirits, so nothing could get in. With shaking hands, he lit both white candles, leaving one on the dresser and one on the nightstand, so white light could purify the room.


    And then he left. Walked right into her old room and kicked the door shut.


    She sat for a beat, trying to process the past few minutes. The conclusion gutted. Stripped her bare and left her wounds gaping.


    It was just as she’d feared all along. He was disgusted with her. Damaged goods. Angry she’d been too weak to speak up before someone else could be hurt. Or both.


    Her chest cracked with a sob. The fissures she thought she’d sealed reopened. Before the dam completely burst, she pressed her face into the pillow and let go.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Unadulterated, white-hot rage coursed through him, until Cain couldn’t control the violent quaking in his limbs. He stalked the length of the hotel room and back. Again. He knew, just knew, whatever kept Sammy bottled so tight had to be bad. He just wasn’t expecting it to be this bad.


    Jesus. A sexual assault. And by her own damn therapist. No wonder she had trust issues, was hesitant to enter relationships. It was a feat she managed to function at all.


    She was so damn small. Not frail, but certainly petite. How much had she grown since her teen years? She didn’t stand a chance at fending off an attacker, never mind a grown man. The fear she must’ve lived with, the loneliness. And she said she’d told no one. In all this time? How the hell had she coped?


    The memory of her crying as she’d told her story gutted him again, until he stripped his clothes and stalked to the bathroom. Hell, he didn’t feel clean after her admission. He could only imagine what she felt. Letting the hot water beat down his back, he leaned into his hands and tried to breathe. Tried to get the idea of his little pixie being assaulted out of his head.


    He wanted to kill the bastard, bring him back from the dead, and do it again.


    He wasn’t that guy. He didn’t let anger rule, or lose control of himself, but damn. The images he’d formed wouldn’t leave. To avoid hurting her in anger, or misspeak while he was this worked up, he’d done the only logical thing and left her room.


    Normally, he could detach himself and help the patient. But Sammy wasn’t his patient. She was…hell. Friend? Co-worker? Love interest? More?


    All of the above.


    Most of his patient experience had been grief counseling, but he’d had a few patients with PTSD as a result of a violent crime. Sammy didn’t fit that mold. She didn’t flinch or retract from touch. She didn’t initiate contact often, and a time or two she tensed at a hug, but she hadn’t retracted. She didn’t exhibit other symptoms either. Well, aside from not sleeping.


    She’d sure built up her defenses because of the incident, however. Who could blame her? Yet she’d pulled herself together and was damn successful. Strong. Knowing her, she wouldn’t see it that way.


    Those amazing blue eyes filling with tears shoved their way into his memory again. His chest ached. He’d wanted this from day one, hadn’t he? For her to let him in? But what had he done when she opened up? He’d walked. Had to. He couldn’t take the look on her face or the pain in her voice anymore. Needed a break or his fist would’ve been through a wall. Several walls.


    Turning the shower off, he quickly dried and called for a room tray. The kitchen was closed, but he just wanted tea. They said they’d send some and, with any luck, it would help relax her enough so she’d sleep. Hopefully next to him.


    When the tray came, he tipped the attendant heavily and walked into her room. She was facing the window, her back to him, still wrapped in the comforter from before. He set the tray down on the dresser and shoved his hands through his hair.


    “I brought you some tea. Chamomile. It might settle your nerves—”


    “Go away, Freud.”


    He sighed. They were back to nicknames. “Not a chance, firecracker.”


    She didn’t answer, probably pissed at him for leaving, so he gave her a moment. Only a moment.


    “I’m sorry I walked out. I was pretty shaken and needed a minute.”


    “Or sixty.”


    Touché. “Listen, Sammy—”


    “No, you listen.” She whirled all five foot three inches of herself around and pinned him with a glare through red-rimmed, swollen eyes.


    Shit. She’d cried some more after he’d left. A lot by the look of it. He took two steps closer but she held up her hand.


    “Do you have any idea what it took to tell you those things? I haven’t spoken to one soul about what happened to me. I assure you, whatever disgust you’re feeling, I’ve lived with triple fold since it happened.”


    “What are you—?”


    “I know I should’ve spoken up, maybe saved someone else from going through this too, but I was young, naïve, and weak. I can’t go back and fix that, though I’ve thought of nothing more in the past ten years.”


    “Jesus, would you let me—?”


    “And please, the pitying look in your eyes says enough. I don’t want your pity, don’t deserve it. I hate myself enough. This is exactly why I don’t open up to people, why I refuse to get involved—”


    He closed the distance and shut her up in the only way that proved successful, with his mouth on hers. If that was how to stop the bullshit she was spouting, then so be it. She would hear him out before the night was through.


    But then she softened against him and good intentions singed to dust. She dropped her walls and pressed her hands to his chest, where he was sure she could feel the pounding of his heart. Until he’d met her, he wasn’t certain he had one. Thought it had stopped beating when his family died. Or maybe she just made it work again.


    The need for her was so insane he barely kept the kiss in check. Her warm curves met the hard planes of his body and fit. They shouldn’t. The top of her head barely hit his collarbone. Yet she did. She fit. Match for match, she dove into the kiss like she did everything else—with fire and determination and heart. The blanket around her shoulders fell to the floor.


    Cupping her jaw with both hands, he backed her to the bed and fell with her. Last time he’d kissed her, he’d pinned her to the wall. He hoped this position didn’t bring back the assault, but she needed to hear him. Linking his fingers with hers, he brought them up over her head and held them against the mattress. The move thrust out her chest, reminding him she was in her nightclothes and thus, no bra.


    Some of his brain cells depleted.


    Breaking away, he drew in a breath and rested his forehead to hers, careful to avoid her cut. When her eyes cleared, he stared into them and willed her to believe him. “First of all, disgust is the furthest feeling I have for you on my emotional scale.” She tried to wrench her hands free, but because there was no fear in her eyes, he held firm. “Second, do not feel guilty for being young and scared. Most of all, don’t confuse that with weakness. No one, including me, would blame you for those choices.”


    She stopped fighting and looked over his shoulder, her jaw grinding. Good, he was breaking through.


    “And pity? You’re smarter than that, Sammy. I’m sickened that someone you trusted violated you that way and made you think you couldn’t let anyone else in. I’m angry that it happened at all. Jail is too good for that monster. But those things aren’t pity. It’s me, caring.”


    Her gaze flittered to his. Widened.


    He took a calming breath while he studied her. “Let me make love to you. Let me show you how good we can be.”


    She looked away, but not before her eyes welled. It was the strongest he’d ever seen her. Crying took more strength than most people realized.


    Lesser men would try to break her, try to cage that feisty spirit. Had tried, in fact. He would never do that. She was a challenge, and he liked a challenge. Her greatest draw was her gumption, her guts to face all the crap in life and flip it off. She never backed down. He wouldn’t want her to. So, he waited her out.


    Finally, her gaze drifted back to his. “I haven’t done this in a very long time.”


    The admission seemed to be ripped from somewhere deep inside. He felt himself slipping even more for her. Falling. Too hard. “Have you been with anyone since your high school boyfriend?” Going by the timing, the therapist’s assault had happened right after.


    “Yes. There was someone in college. It was only once, and he never called again. But Don cheated on me because…” Her voice trailed off and she closed her eyes. “You won’t be satisfied—”


    “Let me be the judge of that.” There was no convincing her that the guys she’d been with were at fault, not her. He’d show her instead. If she let him. Somewhere in that hard head of hers was the knowledge she’d responded to him, to their nearness. This chemistry wasn’t all on his end.


    “Cain…”


    “There you go, saying my name again.” All the blood rushed south so only one of his heads was working. “I might get the impression you like me.”


    “That’s the problem. I like you.”


    If she had written him sonnets and sang them from a hilltop with flowers in her hair, he would’ve been less affected than her saying those three little words. I like you. They wrapped around his chest and squeezed. Closed his throat. “I like you, too.” An awful, awful lot.


    Letting go of her hands, he shifted to turn off the lamp, leaving the room in a soft glow from her two white purity candles. He pulled the wallet from his pocket and placed a condom on the nightstand. Then, with her shockingly blue eyes on him, he stripped out of his clothes.


    Her gaze, tentative at first, slid down his form and locked onto his painfully growing erection. If he wasn’t hot before, he was scalding under her study now.


    Crawling across the bed, he ordered her to lift up and he removed her shirt. With obscene effort, he didn’t look anywhere but her face when he helped her shed her boxers and panties. He’d pay special attention to every inch of her once he knew she was comfortable. For now, he rose over her, keeping his weight on his forearms, and drew the sheet around them.


    He sucked in a breath at their skin-to-skin connection, every nerve in his body charging. She smelled like summertime. Strawberries and warm, lazy breezes. It was so damn hot. “It’s just you and me in here.”


    She nodded, but didn’t get it. “You should just go ahead and…um…”


    He lowered his head and spoke against her lips. “We have all night. One of my best traits is my use of time, Sammy.”


    


    When Cain brought his mouth down over hers, Sammy almost lost all thought in her head. Almost. There was still lingering doubt about how sex would change things between them. Then again, she’d gone and told him everything, so things had already shifted. But when they were finished here, the disappointment in how inadequate she was in bed would sit like lead. They had to see each other day in and out. Things would be awkward. The team would suffer under the tension. She may never get the chance at producing…


    He lifted his head and brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek. “I can hear you thinking again.”


    She wished he’d just get it over with. “I explained to you—”


    He palmed the backs of her thighs and gently spread them, positioning himself so his hard length rubbed against her core. A throbbing began and she sucked in a breath at the new, sweet sensation.


    “That’s better.”


    His kiss was less placid this time. He probed and tested and brought her from oh no to oh yes in three strokes of his tongue. Heat pooled low in her belly and spread. She hadn’t realized her hands were fisting the sheets until she had the urge to touch him. Going with it, she drove her fingers into his hair, earning a quiet groan from him.


    Tearing his mouth from hers, he skimmed her jaw and licked the sensitive flesh behind her ear. She bucked, and the motion had his long, hard length hitting the place that ached for him. Her wetness caused the most delicious friction and he moaned again. He trailed lower, taking one breast into his mouth and sucking until pleasurable pain twisted with need. He took his time working her nipple to a peak, making her crazy for more. When he moved to the other breast, she bit her lip to stop from crying out. So, so good. Holding him to her, she arched into his mouth.


    Shifting lower, his large hands held her hips while he licked and sucked and nipped his way past her belly. She stilled, but he kept going, nudging her thighs farther apart with his shoulders. She was just about to call him back up when he pressed his lips to her center and it was lights out.


    “Stop biting your lip,” he ordered against her sensitive flesh. His hot breath and the cool air from the room contrasted to drive the ache to new heights. “I want to hear you.”


    Releasing her lower lip from her teeth she looked down at him. The muscles in his shoulders and back were a thing of beauty—bunching and coiling in restraint. The tattoo, barely noticeable at her angle and in the dim light, spread over his back and up his shoulders. The angel wings. And he was that. An angel. A sexy, fearless, broken angel.


    His gaze held hers, desire etched in the hazel depths, along with a promise to protect. Without words, he told her it would be okay. To let go.


    For him to be so gentle and selfless, waiting for her to be ready, was her undoing. “Cain…”


    “Right here, babe.”


    And then his mouth was on her again, building and destroying. Fear and uncertainty were pushed aside, any hope of thought gone. It was just the two of them and what he was doing, what he made her feel. That was the gist of it. He could make her feel, when for years she’d been holding onto numb just to get by.


    The orgasm came out of nowhere. Sharp. Blinding. Her muscles seized. Her breath cut off. Quakes shook her, core deep, until she thought she’d never come down. Just as her lungs found air, the sound of a condom wrapper ripping filled the quiet and he was hovering over her.


    He kissed her forehead, the corners of her mouth. “Is this position okay?”


    What position? Was she even on earth?


    “Sammy, look at me.”


    She opened her eyes and there he was, concern and banked desire rolled up into a sexy ball. “What was the question?”


    He grinned and brushed his nose against hers. His hips shifted and he nudged her entrance. Slowly, so, so slowly, he entered her body, stretching with only minor discomfort. At every mind-blowing inch, he watched her, made sure she was still with him, and that had her chest aching. He took too much care not to hurt her for their union to be anything but bliss. When he was rooted inside, he stilled and gave her a moment, staring at her with emotions she couldn’t name and didn’t want to acknowledge.


    “Please, Cain.”


    He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. “Anything, Sammy. Anything you want if you keep saying my name like that.”


    It hadn’t struck her until now how much the nicknames bothered him. Or maybe the use of his name brought him to his knees for some other reason. She stored that knowledge for later.


    Wrapping her arms around him, she ran her hands down the smooth skin of his back and loved the way the hard muscles shifted underneath. He shook with restraint, and something about that empowered her. Had pride filling inside. That he wanted her this much, or at all, was humbling. A first.


    “Cain.”


    His eyes flew open. His gaze found hers. After several beats, he linked their fingers, brought their joined hands up by her head, and held her wrists with one hand. He slid his other arm between her and the mattress, raising her hips to take him deeper.


    And then, sweet Lord, he moved. He drew his hips back and surged forward, filling her and making her good parts sing. She gasped. Moaned. May have said his name or oh God or some other unknown expletives, but couldn’t testify to that. He had her that lost, seeking another explosion she’d never known was possible.


    His hands moved to her hair, his thumbs holding her jaw for a deep, desperate kiss. His tongue stroked hers, matching the rhythm of their bodies. With a slight adjustment, he was at a different angle, so that each thrust ground his pubic bone against her just right. From deep inside, the tip of him nailed that spot she assumed was a myth. Her arms banded around his neck. The most insane, needy noises escaped her throat and were swallowed by him. Sweat coated their skin, increasing the intense glide of their bodies.


    It was perfect. It was…working. Her body hummed, reached desperately for oblivion. She wrapped her legs around his waist and dug her heels into his backside, positioning her hips to take more of him. He thrust harder, urgent. Any closer and they’d be one person.


    He tore his mouth from hers and breathed into her ear. “You feel better than I imagined, Sammy. And I imagined a lot of things. Come for me. Let go.”


    As if her body understood his need on a primal level, was waiting for his command, her second orgasm coursed through her body moments later. It lasted longer than the first and was twice as wrenching. There was no air, but she didn’t need it where he took her. Her inner muscles tightened around him and he stiffened inside her, held her against him as he groaned his release.


    Breaths soughing, he buried his face in her neck and mumbled something unintelligible.


    Her body went limp, all but her fingers still clutching the longish strands of his blond hair. How did that happen? Sated and spent, she tried to focus and gave up. “What?”


    He turned his head and kissed her cheek. “I asked if I was hurting you.”


    She took stock and, no. She ached, but in a good way. And she liked the weight of him on her as they came down. “I’m good.”


    “I agree.”


    A slow smile spread over her face, the muscles protesting even that much usage. A simple little agreement like that shouldn’t make her this giddy, but dammit, it did. Her heart thumped in glee. In a short amount of time, he’d erased all her notions about what sex could be like. He turned something that made her nervous into something she wanted to do again. As soon as movement was possible.


    He rolled to his back and rose to dispose of the condom in the trash. While his back was turned, she got another look at his tattoo. Again, she was mesmerized by the design, by the way the wings seemed to shift as he moved.


    Turning, his eyebrows rose in question when he caught her looking. “Does it bother you? I find most women don’t care for it.”


    They were stupid, then. “It’s beautiful. I love it.” She held her hand out for him to come back. “I wanted to touch it that night you first showed me. The detail is amazing.”


    Some emotion she couldn’t name played over his face. “You can touch it now.” The coarse timbre of his voice settled low in her belly.


    He sat on the edge of the bed with his back to her. She scooted over and shifted to wrap her legs around his waist. His sharp inhale told her he approved. His hands fell to her calves and stroked, a soothing motion she felt in her throat. Bringing both hands up, she started at his shoulders and traced the edges of the wings. The muscles beneath her palms relaxed, degree by degree. By the time she got to his lower back, he was arching into her touch.


    He grabbed for her hand and kissed her fingers. “I seem to remember you saying you had a tattoo also.”


    Fighting the urge to hide, she made herself get up and stand in front of him. His hands settled on her waist and drew her between his legs. His gaze searched the front of her body, but he wouldn’t find the tat there. After a moment, she turned and offered her back.


    When he didn’t say anything, didn’t move, she glanced over her shoulder. His hand was hovering inches from her skin, his brows furrowed in concentration.


    Unlike his tat, hers didn’t have a deeper meaning other than what she felt at the time. Empty and barren. She’d gotten it the day that bastard shrink was sentenced, two weeks before she was to leave for college. The tree stump, a fairy garden-like gnarled oak, bore no color but harsh, black lines and was placed low at the small of her back. The roots wound in crooked fashion down, stopping in varying degrees over her cheeks.


    When she first saw the design in the tattoo parlor, the tree was whole, and even though it didn’t have leaves, the branches reached toward the sky. It was too hopeful for her mood, her life, so she asked the artist to adjust the image.


    Warm fingers settled over her skin as he traced the contours of the tree stump and roots. “Do you still feel this way? Irreparably damaged?”


    She stilled. Closed her eyes.


    Sometimes, it was as if he climbed inside her head and rummaged around. Even on their first few cases together, he seemed to see more than she thought she showed. That he could understand what she’d been feeling long before they met, based off a tattoo, had worry pitching her stomach and heat filling her cheeks.


    She cleared her throat. “Do you still believe the only way you’ll get to see your family again is by using a rhetorical set of wings?”


    The fingers on her waist tightened as he dropped his forehead to her back. “My tat was more symbolic than anything. A reminder to myself that I would be complete one day again.”


    Gawd. She didn’t want to care this much or be affected by him, but dammit, the heart could only take so many blows in one day. She bit back the tears, but her voice came out huskier than she’d hoped. “I am irreparably damaged, to answer your question.”


    He shook his head, still pressed against her back, and wrapped his arms around her waist. After a hesitation, he pulled her onto his lap and rolled them so that they lay spooned on the bed. He reached out and tugged the sheet over them.


    End of conversation.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    From next to him in bed, Sammy stretched and purred like a contented cat. The morning light hit her flushed face as the sheet fell to her waist, exposing her perfect breasts. And they were perfect. Just enough to fit in his hands with rosy, responsive nipples.


    Grinning, he set his phone aside and rolled to face her. “You seemed to sleep well.”


    Her eyes flew open and darted around the room. His heart sank. Dread settled in his gut while he waited for the freak out. Any minute now, she’d fly out of bed and dress at warp speed to avoid the morning after. And here he thought they were finally getting somewhere.


    But she surprised him and did none of those things. She looked warily at him out of the corner of her eye, but kept quiet.


    Struggling with the right words, he stared at her. He hadn’t slept as well as he had last night since his family died. While right next to her. Then again, they’d worn each other out. He didn’t think that was why, though. Sure, they rarely saw eye to eye, and if they kept up whatever this was between them, the world might implode, but being around her did something to him. Settled the disquiet. Eased the ache inside.


    Made his heart beat.


    And if he told her any of those things, she’d probably get defensive. Deciding to let her speak first, because he needed some kind of direction for her thoughts, he schooled his face to neutral. She took longer than most women, but she broke first.


    “Do I snore? That would be really embarrassing.”


    A beat suspended between them before his brain caught up. Wiping a hand down his face, he laughed. At her expression, he laughed harder. “Come here.” Snaking an arm around her waist, he drew her flush to him. Chest to chest. Legs entwined. A certain body part was very excited to see her. “You don’t snore.”


    “You either. I’ve never, you know, slept with anyone before. Well, besides Kerry on cases. I thought it would be more awkward.”


    If she kept sucker-punching his heart like that, he might do something stupid, like tell her how he more than just liked her. He’d been teetering way before last night. He focused on something else, and because she was right in front of him, it was her eyes that drew him in. They seemed brighter, less weighed down with stress. Her eyes were the first thing he noticed about her all those months ago. A shocking shade of blue, and so big they nearly swallowed her whole face. A cross between a fall cobalt sky and the aquamarine of the ocean.


    “You have the most amazing eyes, you know that?” See? Right there. His mouth detached from his brain when he wasn’t careful. She had a way of doing that to him.


    “Huh. Compliments.” Her tone wasn’t quite dry, but it did have a desert-like quality to it.


    “Yes, compliments. What’s wrong with them?”


    She shrugged. “Nothing, if you mean them. You don’t have to go all squishy just because of last night, you know.”


    Squishy? “I don’t say things I don’t mean, and your eyes have nothing to do with last night. They’re beautiful. Period.”


    Her eyebrows rose and one corner of her mouth quirked. “Okay, Romeo.”


    Damn the nicknames. Even they were starting to grow on him. This one was even said with affection. He must’ve made a sound of duress, if her frown was any indication.


    “Sorry. Okay, Cain.”


    She studied him for a beat while he attempted not to be affected by his name on her lips. One day, hopefully not soon, he’d get used to it.


    “Truth,” she said. “What’s with you and the name thing? I understand not liking some of the nicknames I’ve used, and I didn’t necessarily mean them to be snide, but fill me in.”


    Propping his head in his hand, he traced the curve of her breast with his finger. “My grandmother never called me by name. I had friends and teachers and whatnot, but it’s different hearing it from someone you…”


    Shit. He cut himself off, but not in time. She stopped his hand with her own, which was still touching her soft skin. Skilling her expression carefully blank, a damn neat trick she had down to a science, she sighed.


    Time for damage control. Grabbing her by the waist, he rolled her on top of him and cupped the back of her head to draw her in for a kiss. The instant they connected the surge flared. Last night wasn’t a get-her-out-of-his-system deal, and judging by her response, it wasn’t for her either. She cradled his head in her hands and brushed her lips across his. A feather-light whisper before her tongue darted out and licked the seam of his lips.


    And he went from hard to cement. He grabbed her hips and rocked against her, amazed to find her wet and wanting, while she controlled the kiss. His inner caveman wanted to roll her beneath him and sink deep, but this was the first time she tried to take control. She needed that, to take back the power she’d lost, so he forced himself to let her do her thing.


    She stole his air and sanity with a kiss and then lifted her head. “We should stop. We have to meet the crew—”


    Such a comedian. “Paul texted while you were sleeping. He asked to switch the investigation to tonight because he got something while doing a property search.”


    Her gaze wavered. Her voice more so. “Do you have another condom? I’m on the pill, but…”


    He did have more. In his suitcase across the room and he was just selfish enough not to ruin this moment by going to get one. Or all of them. Precaution was smart, though. She hadn’t had other partners in too long for it to matter. It had been six months for him. Since he met her, actually, but he refused to go there. “Do you take the pill habitually?”


    “Yes. It’s for…regulation. I haven’t been with anyone in…”


    He cupped her cheek. “I know. I’m clean. It’s been months for me. I’ve never had sex without one.” He stared into her eyes. “Up to you, babe. I have condoms in my bag.”


    She offered a slight shake of her head. “Are you sure…?”


    “Finish what you started. I’m damn sure.”


    She bit her lip as if contemplating and then slowly lowered her head. Instead of putting her mouth on his, she skimmed her lips across his jaw. The rasp from his facial hair filled the space between them. He closed his eyes and fought for patience. She nipped the tendon in his neck and then licked to soothe the ache. His eyes rolled back in his head. His fists clenched.


    While she did something crazy-hot with her tongue and his throat, her fingers slid over his pecs and kept drifting lower. A groan ripped from deep in his chest, his muscles quivering beneath her touch. When she hit pay dirt and wrapped her hands around his length, the air left the room.


    “Mother of God.”


    She smiled against his chest, where she now chose to torture his nipples with her teeth, the nimble little pixie. Her grin was still there when she lifted her head. “Pixie?”


    He must’ve said it aloud. He hadn’t meant to. “Badass pixie. That’s what you remind me of. Tiny and mighty, with a side of naughty, masked by an innocent face.”


    And then the earth stopped moving. Just…stopped. She threw her head back and laughed. A smoky, husky sound that she obviously hadn’t brought out near enough. He fell the rest of the way. It was inevitable. In the not-too-distant future, he’d look back on this moment as the start and end of his life. That sound and her face would never leave his memory. Chiseled in stone.


    She lowered her head, smiling against his mouth. “I think I like that reference.”


    “It’s accurate.”


    Grinning wider, she bit his lower lip and sucked. He was so distracted by the move that he hadn’t noticed she rose up until he was rooted inside her tight, wet heat.


    His eyes slammed closed. He gripped her hips to still her. Tried to breathe and failed. With nothing between them, she felt even better than last night, and he didn’t think that was possible. Because nothing had felt better than the first time he sank into her. Except this.


    She rocked her hips.


    He ground his molars. “Give me a minute, babe.”


    Her hands settled on his chest, her nails raking lightly over his skin. With an impish grin, she rocked again.


    Screw control. He bolted up and wrapped his arms around her back, crushing her breasts to his chest and changing the angle of him inside her.


    Moaning, her head fell back, exposing the long, smooth column of her neck. He caught her and held tighter. Fusing his mouth to her throat, at the pulse beating wildly, he thrust into her and saw stars. Actual stars.


    Her response was so damn hot he nearly came. Wanton, needy noises panted from her lips. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. She rode him like she knew his body and what it wanted, and maybe after only one night, she did. A sheen of sweat coated their skin and something feral rose inside him, desiring nothing more than to pound into her.


    He stilled when he realized he was nearly hurting her. He’d gnaw off an appendage before ever intentionally causing her pain. Refusing to be another in a short line of assholes, he cupped the back of her head and gentled his thrusts.


    She lifted her head, fire in her eyes. “What are you doing?”


    “Is it not obvious?” He bucked for good measure.


    “You know what I mean. You stopped. I’m not breakable.”


    He begged to differ. “Sammy—”


    “No. I liked it. You were gentle last night, and thank you for that, but I don’t want gentle now.” Her eyes narrowed on him. “Neither do you.”


    When he hesitated, she leaned in and wrapped her arms around him, scratching her way to his lower back. He hissed in a breath while his dick jumped inside her. Tension strained his muscles, until he shook with restraint.


    She didn’t wait for him to decide. Digging her heels into the mattress, she rose up and ground back over him. Cursing, he held her hips as she did it again and again, riding him straight to sweet mercy without passing go.


    More of those unbelievably sexy noises escaped her.


    He prayed to the patron saint of patience.


    She was close. He could feel it in the tightening of her walls, hear it in the hitch of her breath, see it as her eyes closed and her red mouth opened. Jesus. She was so fucking beautiful.


    “Cain.” Leaning forward, she brought them closer than the holy ghost. And. Bit. His. Neck. Said his name again…


    A guy could only withstand so much. He rose up, laid her sideways across the bed, pushed her knees back and drove into her. Hard. A fleeting thought to take it easy drifted past his conscious, but it was squelched by her panting “oh yes” and “oh please.”


    “Come,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “I’m losing it. Come, Sammy.”


    Her hands fisted in his hair. Pulled with no uncertain amount of pain. But then she quaked beneath him, bowing and all but screaming. He followed and—swear to God—came harder than he ever had in his life. His muscles seized as the most insane pleasure ripped through him, into her.


    With his arms unable to hold him, he collapsed on top of her, face buried in her hair and breathing somewhere in the vicinity of heart failure.


    Her fingers released their clutch on his strands, and she flung her arms up over her head. “I’m going to Starbucks hell for this, but that was a better wakeup than coffee. I’m going to need protein. Lots of it.”


    Where he found the energy to laugh, he had no idea, or to roll over and tuck her to his side, but he managed. “I’ll order room service when my limbs work. Give me an hour. Or ten.”


    


    They never did order room service, Sammy thought later, driving back to the hotel from a couple of interview busts. They’d showered—loads of fun, that—and grabbed food on the road. They had twenty minutes before the time they said they’d meet up with the crew.


    She looked at Cain in the passenger seat and did a double take when she found him staring at her. Was it insane to say she wanted to jerk the car to the shoulder and climb on him for a repeat of this morning? Yes, probably. Gawd, the man was hot. And good. So, so good.


    Row after row of cornfields and farms whirled by the windows. The farmers had been up for hours, working the land. That would’ve been her, just like her brothers, had she stayed. She may have still gone to college, but doubted if she’d use the degree. If she’d stuck with her high school boyfriend, Don, she wondered how many kids she’d have popped out by now. Would she have been happy here if her mother hadn’t died, along with the fallout after? A farmer’s wife? A stay-at-home mom? There wasn’t anything wrong with either, but she couldn’t see herself in that life.


    But her mom had died. All of this happened and her life had changed as a result. She’d been gutted by guilt and grief, detached from Don, who sought his needs elsewhere, and then the assault with her shrink blew ever trusting again out of the water. That one year, one terrible thing, had set off a domino effect that was still toppling. Would it ever stop? Was normal so far off for someone like her?


    Her life wasn’t bad now. She had a job she loved and friends who had her back. Yet panic was always hovering in the distance, ready to drag her back to nothing with one blow. Ready to let the dark swallow her whole.


    Cain had made her feel normal last night. Not a wreck who held off emotion, but a real woman, open to things like sex and pillow talk. He’d made her…forget. Laughter flowed easily. Regrets didn’t exist. The other shoe would eventually drop, right? Yes.


    Focusing on the road, she steered her mind back to work. That was safer. “Did Paul give you any hints about the property search?”


    “No. Just said he got a hit. He took Kerry with him to follow up. Terrance and Amir were going through the feed. Apparently, they’ve got a lot to show us.”


    She shivered. “I can’t decide if that’s good or bad.” When he didn’t respond, she glanced at him. “What?”


    “Are we going to talk about it? What happened last night? Or this morning. Twice.”


    This time she shivered for an entirely different reason. Her panties got damp just from his voice. “You shrinks always want to talk. Can’t we just let it be?”


    “I’d prefer a definition of it.”


    Oh, look. There was the hotel. She pulled in and cut the ignition, to find him making no attempt to exit. And still watching her.


    She sighed. “It was good, okay? We had fun. Do we need to have a heart to heart and dissect things? Why can’t we just—”


    “First, it wasn’t good. It was great. And second, you’re still not defining it. Yes, we can just have fun, if that’s what you’re suggesting, but I need a label. Boundaries.”


    “And you want me to decide this right now?” Why her, while they were at it? She had no freakin’ experience in this area. She didn’t do relationships. What on God’s earth made him want to pursue anything with her?


    “Now, five minutes from now, five hours from now. I don’t care when. But I’d like to know before we’re on a plane back to New York.”


    She clenched her jaw.


    “I’ve wanted you from the minute I laid eyes on you. I don’t do flings or one night stands. I’m not doing this to piss you off. Truly, I’m not. I’m trying to be honest with you. I need an answer.”


    His face remained impassive, but something in his eyes pleaded, begged. He was reaching out to her, trying to tell her something, but she couldn’t grasp what. And whatever it was, it was damn important to him.


    Her jaw closed with a snap. There was something really, really wrong with her breathing. It was too short. Her chest too tight. And he just sat there, calm as can be, as if they were discussing cloud formations while lying in a wildflower field.


    He shrugged. “Think about it. Let me know.” He got out of the car and went inside.


    Scrubbing her hands over her face, she muttered, “Men suck,” into the empty car.


    Then she did what she always did. She blew it off and ignored the tension. There was a job to get done. Determined to not be bothered by…feelings, she went inside, down the corridor and to the conference room where the team saw her and froze.


    Oh crap. What now?


    Paul adjusted his glasses. “We have a big problem.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Sammy settled in a chair next to Cain in the hotel conference room and sighed. Terrance and Amir were typing on their laptops, and Kerry was hand in hand with Paul across the table. The cameramen were off to the side, reading the paper and drinking coffee. None of them looked particularly happy.


    The uneasy sensation in her gut ratcheted up several notches. “What’s up?”


    Paul leaned forward and tossed a manila folder across the table before adjusting his glasses. “The land itself is the problem. To say it’s sinister wouldn’t give it credit.”


    Sammy opened the folder to several copies of old newspaper articles and internet searches. “Give me the Cliffsnotes version.”


    He leaned back and crossed his arms. “In 1823, an Indian tribe named Arikara moved into this area and joined a tribe already present, the Skidi. Arikara had a history of violence toward white men, attacking trader boats and starting what’s known as the Arikara War with the States, but that was resolved when the Arikara arrived in Nebraska. However, their animosity toward the white race made them pretty unwelcome and they were asked to leave a couple years later. During their two-year stint, smallpox nearly eradicated the tribe and there was a minor amount of bloodshed that could go either way on blame.”


    She blew out a breath. “Are you saying we’re on Indian burial ground?”


    “There’s no evidence of that. But two Indian tribes, combined with animosity and illness, could’ve given the land the initial bad vibes.” He rubbed his eyes and readjusted his glasses. “There’s more. Shortly after the tribe left, a wagon train carrying Christian settlers traveled through the area on their way west. They encountered what was thought to be Mormon travelers. Somewhere between fifteen and twenty people died, on both sides. Religion, the oldest reason for feuds.”


    Cain rubbed his neck. “The first grave in the cemetery is from 1901. The town didn’t start booming until the 1930s and 40s.”


    Paul waved his hand. “I have no idea what happened during that time between the tribal issues, the wagon train slaughter, and the founding of the town. In fact, I don’t have definitive proof that all this occurred on the property in question, but given the proximity of the town to the Loup River and the fertility of the land and the way it was described, it’s a pretty good leap. This would also most likely include the woods and surrounding area.”


    Cain rested his forearms on his knees. “And Lord knows what or who else was buried there before the town settled and the church went up. I mean, we could be talking curses and grave decimation.”


    Kerry tucked her hair behind her ear. “It could also be why the woods have had no strange occurrences to date. That land wasn’t disrupted.”


    Paul frowned. “Factor in the cult activity from the 80s and 90s and you have a clusterfuck of bad omens. We’ve seen what a simple Ouija board can do in a haunted hot spot. Imagine what those teens stirred up with rituals.”


    Sammy closed the folder. This was far worse than she imagined. “We should see if we can get a shaman and a priest out there to cleanse the property. But if Michael and Beth tear down the church and school, only to rebuild, it could drag up new entities.”


    Paul nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”


    She blew out a breath. “Okay. Ideas?”


    “Hold that thought.” Amir turned his laptop around. “We have a lot of EVPs to go over. First up, Kerry and Paul had nothing happen in the church that day Sammy hit her head, but we did get something when they moved to the school.” He tapped a few keys.


    Two wavelengths formed on the screen. The top one jumped with Kerry’s voice. “I’m here to help. Please, come out and talk to me. I won’t hurt you.”


    The bottom wavelength rippled and a child-like voice echoed. You can’t help. No one can.


    Sammy sat back in her chair. “That doesn’t sound like the little girl we got from before.”


    Amir nodded his agreement and cued another feed. “Also from the school.”


    “Tell me what happened,” Kerry said on the feed. “Who started the fire? Is he here with you? Is something else here, too?”


    The bottom wavelength rippled. He’s always here. We can’t leave.


    Goosebumps skated over her arms. “Damn. It has the kids trapped, just like we thought.”


    Kerry looked ready for tears by the time Terrance tapped keys and situated his laptop. Kerry had always had a soft spot for kids, having seen many child spirits when she was young. Sammy smiled at her to let her know she understood, that they’d do everything in their power to fix it.


    “The problem is, we don’t know what it is,” Terrance said. “Remember that first EVP we got? It spoke Latin, leading us to believe it might be demonic. Since then it’s spoken English. I think whatever has been trying to hurt Sammy isn’t Curtis Gilroy. I think it’s something else wanting us to believe it’s the kid. Listen to this.”


    Two wavelengths formed and Sammy’s voice from the church broke the first one. “Tell me your name.”


    The voicebox responded with, No.


    The bang near the altar she and Cain had heard picked up on the feed. She still had no clue what caused it, as all the artifacts had been removed.


    Come over here.


    Kerry gasped. “That’s the same voice who threatened Sammy.”


    Terrance shushed them. “Listen.”


    Sammy and Cain’s voice filled the feed as they discussed what could’ve made the noise. Then the voicebox went off. Me. Me, me, me. Me.


    Sammy shivered again and rubbed her arms.


    The second wavelength vibrated. Memet. Tu operam mihi.


    “Is that Latin again?” Cain asked.


    Terrance nodded. “We put it through Paul’s translator program. It said: Me. You pay attention to me.”


    Sammy rubbed her forehead as her gut turned over in warning. “That implies it’s two different entities.”


    Amir nodded. “If you listen closely, it sounds like they’re on opposite ends of the room. I think Curtis, or spirit one, tried to lure you away, and the Latin-speaking spirit got mad.”


    Cain sat back. “Which one have we been dealing with? Or rather, which one has been trying to hurt Sammy?”


    “Maybe both.” Sammy bit her thumbnail. “Could Curtis have been lured by a dark presence here and made to do bad things or was he always a troubled soul? It’s hard to tell with his background. And are they at odds or feeding off each other?”


    “And why you?” Kerry asked. “It’s attached to you. There has to be a reason.”


    She had an idea, but she wasn’t willing to share. Instead, she focused on the obvious. “I’m from the area. Perhaps it’s realized that. And it knows about my mother.” Fury rose. “I want nothing on camera about this tie to my family. This stays between us.”


    “Of course,” Kerry said, leaning forward and taking her hand. “We wouldn’t do that.”


    Some of the tension drained from her, but not all. This was too close to home, too close to her personal space for comfort.


    Cain looked at her as if he knew she was holding back. His gaze drilled into her and narrowed before he reached some kind of internal decision. “So we push for them to reveal their names,” he said to the group.


    Sammy thought it over. “I agree. I think Kerry’s original plan was good, too. If I’m in the church, the bad entities are focused on me. It keeps the kids in the school free to talk to Kerry. I say we keep at that and hope to get something definitive.”


    Paul rubbed his jaw. “Tomorrow, I’ll see what more I can dig up about Curtis Gilroy. Maybe there’s something we missed.”


    “I’ll head back out to Catherine’s cabin tomorrow. Maybe I can get something more out of her.” She looked at Cain and did a double take. “What?”


    “Did you plan on partaking on this insane adventure alone?”


    She counted to five so she didn’t say something she’d regret. “The woman’s old and scared. She won’t hurt me.”


    Disappointment etched the twist of his mouth. “I’m going with you.”


    Like she didn’t see that coming. And she’d planned on taking him at any rate. She thought about all the sketchings of the young boy covering the walls of that room in Catherine’s cabin and shivered. She wouldn’t mind the company. “Fine.”


    The crew froze.


    Terrance finally broke the silence. “You okay, Sammy? If your head still hurts, we can hold off a day—”


    “My head’s fine. Agreeing with Cain doesn’t make me concussed.” They looked unimpressed. “We’ve agreed on things before.”


    “Uh, not really.” Amir smirked. “But okay.”


    “We ready to go?” She stood. “Good. I’ll meet you at the van. I have to change and get some things from my room.”


    Upstairs, she’d just switched her outfit when Cain keyed into the room. He strode over until they were toe to toe and looked down at her with one of his rare alpha expressions. Tense and pissed off. She banked the flare of desire. Tried to.


    “Were you planning on telling me you were going out there again?”


    She dropped her hands on her hips. “Seeing as I just thought up the idea during our meeting, I don’t know. You didn’t give me an opportunity. Don’t you think you’re overreacting?”


    “The woman could be unstable. Any number of things could happen out there.”


    Apparently he thought she had idiot tattooed on her forehead. “I’m aware. You’re coming too. Problem solved. Back the hell off.”


    For an instant, he looked like he would do just that, but then his jaw clenched and his hands were on her waist. He turned them, backed her to the nearest wall and pressed his palms against it on either side of her head. Her hands were trapped between their bodies, against the hard muscles of his chest. “You are maddening.”


    “I’ll accept that compliment.”


    He closed his eyes and rolled his shoulders. “No risks, Sammy.”


    Attraction battled with fury. Fury won. “I don’t take unnecessary risks.” After everything they’d shared the past few days, how did he not see that? It stung. More than stung, actually. She tried to push him away, but he didn’t budge.


    Slowly, his eyes opened to half-mast. He studied her for a long moment. “You don’t, do you? You never take risks.”


    Since the question was rhetorical, she kept mum.


    His gaze wandered off. “You don’t take risks with yourself or the team. Even when things were at their worst back in the church, you knew that thing only had you as a target, so that’s why you kept wanting back in.”


    “It’s our job.”


    He looked at her. Really looked. “It’s not about the job. Not all of it. If it was anyone else on the crew, would you have let them go back in?” He kept going before she could speak. “No, you wouldn’t. Because you were the target, we kept at it. I thought it was some mortality complex or pride driving you. But it wasn’t a risk you were taking, as I suspected. You knew I had your back. You trusted me, thus, no danger.”


    Damn the man. She did trust him. She’d told him things she told no one else. She gave him her body and opened up. She was smart enough to keep part of her resilience intact by not trusting him with all of herself, but she didn’t know what to make of the fact he noticed.


    Sighing, he dropped his forehead to hers. “I overreacted.”


    Her fingers clenched the soft fabric of his shirt. “A little bit.” Damn, her throat was tight. The guy looked like a Greek god, was sweet as hell, just alpha enough to be protective, and could admit when he was wrong. She stood no chance.


    “You weren’t going to head out to the cabin alone, were you?” Another non-question.


    “Nope.”


    His mouth slid to her ear. “It means a lot to me, your trust. I hope you know that.”


    Talk about melting. Where the hell was her backbone? “Ditto.”


    He sucked in a breath as if trying to steady himself. “We have to go investigate, but when we return, I want you naked and calling my name while your eyes go unfocused with desire. Does that work for you?”


    Yes. That was very, very okay with her. She forgot how to breathe. Just altogether forgot. “Promises, promises.”


    That earned a laugh and a too brief kiss. “Let’s go, firecracker.”


    She grabbed the salt from the dresser and followed him out.


    They were silent on the drive to the site and, once they arrived, it was pretty much the same. Humidity hung thick in the air, the scent of charred wood mingling with that of the grass and dew. It wasn’t quite dark yet, but dusk had descended and the shadows were longer. It wouldn’t be long before there was no light.


    Kerry and Paul headed toward the school, while Terrance and Amir got set up in the van. Cain grabbed the thermal camera and the full spectrum light box. Good choices. She took the digital recorder and nodded to the techies.


    “Be careful, guys.” Terrance smiled grimly.


    Cain eyed the church as they walked. “What’s the plan?”


    Sammy turned and walked backwards to bring Tom in on their talk. “I’d like you to stay in the doorway while you film. In case you need to get out fast.”


    The cameraman nodded. “You got it.”


    “As for us, I think the light box is a good choice. Maybe we can see if something gets near us.” The box sent out ultraviolet light to detect shadows and forms not visible to the naked eye. They hadn’t been able to see what tried to attack them before. This could give them an advantage. “I’ll pour a salt ring around us. Don’t leave the ring. It’ll keep us protected.”


    Cain sent her a side-glance. “Meanwhile, you’re going to go crazy with riling it up, aren’t you?” He didn’t wait for a response. “Just remember, we need to get out too. Don’t trap us.”


    They stopped at the base of the stairs, and Cain blew out a long breath. “I hate this place.” He looked at her and swallowed. “I hate you going back in there.”


    Something very close to affection tugged at her chest. More than good sex and a budding friendship. Dangerous, that. “I mean it. Don’t leave the circle.”


    They wasted no time. Cain stepped into the church and switched on the light box, flooding the room in purple hues. She turned on the digital and set it by her feet. When Cain was close, she poured a wide ring of salt on the floor around them and sent out a protection chant. Tom did as she asked and remained in the doorway, camera on his shoulder and pointed at them.


    “Nothing on thermal.”


    She nodded. “No shadows that I can see.” Deciding to focus on Curtis Gilroy, she squared her shoulders. She had a hunch Curtis was trying to protect her and Cain last time they were in here. “Hey, Curtis. We’re back. Come out. We need to talk.” She waited a tense beat. “Come on, Curtis Gilroy. I know you’re here.”


    “The temperature dropped. It was seventy-eight. It’s seventy now.”


    Interesting. “Why drop? In previous encounters, the temp went up.”


    He shook his head, his gaze everywhere at once. “Don’t know. The air isn’t thick, like before.”


    She widened her stance. “Did you set the school on fire, Curtis? One of your classmates saw you in the bathroom doorway. Everyone thinks it was you.”


    A shuffle scraped the floorboards near the altar.


    Cain directed the thermal that way and shook his head. “Not seeing anything. Let me try. Curtis,” he called out. “Kind of a weak thing you did, hurting those kids. What’s the matter? Couldn’t handle the teasing? Couldn’t take it like a man?”


    The shuffle sounded closer. Just outside the salt ring.


    Her skin prickled. “Do you hear that?”


    He nodded. “We also learned about your mom, Curtis. Or better yet, that your dad wasn’t your real dad. Did they tell you that when you were alive? Is that why the kids teased you? Did it make you angry?”


    Tension crackled the air.


    “I can’t tell if we got anything or not.” She rubbed her forehead. “Let’s head back to base and see if the digital picked up a voice.”


    Cain grabbed her arm to still her. “Look at the temperature.”


    According to the thermal camera, it was getting hotter. Up to eighty degrees and slowly climbing. Sweat dripped down her back. By the time the temp was in the nineties, she was having trouble drawing air.


    “Something else is here.” His fingers on her arm tightened. “And it’s mad.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Sammy resisted the urge to show any sign of fear by grabbing Cain’s hand and instead let her gaze roam the church. The purple hues from the spectrum light box weren’t showing any shadows, but something was close. There was a charge in the atmosphere and the distinct sensation of someone watching her. The room grew hotter yet, and sweat dripped from her temple to her jaw, soaking her back. But whatever was here hadn’t touched them. The salt ring was working.


    “We need to amp it up,” she whispered to Cain.


    He whipped her an are-you-insane look.


    “It hasn’t hurt us.” She pointed to the salt ring she’d poured on the floor.


    He swallowed and nodded slowly. “We still need to get out of here tonight.” The warning in his eyes said be careful, but go for it.


    “Curtis, it looks like your friend has joined us. Be polite. Share your name with the class.” The air thickened. “You know, Cain,” she said mockingly, “I hate it when spirits are too weak to talk. I mean, does no one have courage anymore? It’s pathetic.”


    The ground shifted and Cain grabbed her arm before she could fall. “You’ve got balls, Sammy. I’ll give you that.” His jaw clenched, fear laced with worry filling his eyes. “I’m not letting go.” He nodded to her arm. “It’s trying to get you to leave the circle.”


    She got the same impression. Allowing Cain’s grip to infuse some nerve, she ignored her pounding heart and dizziness. “What’s the matter, guys? Can’t you get past a little protection spell? Guess you’re not so badass.”


    The ground shifted again, this time causing a groan in the support beams.


    Cain sat on the floor and dragged her down to sit between his legs. Once settled, he leaned over her shoulder and whispered in her ear. “You better hope the ring holds.”


    She shivered, despite the heat, and addressed the spirits. “You gotta do better than that. Scared to tell me your name? Too meager to break a little salt ring? What am I even doing here? You aren’t interesting anymore.”


    A thunk reverberated along the floor from somewhere near the altar. Again with the altar. What was it about that spot? The floorboards beneath them vibrated with aftershocks, and Cain’s fingers tightened on her arms. His breath blew hot against her hair.


    “You okay?”


    He cleared his throat. “Yeah. Just get this done.”


    Still not seeing any shadows moving within the infused light, she scrambled to come up with more taunts. Hopefully the digitals were getting some voices they couldn’t hear. “Did you think you could scare me with that little show in my hotel room yesterday? I got news for you—the person you’re trying to imitate is in Heaven. She was too good to end up at a place like this. Unlike you, who’s trapped here. Isn’t that right? You better tell me something I want to know or I’m gone. You’re boring the hell out of me.”


    Several seconds ticked by. Degree by degree the heat dissipated and the normal summer night temp filled the church through the open door. The air lightened and thinned. The eternal thrumming of danger passed.


    Cain took her hand and stood. “Out. While we have a chance.”


    They made a break for it and ran out of the church to a patchy area between the building and the road.


    Tom shook his head and turned off the camera. “I want to be you when I grow up.”


    Sammy laughed. “I was scared senseless.”


    “Could have fooled me.”


    Cain sighed, taking the digital recorder from her and handing it to Tom. “Could you take this back to Amir and Terrance? We’ll be along in a sec.”


    Sammy waited until Tom was out of earshot before raising her brows. “If you’re going to start a fight or yell at me—”


    “I never yell at you. I just didn’t want any witnesses to what I have to ask you.”


    Not liking the sound of that, she crossed her arms. “Go on.”


    “Back at the hotel, Kerry asked why it was after you. Your brain was clicking. I want to know what you were thinking.”


    She’d told Cain—no, she’d bared her damn soul—to him, so why hold back now? But the memory that passed through her mind had nothing to do with the case. It was some stupid, silly thing she’d done in her grief years ago, and a way to say goodbye to her mom. Why bring it up now?


    “I’m trying to piece this together, Sammy, without involving the others and without the camera watching. It’s getting difficult the deeper we get.”


    Well, when he put it like that. What’s the worst that could happen? He laughed at her and she’d kill him? She took his hand and walked to the edge of the road and down some ways until she stopped by a mature oak tree that most likely predated the street.


    He looked around, confusion marring his forehead.


    “This is the tree my mom crashed the car into. This is where she died.”


    His eyes softened as he pushed the hair away from her face with both hands. “I’m sorry.”


    The damndest thing? He was sorry. The gentleness of his touch and his tone spoke without words being necessary. God, he was getting to her. “Look at the tree.”


    He stared at her for a few more beats as if he would reject her request, but then he dropped his hands and looked up at the branches towering over the road. His gaze drifted down the trunk and she knew the moment he found what she wanted him to see. He stepped closer and squatted down, running his hand over the small bald spot just high enough to be made by a bumper. Because it was.


    “I carved it the night of her funeral. It was silly, but I was young and missed her. That was my way of making a memorial.”


    His fingers traced the letters of her mother’s name and the date, along with her initials underneath.


    The silence grew heavy, making her uncomfortable. She shifted her feet. “I accidently cut myself while carving. Just a small laceration on my palm when the pocketknife slipped, but it bled awhile. All I could think was that she’d bled here too, and maybe it mingled together. That gave me a tether to hold at the time. A connection with her again.” She shook her head. “Anyway, I fell asleep by the base of the tree and walked home in the morning.”


    Slowly, he stood. “You cut your hand.”


    “Yeah.” The distant quality to his voice was unnerving. She shivered and rubbed her arms. The long blades of grass tickled her feet around the sandals.


    “And bled right here?”


    “Yes,” she said slowly. What was wrong with him? He was rubbing his neck and staring at the tree. Anxiety clawed at her chest. “Why?”


    He looked her way, but he didn’t seem to see her, rather than through her. His gaze was miles away, in that head of his, thinking too hard. “It means something.”


    “What, Cain? What does some silly gesture—”


    “I don’t know. But what you said triggered something. I can’t grasp what. I’ll need to look into it tomorrow. Or maybe it’ll come to me.”


    She tilted her face toward the stars and took a breath before grabbing her walkie-talkie. “All right. It’s late. Let’s call it a night.”


    


    Cain was still thinking about what Sammy had said at the site when she stepped out of the bathroom from her shower. There was something to her cutting herself and bleeding with regards to the activity. He just couldn’t connect the dots. Looking up, his thoughts shifted from blood rituals to making love to her in seconds.


    She held a towel around herself as if he hadn’t seen or tasted every delicious inch of her already and wanted to do it again. Her short, black hair was damp and spiking along her neckline, feeding into his view of her as a pixie. Moonlight from the window hit her pale skin as she bent to retrieve clothes. Such soft skin. His hands itched to touch.


    “Come here, Sammy.”


    “I just need to find—”


    He grabbed her around the waist, earning a squeak, and pulled her onto his lap where he sat at the foot of the bed. “You don’t need to find anything.” He stuck a finger under the towel between her breasts. “You do need to lose something, though.” Tugging the towel off, it sailed across the room.


    She narrowed her eyes at him, the curve of her lips forming a smile. “Smooth, Casanova.”


    Shifting, she straddled him. The skin to skin from their chests bumping made his erection thicken. She ground her core against him, and he wished he’d chucked his briefs. He caught a whisper of her blue eyes before she closed her mouth over his and kissed the daylights right out of him.


    He’d had lovers before. Not as many as most men, since he was no playboy. But this thing with Sammy was different. For starters, there was this. The insane, holy shit way she made his heart pound. Just a look and he was hard, wanting. There was no getting enough of her. They’d only been at it a few days, but he’d learned what she liked and what set her off. Instead of things cooling down and growing comfortable, it was like touching her the first time, every time.


    Then there was her mind. Sharp as a blade and always thinking outside the box. Her quick wit and snarky mouth were such a damn turn on. They always had something to talk about and conversation never lacked. He never realized how much he needed that with another person until meeting her.


    And then there was her courage, her heart. The heart she claimed not to have and that she kept hidden away as if caring was a weakness. It took guts to bounce back from what happened to her. Though she’d cut herself off emotionally, she loved her crew of mangy ghost hunters, and her family. Her walls weren’t as impenetrable or high as she thought.


    Not for the first time, he wondered if he was getting to her like she did him. He wanted a family someday. Not right away, but eventually. He wanted a home and kids in the yard and a lifetime to make up for what he lost. And he had no idea if she wanted those things, too.


    He slid his hands up her sides and brushed the underside of her breasts with his thumbs. Drawing in air, he reluctantly pulled away. “Go out with me when this case is over. When we get back to New York, I mean.”


    And man, he even adored her skeptical gaze.


    “You want to date me?”


    Color him crazy, but under that hesitant tone it sounded like she liked the idea. “Yes, I want to date you.”


    She just stared at him.


    “I like you.” More than he should. “I want this to go somewhere. And I think you do, too.”


    At that, her brows lifted. “Where exactly is somewhere, Cain?”


    “Past where we are now.” He shrugged. “Do you want kids?”


    Any desire remaining from moments ago left her eyes as they widened. She tried to push away, but he banded his arms behind her back.


    “Stop. It’s just a conversation, Sammy.”


    She ceased her attempts at trying to climb off him and stared at his chin.


    His chest began to ache terribly, but he had to throw it out there. Had to know now if they were going anywhere. He was already waist deep. If they continued, he’d never climb out again. “I want kids. Three would be nice, but that’s flexible. I don’t have any particular place in mind, but I’d prefer a house versus a condo or apartment. A house is for family, a home, and I want one of those. Someday, I’d like to have a family again.”


    Her gaze jerked to his and held. He could all but feel the tension and anxiety rolling off her. Fear and pride and uncertainty filled her eyes. Under that, though, she understood. He could see it right there in those amazing baby blues. She understood his need to reclaim what was taken. Dare he hope she wanted it too.


    “You’re on the road all the time. That’s not ideal for…kids.”


    The fact that she said you and not we wasn’t lost on him. The deflection wasn’t either, but she was talking, so it was a start. “We have a year and a half left to our contracts.” He didn’t say it, but the unsaid words were implied. After the show ended, she’d most likely be producing and not have to travel as much. He could reopen a practice.


    “I don’t do relationships. I don’t want kids.” Her expression told him otherwise. She was thinking about it.


    Not wanting to frighten her off or get too ahead of themselves, he ran his hands up and down the smooth skin of her back. “I’m not talking about tomorrow. Just a nudge for down the road. That’s where I’m at. Are you open to considering it?” Because he needed to pull out now if not. This was non-negotiable for him. It would be hard, but he’d end things with her if she wasn’t on the same page. It would suck everything out of him, but he would.


    “I’m not mommy material.” Her lids lowered and she shook her head, but not before he caught the hope in her eyes. A dream she had long ago given up.


    He hated every bastard that tried to kill her spirit.


    Cupping the back of her neck, he dropped his forehead to hers. “You’re wrong. You don’t take crap from anyone, are always aware of what’s going on around you, have good instincts, and a huge damn heart.” He sighed. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. I just…needed to lay that out there.” And he got his answer, not in what she said, but in what she didn’t say. He’d just have to keep at it and prove to her he was right. “Go out with me.”


    She rested her head on his shoulder and buried her face in his neck. He shoved both hands in her hair and kept them there. She took so long answering that he thought she wouldn’t.


    After an eternity, she wrapped her arms around his back. “Where would we go on this date?”


    He fought a grin and breathed instead. “That would be privileged information.”


    She smiled against his skin, face still buried in his neck. “I have ways of getting you to talk.”


    Desire made its way back into the room, settling between them. His shaft thickened as the need for her climbed. “I’m looking forward to you trying.”


    “Challenge accepted.” Slowly, her hands dipped into the waistband of his briefs and tugged. Since she was still straddling him, he lifted them both so she could slide them all the way off.


    With nothing between them, the heat from their bodies mingled, their touch amplified. He’d never get used to this—to the feel of her skin beneath his hands, or the catch of breath in her throat when she was turned on, or the way she let go of any reservations when they came together. It was a side of her no one else got to see. Just for him.


    She nipped his throat, causing his eyeballs to hit the back of his head. When she licked the same spot, she rose up and brought herself down around him, burying him deep in her tight, wet heat.


    He groaned at the sudden pleasure and grabbed her waist. He was off the bed and had her back pinned to the wall before he could even close his mouth over hers. Her legs wrapped around his hips, shifting him deeper. Their mouths clung, teeth gnashed, hands everywhere. It was insane and fast and cataclysmic.


    While they were both shaking after the onslaught, he dropped to his knees and fell back, allowing her to splay over him on the floor. His breathing jagged, he tried to lift his head and failed. “Was that a yes to the date?”


    She laughed in that great what-the-hell way he didn’t hear nearly enough. “Yeah, okay. That was a yes.” Sighing, she kissed his chest. “I’m no good at this, Cain. Fair warning. But…I’ll try.”


    That’s all he could ask for. He wrapped an arm around her waist and used his other hand to smooth her hair, breathing in her sweet strawberry scent. “That’s what you said about sex, that you were no good at it. At the risk of being maimed, I must inform you that you were wrong.”


    She laughed again, more sleepy this time.


    “I mean, really off the mark there.”


    Almost a giggle that time. She pinched his side but didn’t move to roll over. He really liked the slight weight of her on him.


    She nuzzled—nuzzled—his chest. “You haven’t told me where you’d take me on this said date. Or do I need to try harder to get the info out of you?”


    Tempting. Even when his body was sated and unable to move. So tempting. “We’d have to stop at the hotdog stand by the studio first. The vendor loves our show and his daughter’s been dying to meet you. I’d take you to the Guggenheim next. There’s this display of artists right now depicting nature scenes. They’re bathed in fantasy and a little impish, but they remind me of you. After, I’d take you to this Thai restaurant I found in Soho. They don’t have chairs, you sit right on the floor, and the food is as spicy as your wicked comebacks. If it isn’t too late, we’d walk through the little bead shop near my apartment. The owner makes the most amazing jewelry tailored for Wiccans. Then I’d take you home and make love to you until you forgot your name.” He paused for a moment. “In the morning, after I ruin you for any other man twice more, I’d make you pancakes because they’re your favorite breakfast food and the only thing I can cook.”


    Silence stretched.


    She didn’t seem to be breathing and had gone still. Wondering if she’d fallen asleep, he slowly sat up, taking her with him and keeping her cradled to his chest. Adjusting her so he could stand, he rose and set her down on the mattress, much more preferable for sleep versus the floor.


    He climbed in after her as her blue gaze opened and…hell, he didn’t know. She’d never looked at him like that. He froze and held her gaze, forcing a swallow.


    Maybe she didn’t like his plan for a date. Perhaps he’d freaked her out. He’d told her the first thing in his head and went from there. The idea of taking her to those places had hit him the first time he’d gone to each location. Even the bead store. The owner had a knack for naturist pieces in genuine stones that fit Sammy’s personality.


    He brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Or we could go see a movie instead.”


    Her eyes narrowed in thought, and he’d kill to know what was in her head. After a moment, she curled up to his side and rested her cheek over his heart. Her lashes fluttered across his skin when she closed her eyes. “You had me at hotdog.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Sammy slowly disentangled herself from Cain, careful not to wake him, and rolled to her back. She already missed his warmth, but her arm was going numb. Staring at the ceiling wasn’t helping this strange sensation in her chest, but the shadow play from the sun through the leaves was pretty.


    She’d spent the better part of the night replaying his idea for their date. He knew she liked pancakes and handmade jewelry. In fact, everything in his plan revolved around her. Paintings and window shopping and even Thai food. She didn’t know what to make of it. Or him. From the starting gate, they’d had an unequivocal dislike for one another. Maybe dislike was too strong a word. Either way, they didn’t see eye to eye on much. But ever since Elise forced them together, things had changed.


    She’d learned more about him, on a much deeper level than intended. She’d known about the loss of his family, as their producer had mentioned it in the first meeting, yet she hadn’t connected the man with the boy. Cain spent a great deal of time trying to please others. Not in an annoying crush-that-wouldn’t-get-the-hint kind of way, but because he genuinely had a good heart. Cared about others. He saw people, could read them, and remembered details most would’ve skimmed over. That was the thing about him. While the throng of humanity sought more, thriving for and dreaming about what wealth or materials they could obtain, so self-centered in their own orbit that no one else existed, Cain remembered a hotdog vendor watched their show.


    Who did that?


    She rubbed her eyes. The loss of his family obviously had a big impact on him, compounded with his unloving and unwilling grandmother who’d raised him afterwards. The result wasn’t a bitter, reclusive man. It was a gentle, funny, sweet guy who only brought out the alpha when one of his own was threatened. Who’d do anything for someone he cared about.


    And he sure acted like he cared about her a whole lot. Saying things like he’d wanted her for a long time and throwing her a one-two with talk of family. Kids. A home. She swallowed hard. He deserved everything he wanted from life. Not after wealth or fame, he just wanted what should’ve been rightfully his. What was stolen from him in one senseless night.


    She’d felt sorry for herself after her mother died. Yeah, bad things had happened to her. But she still had most of her family. He had…no one.


    So then what was his attraction to her? She’d given off every vibe in her arsenal to stay back. She didn’t want a home and family of her own because those things could…


    Hell. They could be taken away in a heartbeat. Like they had to him.


    She turned her head and blinked in surprise to find him staring at her. Though his expression was blank, his eyes were a myriad of emotion. Had she been more in touch with her own, she might recognize what they were. No one looked at her the way he did.


    She tried to sound cordial, despite the crap in her head. “Hey. Didn’t know you were awake.”


    He stared at her another beat, a wrinkle forming between his brows. He was beyond attractive. A sharp nose and square chin sporting a shadow. Hazel eyes that seemed to change color with his moods. Long, pale lashes just a shade lighter than his hair. Large hands that knew how to elicit pleasure and a body that fit perfectly when holding hers. Strong arms. Shoulders wide enough to carry the weight of the world. He was the perfect combination of bone and muscle. Of heart and heat. Strength and gentleness.


    Crap. Crap, again. She was falling. Falling led to pain and humiliation.


    “What scares you about us so much, Sammy?”


    She closed her eyes to the sound of his sleep-roughened voice. Even that was sexy. “You’re a shrink.” Okay, dammit. Saying the first thing in her head wasn’t the best of ideas.


    “I’m not him.” He skimmed her arm with his fingers, like he was stroking a timid cat. “Look at me. I’m not him.”


    “I know. It’s just…trusting has been hard since he stripped me of that. Then you come sweeping in with your talk-to-me mojo and all of a sudden I’m right back there, vulnerable again.”


    He turned on his side and adjusted the pillow. “Then stop thinking of me as a shrink. Right now, I’m not a psychologist. I’m your friend, your co-worker, and the lover who wants you to let him in.”


    Her throat closed. He was the first person who wanted in for the past…who knew how long. Ever? “I know,” she whispered, battling tears.


    “Do you? I’m not going to hurt you. I’d promise you that, but you wouldn’t believe me. So look at my actions, Sammy. I won’t hurt you.”


    She pressed her palms to her eyes, losing the fight not to weep. “You should find someone who wants the same things.”


    “And what about you? Don’t you deserve someone, too? You’re letting him win by not living.”


    “I’m argumentative and gun-shy and emotionally unavailable. You can do better.” Even if they were temporary or if he wanted more, it would never work out. It seemed to her that they were just prolonging the end.


    “Better is relative. Give yourself some credit, Sammy. I’d rather stay and argue with you than enter into a complacent relationship with anyone else.”


    His arm slid over her waist and dragged her to the middle of the bed. Then he was rising over her, fingers clutching hers and pinning them to the pillow. He settled his hips between her thighs and stared down at her. He didn’t try to wipe her stray tears or send her cooing platitudes. He was a man oddly comfortable with a woman’s tears, or he had been when she’d let go.


    “You’re a glutton for punishment.” And she was falling harder.


    He dipped his head and brushed his lips over hers. “You’re not punishment.”


    Just as he started driving her insane with mind-blowing kissing, one of their cell phones beeped with a text. It sounded like his, but the blood was rushing through her eardrums.


    He lifted his head and sighed. “That would be the crew. We were supposed to meet five minutes ago.” Giving her a brief kiss, he rolled off the bed to retrieve his phone. “Paul. I’ll tell him we’re on our way.”


    Her phone beeped from the dresser. She blew out a breath, got up and read the text from Kerry. Thumbing out a response similar to Cain’s, she set the cell down and found some clothes.


    They dressed and did their morning routine in silence, but the intimacy hit her like a high-five to the face. Could she handle a relationship? They’d only spent a few nights together, which was a far cry from being a couple. And what happened if she wasn’t cut out for picket fences and chubby babies? That would only hurt him more. Her stomach clenched. He’d been hurt enough for two lifetimes. She didn’t want to add to that.


    He opened the door and guided her out of the room to the elevators. On the way down, he studied the numbers. “Stop thinking so much. Just go with it. We’ll wind up where we’re supposed to be.”


    She opened her mouth and closed it again, not sure how to respond. Was that how he saw life? As a succession of accidents controlled by fate? If so, what had either of them done to be hurt so badly? She didn’t believe in froufrou new age thinking. Life was a series of choices. She made her own path. Sometimes those choices led to disastrous mistakes and sometimes you came out on top.


    Rolling her shoulders, she walked into the conference room and ignored the stares from the crew. “Sorry. Forgot to set a wake-up call.”


    Terrance grinned. “At least you’re…sleeping. You look refreshed.”


    She narrowed her eyes at him and took a seat. “What have we got?”


    Amir’s fingers clacked over the keyboard of his laptop. “A confusing as hell set of EVPs, that’s what we’ve got. Listen.”


    Two wavelengths formed on the screen. Her voice rippled the top bar from when she riled the entity in the church. Did you think you could scare me with that little show in my hotel room yesterday? I got news for you—the person you’re trying to imitate is in Heaven. She was too good to end up at a place like this. Unlike you, who’s trapped here. Isn’t that right? You better tell me something I want to know or I’m gone. You’re boring the hell out of me.


    The second wave pulsed. She knows.


    Amir paused the feed.


    She chewed on her lip trying to ignore the shivers the haunting voice created. “What do I know?”


    Cain stared at her. “That your mother’s not there.” He leaned back in his chair. “That sounds like the second voice, the younger one.”


    “I thought the same thing.” Amir typed. “There’s another EVP right on top of that one.” He hit play.


    You mind me, boy. What happens if you don’t mind me?


    Almost immediately the second bar jumped, the voice being that of the first spirit. Leave her alone, Father.


    Amir paused the feed and everyone stilled.


    Carefully, Paul set down his coffee cup. “Father?”


    “Exactly what I said,” Terrance replied with a wave of his hand.


    Sammy rubbed her forehead. “What did we dig up on Curtis’ father?”


    Paul adjusted his glasses. “Nothing important. He’s still alive. He and Curtis’ mother moved to Tennessee shortly after the fire.”


    Kerry shook her head. “That’s not his real father, though. The mom was raped.”


    “But they never caught the guy,” Amir argued.


    Terrance crossed his arms. “Have we been all wrong in this? Is it possible the rapist found Curtis? If so, why would both their spirits be at the church?”


    Sammy bit her thumbnail. “None of this makes much sense. How would—” She straightened as an idea bloomed. “Where’s the list of names of those car accidents from the road outside the church?”


    Paul fished through a manila folder in his laptop bag and handed her a sheet of paper.


    Grabbing a pen from the table, Sammy scrolled through the names, crossing off the females. “There’s ten men on the list. We need to know more about them. Two can be ruled out. They died too long ago.”


    Nodding slowly, Paul took the list back from her. “I’ll see what I can find.”


    Her mind was clacking, too many thoughts swirling. “The mom claimed not to know her attacker. So look for backgrounds that don’t directly link.”


    Cain rubbed his neck. “That would be an awfully big coincidence if the man who raped Curtis’ mother died near the same location Curtis had. And the church seems an odd place for the spirits to focus on, considering their history. The boy died in the school and—” He slapped his hand down on his knee and looked at Sammy. “What if “father” isn’t literal but figurative? What about a priest?”


    Why didn’t she think of that? That was freakin’ brilliant. She looked at Paul. “Who was the priest at the time of the fire? In fact, we need a list of all clergymen who served that congregation.”


    “You got it.”


    They chatted about where to take the investigation that night and then decided to part ways for research purposes until meeting up for dinner at the diner.


    As Sammy and Cain were about to walk out, Kerry touched her arm. “Any more sightings of your mom?”


    Edginess crept up her spine, and she fought to bank it down. Kerry was just worried. It wasn’t her friend’s fault Sammy was allergic to heart to hearts. This whole case was too close to home and her past for comfort. Though she considered the crew her friends, there were some things she just wanted them out of, and her mom’s death was one of them.


    She offered a weak smile for Kerry’s benefit. “No, but Cain protected the hotel room with salt. It’s kept the thing away so far.”


    Kerry looked indecisive as she twisted her fingers. “If we’re dealing with human spirits and not something darker like we originally thought, then it’s very unusual it followed you off site. I’ve never heard of a spirit being able to morph into another form, either.”


    Sammy and Cain exchanged a glance. He nodded. “She’s right. Spirits can latch onto objects, but changing forms? I’ve never heard of that.”


    She crossed her arms and leaned against the doorframe. “So what do you think? That the “father” isn’t Curtis’ dad or a priest?”


    Kerry tucked her hair behind her ear, empathy shining in her green eyes. “Paul and I were talking last night. What if all the bad juju from the grounds drew something evil there, and it manipulated an already tainted kid into doing something really terrible, such as setting the school on fire? Curtis’ soul could be trapped, forced to remain there to do this thing’s bidding.”


    “It’s an idea,” Cain said, looking over Sammy’s head toward Paul. He motioned him over. When Paul stood next to them, Cain asked, “Did you find anything on blood rituals?”


    “A little. I didn’t have much time to look.”


    Sammy sent him a questioning glance, wondering what in the hell he was talking about.


    Cain ignored her. “Sammy and I will look into it, since you’ll be busy. We’re going to head out. If you need help, let us know.”


    When they were in the car and driving toward the edge of the county to Catherine’s isolated cabin, she glanced out the windshield. A wicked storm was pushing through, splitting half the blue sky with ominous black clouds. She’d seen her share of Midwestern storms in her youth, twisters included, and this one brewing was going to be a whopper. The air was charged and heavy. Thick. Best they get this second interview with the tormented woman over with and get back to the hotel before it really hit.


    She took her eyes off the road briefly to look at him. “What was that back there about blood rituals?”


    He ran his palms over his jean-clad thighs. “That thing you told me about accidentally cutting yourself when carving the tree got under my skin. I know there’s something to that. After we see Catherine, I need to sit down with the laptop.”


    “You told Paul what I said? About my mom, about me carving the tree?” Sammy swallowed hard and almost missed the turnoff onto the trail to get to the cabin. Instead of anger, a gutting ache tore through her chest. A weight she hadn’t felt in a long time landed in her stomach. She didn’t think he’d do that, but she’d trusted people before. A good judge of character she was not, which was why it was just easier to keep everyone at bay.


    “No.” His voice was curt, bordering on livid. He’d only gotten that way once or twice before, so she knew she’d really made him mad.


    Relief warred with doubt. Saying nothing, she concentrated on not getting their rental car stuck in a rut. Branches slapped the sides of the car up the incline.


    “Did you hear me? I said no. I just asked Paul to look into it. I assume he didn’t question me because of the history of cult activity. It wasn’t an unusual request, considering.” Though he spoke conversationally now, there was still a hard, defensive edge to his voice.


    She pulled the car into the clearing near the cabin and cut the engine. “I heard you.”


    “But you don’t believe me.”


    It wasn’t a question, but he was seeking an answer just the same. She looked into his eyes, now more golden brown than hazel under the muted light of foliage. In them was the same pain that had just slapped her. This was why getting involved was bad. She didn’t know how to do this. She was used to being alone and not having to worry about stepping on anyone else’s toes. Or feelings.


    In a way, she’d just betrayed him by thinking he violated her trust. Not once had he given her cause to do that. It hurt like hell knowing she’d put that lost longing in his eyes.


    He wanted in. That’s what he told her this morning. Damn if he wasn’t already.


    Leaning over the console, she brushed her cheek against his. The shadow from his growth rasped in the quiet car. “I believe you.”


    He paused a moment, as if thinking about his next move or absorbing her words, and then he brought his hand up to cup the back of her head. “I wouldn’t do that, Sammy. After everything you told me, I would never…” He sighed and swallowed. Kissed her forehead. “Let’s go get this done. I hate this place. The sooner we’re out, the better.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Cain glanced up from his laptop when another round of thunder rattled the windows. Sammy wasn’t kidding when she said the storm would keep them off site tonight. It started shortly after they got back from Catherine’s cabin—a bust, that, since she wasn’t there—and it hadn’t let up in the six hours since.


    Not wanting to damage the equipment by getting it wet, they opted to order room service and do research instead. Cain had protected Sammy’s adjoining room with salt, and now the crew was scattered between their two rooms. All except the cameramen, who were probably asleep in their own rooms.


    He envied them. He was bone tired and tense, but he’d gotten the answers he was looking for. He nudged Sammy next to him on the bed and kept his voice low so the others wouldn’t hear. “I think I know why the spirit was following you. In my opinion, the crew needs to know. We don’t have to tell them everything, but can I discuss it with them?”


    She stared at him for several beats through those holy shit blue eyes. Every time he thought he was getting somewhere with her, another brick in her wall erected. Like earlier today in the car. He didn’t know what more to do to earn her trust. Then again, after what happened to her in the past, he wasn’t so sure he wouldn’t be the same way. Besides, she was worth whatever time it took.


    Slowly, she nodded. Something clicked between them in that moment, so strong Cain had to rub the ache in his chest.


    Her gaze dropped to his shoulder, tracing the tattoo over the neckline of his tee like a caress. “I’m sorry about before.” She lifted her eyes to his, keeping her tone quiet. “I hurt you by accusing you of talking to the team about me. I’m sorry.”


    He knew what it took for her to not only say that, but mean it. The connection that formed seconds ago tethered into a knot, fusing the two of them in some complicated kind of union bred from hurt and loneliness. She just handed him her trust, a fragile gift had he ever received one. And one he wouldn’t give her the opportunity to reclaim. In all his years, friendships and acquaintances, she was the first person who filled the dark, hollow places inside him.


    “Sammy—”


    “I’m no good at this. I’ll probably question you—us—a thousand more times, until you’re so sick of me you’ll…”


    She didn’t finish her thought, but he knew where she was headed with the statement. Until he got so sick of her he walked. Christ, he wanted to reach out and crush her against him, kiss her straight into next week. But the crew was nearby, so it would have to wait.


    He drew in a deep breath and shook his head. “I’m still here, so get used to it.” And so she wouldn’t argue with him, he looked over her shoulder and called for the others.


    When they entered from the adjoining room, Cain eyed Sammy and sent her a look he hoped said, It’s okay. “I have something we need to discuss,” he said to the team.


    Terrance and Amir took a seat at the table, while Kerry sat on Paul’s lap in a corner chair.


    “When Sammy was younger, she accidentally cut herself while she was on the church grounds. She’d bled a minor amount.” Cain shifted to his laptop and pulled up the web search. “When she told me that, it hit a nerve. Native Americans used bloodletting rituals for many things from healing to bonding. There are also several Pagan and devil worship ceremonies involving blood rituals. Usually this is an intentional, deliberate ritual, but Sammy’s obviously wasn’t. I think by spilling blood, it inadvertently bonded her to the site. It could be the reason the spirits are so focused on her.”


    Sammy glanced heavenward and shook her head. “Great,” she muttered dryly.


    Going against common sense, he reached for her hand and squeezed. “There may be ways to sever the connection. We can discuss it later.”


    “Okay.” Kerry tucked her hair behind her ear. “That explains why she’s a target, but I still don’t understand how this spirit has been able transform itself to pretend to be her mother.”


    Terrance shook his head. “It spoke Latin more than once. I’m still not convinced it’s a spirit at all. And you know what? I’m going to say it. Demon. We’re looking at something demonic, in my opinion.”


    “This might help.” Paul adjusted his glasses. “There were only two priests who served the congregation. The first died of natural causes late into his nineties. The second, Father Peter Walland, had been active during the time Curtis attended school.” He paused. “He died in the fire.”


    Amir hissed. “Nice.”


    “He could speak Latin to a degree.”


    The shock hit them at once, leaving the room silent for several minutes and Cain’s head to throb.


    Sammy bit her thumbnail. “Let’s backtrack. Native American history, a Christian massacre, and cult worship on the grounds. That equals bad. We have a boy, Curtis, a product of rape, who set the school on fire with kids inside. We have a priest, who could speak Latin, and died in the fire.”


    Cain leaned forward, catching her drift. “Then we’ve got EVPs of a young boy we think is Curtis calling someone “Father.” We have a deeper EVP voice, who sometimes speaks Latin, and seems to control the kid.”


    “You think the priest is the manipulator.” Sammy looked at Paul. “What’s Father Walland’s background? Anything sinister?”


    Paul shook his head. “Clean. Grew up a few counties over, was a loner mostly, and joined the priesthood right out of high school. No history of arrest or complaints on record.”


    Kerry sighed. “I know I keep saying this, but ghosts don’t morph into other forms. An orb, maybe, or shadow-like shapes, but not like what Sammy saw. We’re missing something. I hate to say it, but Terrance may be right. I feel like we’re being played.”


    Sammy swallowed and looked at Cain. “I keep circling back to the sounds in the church. I don’t know why or how I know, but there’s something about the area near the altar that’s significant.” She directed her focus on the team. “When Cain and I were in there the first time, we were drawn away from that spot when the candle fell off the table. Then when the darker spirit tried trapping us, the boy’s voice sounded like it was standing on the altar. We’ve heard footsteps and knocking there too. Could be Curtis is trying to tell us something.”


    Cain rubbed his neck, letting her words sink in. “She’s right. We’ll have a look in the morning.”


    “I’m beat.” Amir stood and stretched. “Eight a.m.? Conference room?”


    Sammy nodded, still lost in thought if the distant look in her eyes was any indication. When the crew was gone, she stared at him.


    “No.” He shook his head, knowing where her thought train was headed by the look in her eyes and determined set of her jaw. “We’re not going out there.”


    “We can be in and out in under ten minutes. The whole crew being there will draw more attention. It’ll be safer without them. And the rain stopped.”


    “No.”


    “If we go alone, we can do what needs to be done to sever my bond to the grounds.”


    He stared at her, every atom in his body blaring this was a damn bad idea. But Sammy wouldn’t let it go. He knew her, and when she was focused, she never let up. Stubborn, beautiful woman. It meant a lot that she was talking to him, wanting him there with her to break the connection to the site and trusting him to help her. He had a suspicion she’d go without him anyway, and no one would be there to protect her.


    Hell. How was he supposed to say no?


    A measured grin spread over her face. The little imp. “We’re going.”


    He sighed. “We’re going. First, though…” He pulled her to him and kissed her until her limbs went languid beneath him and she moaned into his mouth. He ignored the thickening of his shaft and desire to strip her naked. “We go in and get out. No lingering. No taunting the spirits or trying to be a badass.”


    Slowly, she opened her eyes, hazy with lust. “You’re getting bossy in this relationship.”


    He offered her a grin of his own. “At least you admit it’s a relationship. Come on. I’ll tell you what I learned about severing blood ties on the way.”


    They parked the car on the side of the road several yards from the private drive leading to the church. The air was humid and thick after the storm, leaving everything drenched and sodden. The mosquitoes were out in full force as crickets chirped. Everything around the grounds was alight with life, yet the site itself had no existence. Dead, hallowed ground, scarred from its past and all the hate it bred.


    Sammy met him at the hood of the car where he could barely make out the church through the shadows. “I feel like a teenager sneaking back into the house.”


    Despite an irrational surge of jealousy for who she might’ve been sneaking out to see, he smiled down at her, trying to imagine a younger version of his little pixie. “Snuck out a lot, did you?”


    She tilted her head. “Oh, yes. All the good stuff happened at night. We’d have parties in the cornstalks or someone’s barn. Beer was almost always involved. And making out, of course.” She sighed, an uncharacteristic dreamy-like quality to the sound. “We never did anything destructive. There just wasn’t anything else to do in this town.”


    This was the first time she’d spoken about her past that didn’t involve betrayal or pain or bad memories. He loved her like this—open and sweet, without the weight of grief and loss pressing her down. She was too damn smart and good a person to go the rest of her life playing it safe. There was so much more to her than the demons she allowed to control her. Degree by degree, the light inside her was pushing out the dark.


    He swallowed hard as the last latch around his heart snapped, unleashing the full magnitude of his feelings. He never stood a chance not falling in love with her.


    She took a step closer. “What’s wrong?”


    Nothing. Not a damn thing. Unless he spooked her and she broke things off.


    He cupped her cheek and leaned in to brush his lips with hers, offering her in a kiss what he couldn’t say aloud. Breaking away before things got too heated, or she noticed the shift in him, he smiled. “Just wanted to do that.”


    She nodded slowly, looking at him like he fell out of the crazy tree and smacked every branch on the way down. “If you say so.”


    “I do say so.” He glanced toward the church. “We should go inside first, before trying to sever the blood tie. The ritual might draw its attention before we can check out the altar.”


    Crossing her arms, she widened her stance. “Let’s go over this first, so we’re not fumbling in there. The place is gutted. Logically, anything of value or use is gone. If we’re right, Curtis could be trying to tell us something significant happened on that spot and not that there’s an object we actually need to look for. I wonder if there’s an inscription carved on the floor we missed, or never thought to look for.”


    He straightened. “Or something in the floorboards.”


    Her gaze whipped to his. “Yes.” She blew out a breath. “Yes,” she repeated and opened the car door, removing a flashlight and a digital recorder. She handed both to him and leaned back inside the car. Pocketing a flathead screwdriver, she gestured that she was ready.


    “In and out, Sammy. If it starts to feel off, we leave. Nothing is so important we risk it.”


    They made their way up the drive and across the patchy grass to the front steps, pausing long enough to share a look. He nodded and vaulted up the steps, opening the heavy door. She wasted no time and ran inside. He clicked on the flashlight and stuck to her heels.


    The rank smell of mildew hit him first, as did the humidity and stale air. What wasn’t present was the oppressive feeling always associated with the church. Taking that as a good sign, he followed her deeper into the structure.


    Immediately, she knelt and ran her hands over the floorboards on the spot where the altar used to be. While she did, he gingerly stepped around her to see if any of the boards were loose. They hadn’t investigated quite so far back along this wall before, so he kept his eyes trained for carvings. Keeping the beam aimed down at her, he stepped to her right. His foot sank ankle deep into the floor with a crack of wood splintering the quiet.


    They both froze.


    After a moment, he let out the breath he was holding and jerked his foot out of the hole. She crawled over and pulled the screwdriver out of her back pocket. While she pried the board, he knelt beside her and tried to see if the other planks were loose. Heart pounding, sweat dripped down his face, into his eyes. He wiped it away with his forearm and ignored the sting.


    They worked in silence a few minutes more, until a board shifted under his hand. He tapped her shoulder and pointed the beam to the spot in question. Sweat dripped from her face onto the floor as she worked the flathead between the spacing and removed a two-by-four plank, setting it aside. By then, his shirt was soaked with sweat and her black hair had damp tendrils clinging to her nape.


    Grabbing the flashlight from him, she shined it into the space and gasped. She reached her hand inside and pulled out a cigar box, covered in dust and warped from moisture. Her wide gaze met his.


    Holy shit. She’d been right. There was something here.


    As excitement bubbled in his chest, the urge to bolt was stronger than the need to know what was inside the box. They could look later, safely back at the hotel. He grabbed her wrist and stood, preparing to make a break for the door.


    A wall of oppression slammed him back on his ass before he even knew what hit him. Sammy was ripped from his hold. The box fell from her fingers as she flew several yards and landed in the middle of the church with a sickening thud.


    Panic clawed his throat. Scrambling to his feet, he grabbed the box and ran to her. Sweat dripped into his eyes, making it damn hard to focus on anything. He got to her and rolled her to her back with shaking hands, finding her conscious and frozen in shock.


    Cursing himself, he barely had time for relief to set in. “We need to go.”


    He should’ve noticed the sweltering heat sooner, should’ve paid more heed to the thickness in the air and the unmistakable tyranny closing in. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he helped her to her feet and was making a dash for the door when a scorching blast of air hit his chest and they crashed down again.


    Damn it to hell. He shook his head to clear it.


    Hatred and violent aggression closed in around him. His limbs convulsed as he tried to fight it, free himself from the invisible stronghold. An insane pressure filled his skull, shoving against his temples and tearing up his eyes. He fisted his hands in his hair and desperately looked around.


    From several feet away, Sammy got onto her hands and knees and placed her palm to her forehead. Her gaze pinned him, fearful, determined. His heart jack hammered against his ribs. Before he could process, she pulled her keys out of her pocket and fumbled with something on her key ring. With her hands braced in front of her for balance, she got to her feet, kicking the flashlight aside.


    “Trust me,” she whispered to him, and the oh-fuck sensation in his chest morphed into sheer terror unlike anything he’d ever known. She held out her keys like she was preparing her stance for a street fight. “I renounce my offering of blood,” she shouted to the walls.


    Christ. She was going to sever the connection right here. Now? Now. He lumbered to his feet and launched to her side, but she’d already lifted the key ring and sliced her palm open with a pocketknife tool. The breath wheezed from his lungs.


    “I renounce my offering of blood and take back the invitation. I willingly sever all connection to this place and souls within.” She squeezed her fingers into a fist, dripping her blood onto the floorboards. “You have no power over me.”


    The ground shook.


    He grabbed her arm so she didn’t fall. Her blood-soaked fingers clutched his shirt.


    Dust rained down.


    A growl rent the air, rattling his ribs, his teeth.


    Shit. She’d pissed it off beyond measure now. Hoping the entity was distracted enough to let them escape, he grabbed her with one hand, the box with the other, and left the flashlight spinning on the floor. His muscles burned in agony by the time they reached the broken exterior stairs and fell onto the grass in a heap.


    He cut his gaze to the church. The flashlight was still circling, catching dust motes in the air with its eerie beam. The growl from within erupted into a roar and then…stopped. Like a lid snapping shut. Just stopped.


    “Jesus Christ, Sammy.” He looked at her, not sure if he should kiss her or kill her. “Up. Now. We’re gone.”


    She wasted no time arguing and got to her feet. As they ran, she tossed him the keys. “You drive.”


    They dove inside the car. He smacked his knee on the steering wheel and cursed. Grabbing the latch, he yanked the seat back to accommodate his height, cranked the engine, and peeled out before he even had his door shut.


    A mile later, they were both staring out the windshield in silence and he was still fighting to regulate his breathing. His knuckles popped with the force of his grip on the wheel.


    “So, that was fun.” Her forced, conversational tone was as deafening as an explosion.


    He snapped. There was no other word for it. He just snapped.


    Jerking the car to the shoulder, he slammed the gear into park, hauled her over the console, and crushed her to him. Kissed her face, her hair, her mouth. Fisting his hands in the back of her shirt, he did it all over again. It wasn’t until he buried his face in her neck that he realized how badly she was trembling. “Fucking Christ.”


    “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” Her voice shook too, and he wanted to weep. She ran her hands through his hair and forced him to look at her. “It wouldn’t have let us leave. That’s why I did the ritual. It wouldn’t—”


    “I know.” Something inside him needed to hear her say it, though, or he’d lose it. She’d taken too many damn chances on this case. Eight days in Nebraska had shaved eight years off his life. “I know,” he said again in a tone calmer than he felt. “Are you okay? How’s your hand?”


    She glanced at it. “Fine. Nothing a Band-Aid won’t fix.” Her gaze returned to his. “We were right about the altar.”


    After another brief kiss, she climbed off of him and back into her seat. She grabbed the cigar box from the floor and looked at it a long time before trying to open it. The thick cardboard had been warped from years of dampness and exposure to who knows how many elements. She pushed at the lid but it wouldn’t budge, not without cutting it open or doing harm. Not knowing what was inside, causing damage to the exterior might destroy what was inside too.


    He took the pocketknife tool off the key ring, still stained with her blood, and handed it to her before turning on the dome light.


    She cut the underside of the lid with quick movements and then pried it off the box. She examined both sides, but must not have seen anything of interest because she set it on the dashboard. After a moment, she stilled.


    “What? What is it?”


    Her watery gaze met his. She handed him the box.


    Reluctant, he took it from her trembling fingers and looked inside. It took a moment for his brain to connect. His stomach dropped when he registered what he was looking at. Damaged as they were, there was no mistaking the contents were photos, a decent stack of them, most fused together from moisture and time.


    And what he could see of the top image made him almost lose his dinner on the side of the road.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Sammy took another swig of coffee. The warmth slid all the way down to add to the acid eating away at her stomach. She leaned back in her chair in the conference room, waiting for the rest of the team to join her and Cain. The cigar box they found last night sat between them on the table. She couldn’t bring herself to look at it. Or him.


    Ever since she pried the lid off the box and realized what was inside, the thought of being touched made her skin crawl. She’d thrown up twice in the early morning hours and neither of them had slept a wink. Instead, she’d taken the box into the hotel room bathroom and run the shower to scalding. The steam allowed her to carefully separate the photos with the tweezers from her manicure bag. They were still damaged, but the images were clear enough. They’d be burned in her retinas for the rest of her life.


    From there, she’d laid them out on the table to dry and went back into her old room, alone, where she tried to scrub the filth off her body. Her skin was raw and red by the time she’d finished her bath. She still hadn’t felt clean.


    “I wish you’d talk to me.”


    Closing her eyes to the deep, coarse timbre of his voice, she tried to block everything else out. But the images kept coming, one after another. Twenty-one photos of little boys, all roughly ten in age, and all in stages of undress, posed in sexually explicit ways. Her stomach threatened to revolt again.


    Adjusting her position, she tipped her head back and glared at the florescent lights in the ceiling. So many little boys. Not unlike her, really. They’d been assaulted by their priest, someone to be trusted, just like her situation with her former therapist. Trust was such a fragile thing, and once it was lost, it could never be fully restored. Could you ever truly trust anyone?


    It was as if she’d been violated all over again after seeing those pictures. Dirty, soiled, and unworthy. Tainted. She’d fought hard to get past what happened to her, and in a blink, she was right back there, unable to look anyone in the eye. The shame hit her so hard she had to bite back tears.


    What man would possibly want to touch her after knowing what happened? Worse, what man would want to father her children someday? How could she protect an innocent child when she couldn’t even protect herself? She wasn’t cut out for relationships and family. Knew it all along. Cain had her thinking normal was possible, but he just wanted a connection so badly he convinced himself that she could be it.


    The truth hurt more than the fantasy.


    “Good morning,” Kerry called from behind.


    Sammy forced herself not to flinch and straightened in her seat, staring at her to-go cup.


    The rest of the crew strolled in behind her.


    Paul nodded to the box. “What’s that?”


    For the first time in hours, she met Cain’s gaze. A flicker of apprehension and concern hit his eyes. Unable to bear it, she looked away.


    Kerry, being Kerry, picked up on the tension. “Sammy?”


    She couldn’t force words past the lump in her throat.


    Amir set his laptop down. “What happened? You’re scaring me.”


    Cain’s gaze drilled into her, but she refused to look at him. Couldn’t, or she’d crumble.


    Finally, he cleared his throat. “Sammy and I went back to the site last night. We severed her blood connection and pulled that out of the floorboards under the altar.”


    Silence stretched.


    Kerry reached for the box, but Sammy placed her hand over hers before she could touch it. “Don’t.” Kerry was an empath, especially sensitive to kids. The pictures would gut Kerry, just like they’d done to her. “Not you.”


    Terrance slid the box in front of him and removed the lid. Paul and Amir stood around him as he lifted the photos, one by one. After several moments, he replaced them with trembling fingers. “Son of a bitch.”


    Paul, paler than usual, leaned close to Kerry and gave her a short version of the contents.


    Just as Sammy knew how she’d react, Kerry’s eyes watered and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh God.”


    Sammy was confident “God” had nothing to do with it.


    “I’d like to know how he got these developed.” Terrance ran a hand over his jaw. “He had pictures like that and no one reported him?”


    Paul sighed. “The church had a lot of clout back then. It could be he had someone do it in secret or convinced a shop attendant they were nothing. Heck, he could’ve developed them himself at the school. Who knows?”


    It didn’t matter how the photos came to be. What mattered was the truth coming out now.


    Sammy had nothing but time to think last night, and several scenarios rolled through her head on what, exactly, could have happened with regards to the ghosts. It was time to end this. She glanced at Paul. “You said Father Walland died in the fire. Where was his body found?”


    Paul adjusted his glasses with one hand and rubbed Kerry’s back with the other. “Most of the bodies were too damaged for recognition. There was an adult male, assumed to be Father Walland, in the boy’s bathroom. Another man was found in the closest classroom. The teacher for that class was male, so the statement was made based on position and placement.”


    Just as she thought. The knowledge didn’t give her comfort. The bone-deep cold she’d been fighting for hours intensified. “I have a theory, and I think I have a plan.”


    Amir pushed the box away. “Does it involve burning that and sending the bastard to hell?”


    “Partly.” She leaned forward. “We need to decide if we should take that to the police.” That she was aware of, none of the victims had come forward to report the abuse. It’s possible they were dead or too ashamed to speak up.


    Cain frowned. “I say yes.”


    Kerry wrung her fingers together. “The priest is dead, but some of his victims are likely still alive. If they want to take this matter to the archdiocese or file a complaint, they’d need those.”


    Sammy nodded. “My thoughts too. Anyone disagree?”


    They shook their heads.


    She set her coffee down, unable to stomach any more. She just wanted this case done and to get out of here. “After learning about the…photos, some things started to make sense. Father Walland was in the boy’s bathroom the day of the fire, and so was Curtis Gilroy. There’s no way to know what really happened. I’m guessing Curtis snapped. Either the dark presence on the grounds got to him, already being impressionable, or he couldn’t take the abuse anymore. I think he set the fire to stop the pain. To stop it all. The fire just got out of control and other kids unintentionally got hurt.”


    Paul nodded. “Not a bad theory. Father Walland was an adult, so to overpower him, Curtis would’ve needed to knock him out. It’s not unreasonable, though.”


    Terrance scrubbed his hands over his head. “Could also explain the presence that followed you. Perhaps after the more recent cult activity, there was a wide enough portal to let dark energy through, so when you returned to the grounds, the blood tie made it possible for Father Walland to change forms, with help from a little evil, and get to you.”


    Kerry wiped her eyes. “So now Curtis’ spirit is trapped there with Father Walland, still being forced to do whatever he says.”


    Sammy sighed. “That’s where my plan comes in. It’s not just Curtis. We’ve got other EVPs from child spirits in the school.” She looked at Kerry and hoped the team would back her up. “The kids are drawn to you, so we’ll have you and Paul stand your ground in the school. I’ll attempt to send Curtis’ spirit your way. Maybe you can guide them forward toward the light, away from the endless cycle they’ve been in.”


    Cain shook his head. “Father Walland and Curtis Gilroy have always been together in our evidence. Curtis is probably still scared of him. I don’t think we’re going to separate them, or even that we can.”


    “We can if I’m bait.”


    His teeth ground, the muscles in his jaw clenching.


    She looked at Kerry, who would see things her way. “I’ll be in the church with Cain. I’ll tell Curtis to leave, to go to you. After last night and finding out his secret, Father Walland will be so focused on me he won’t care. You and Paul will be in the school. You can talk to the kids and hopefully get them to move on, Curtis included.”


    Cain slowly rose and set his hands on the table. “Meanwhile, you’re in danger from his wrath. He’s a strong enough presence to throw you across the room, pretend to be your mother, amp the temperature forty degrees, and make my brain feel like it was being squeezed through my ears.”


    She tried to stay composed, but her pulse beat against her temple. Anger was better than guilt. Anger would get her through the rest of this case until she got back to New York and could cry for a solid twenty-four hours. Alone. “We’ll use a salt ring and bring holy water.”


    “And what if it’s not enough?”


    “It will be.”


    “You don’t know that!” He sucked in a breath and closed his eyes, straightening to full height. His lids lifted slowly, fury shining in his hazel depths. When he spoke again, his voice was calm. “You’ve been hurt enough.”


    She froze. Oh no. After everything she’d bared to him, he was not going there. Not in front of the crew. Not anyone. She rose to square off, but he was speaking before she could.


    “That man was a monster when he was alive. There’s no telling what he’s capable of dead. And whatever is powering him could latch onto you.” His gaze bore into hers, pleading for her to understand.


    She understood exactly.


    The team was mum, watching them in various stages of worry, waiting for the fallout. She was their leader. Nothing would hurt them. She wouldn’t allow it. She’d make the final decision after getting their input, and together they’d do everything they could to aid the spirits who needed it the most. It’s what they always did. They didn’t just investigate a place or chase ratings. They helped those who no longer had a voice.


    She glanced at the others. “What do the rest of you say?”


    After a long silence, Kerry spoke first. “I can’t bear the thought of leaving those kids there another fifty plus years, trapped by that man.” She sent Cain an apologetic look.


    Paul put his arm around Kerry’s shoulders and drew her to his side. “I agree. But Cain’s right. We have to take every precaution to protect you.”


    Terrance and Amir nodded in unison.


    Cain slapped his digital recorder down on the table. “Fine. I had that on inside my pocket last night. Check it out. See how bad it got. I’ll meet you in the van in an hour.” He shook his head and walked out.


    Terrance looked at her in question.


    She nodded. “Go ahead and listen. I’ll wake up Tom and Earl so we can hit the road. Let’s get this done.”


    Amir sat. “I’ve never been so happy to finish a case early.”


    It didn’t happen often, but she couldn’t complain either. They were supposed to be in Nebraska for two weeks. Today was day nine.


    She sighed and turned toward the door. “I have a few calls to make. Meet in one hour.”


    Hopefully by then Cain would be done with his hissy fit.


    Pulling out her cell on the way to the elevator, she dialed Elise to give their producer a status update and to have her bump their flight up to tomorrow morning. She punched the elevator button. Then she texted Tom and Earl to get a move on. Finally, she dialed Michael and Beth Hammond, who were not going to be happy with her report on their investigation.


    When Michael picked up, she gave him a condensed version of events, leaving out her personal connection. She exited the elevator and walked down the hall.


    He blew out a breath. “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”


    Yeah. She keyed herself into her room. Cain’s connecting door stood closed. “We’re finishing up today. I’ll swing by the police department and drop off the pictures we found. You’ll get an official report from our historian, Paul, in a few days. We’ll get you in touch with a shaman and another priest to help you bless the land, but because of its history, I’d consider building your congregation elsewhere.”


    “You’re probably right. Well, thanks, Sammy. I appreciate all you did.”


    She exchanged a few more pleasantries and disconnected, staring at Cain’s door. Guilt and shame washed over her, but she knew the team’s decision was the right one. They had to do everything they could to help the spirits. She didn’t want to undermine his feelings in the process. Over the past week, things had changed between them. She cared about him a lot. More than cared. Yet the shift in them today was probably for the best.


    So why did her chest ache like she’d been punched?


    Ignoring the unusual sensations swirling inside her, she got camera ready and grabbed her items from the dresser and shoved them in a bag. It took her two attempts to gather the courage to knock on Cain’s door, only to have him not answer. Trying the knob, she found it unlocked and stepped inside his room. Empty.


    Heading downstairs, she found him leaning against the tech van in the parking lot. Hands shoved deep in his pockets, red tee stretched over his tense muscles, he looked at her through hooded eyes. The man could make a pair of jeans weep in elation.


    She stopped in front of him, not knowing what to say. But she knew just what she wanted to do. She wanted to plaster her body to his and ride out this desire until it faded. Except she didn’t think this need for him would ever die. Somehow he’d gotten inside her head and stayed there. He’d made her care and want and hope. Moreover, he gave her security and a sense of safety she hadn’t had in years.


    Until reality crashed in and laughed in her face.


    “I don’t want to talk right now, Sammy. So whatever bullshit you plan to say, just save it for after the investigation.”


    She took the hit and squared her shoulders. “You have no idea what I was going to say.”


    “I have a pretty good idea.”


    “You’re psychic now? Hooray. I’ll tell Elise we can add it to your resume.”


    He mumbled something under his breath and shoved off the van. Without another glance, he opened the driver’s door and climbed in.


    The voices of the crew drifted to her from behind. She pushed the apprehension and guilt away. They didn’t have time to hash this out now. But later? Oh, yes. Later they were going to fight until a compromise could be met before hopping a plane back to New York. They had to be able to work together in harmony, and she had a producer position to earn.


    She rubbed her forehead. The idea of a promotion didn’t give her the little kick of glee it once had. It’s what she’d always wanted, so why did dread sit heavy in her stomach instead? A lump formed in her throat when Cain’s pained face flashed in memory. All the times they’d made love. The secrets he’d shared. The countless times he’d protected her.


    Damn. She’d talk to him later. Make this right so they both could move forward.


    Sighing, she rounded the van and climbed in the passenger seat.


    Cain didn’t so much as glance at her.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Cain clenched his fists while Sammy poured a wide ring of salt onto the floor around them just inside the doorway of the church. So far, they were still breathing. The evil inside hadn’t figured out they were here yet, which was what Sammy had been banking on.


    His gut hurt. From Sammy’s plan or her suddenly putting distance in their relationship, he didn’t know. Twenty years since his family was violently taken from him, and he finally had a sense of belonging again. He knew she was going to end it. She hadn’t said so yet, but it was coming. Hell, she couldn’t even look him in the eye.


    He couldn’t stop watching her, though. His badass little pixie, all broken and scared. She could stand up to ghosts and battle demons, but she ran from anything resembling love. From what he offered. At some point, he had to let her. If they had any hope of survival, she had to let go. Trust him, and moreover, trust herself.


    Tom’s camera dinged behind them, indicating he’d started filming. Sammy didn’t want him in harm’s way, so she’d made him stand just outside the door to record the session.


    She knelt at Cain’s feet and pulled two large vials of holy water from her bag, handing them to him. A digital recorder, a Yes/No box, and a bundle of sage followed. She set the Yes/No box just outside their salt circle and switched it on, then placed the recorder a foot away.


    While watching her, all traces of anger from before drifted away. She did that for him. Yeah, she could get him spitting mad, but she also quieted the crap in his head, soothed the pain and emptiness. He couldn’t stand it if something happened to her. No matter how their relationship played out, he couldn’t switch off his need to protect her. And hell, he cared so damn much the worry ate at the lining of his stomach. In the recesses of his mind, he knew what they were about to attempt was the right call. They had to help the ghosts. But this thing wanted her and she didn’t even blink.


    “You ready?” she whispered.


    Trying to swallow and failing, he nodded instead.


    She gazed at the thermo in his hand, which read an even seventy degrees. They were good for now.


    She blew out a breath. “Curtis Gilroy, we don’t have much time. I need you to listen closely. There’s a box by my feet. Touch it to answer me. Green is yes, red is no. Are you here?”


    Several beats passed.


    “Curtis Gilroy, come forward now.” She repeated the instructions for the box. “Hurry.”


    A scraping noise sounded from near the altar.


    “Curtis, if that’s you, touch this device. Let me know.”


    The green light lit on the Yes/No box.


    Cain’s heart pounded. A chill raced up his spine and tingled his scalp with innate awareness.


    Sammy smiled. “Good job. Is that you, Curtis?”


    Green light.


    “Listen to me. We found the secret that was hiding in the floorboards. You were trying to tell us, right? About all the boys he hurt?”


    Green light.


    Affection shone in her eyes. “You did a good job, Curtis. But you have to go. My friends are at the school right now. They’re going to help you.”


    No response from the box, but the thermo showed a temperature rise. Sweat formed on his brow. “Sammy.” He jerked his chin at the device. “Speed it along.”


    Her eyes rounded. “He’s coming, Curtis. Go! Now!”


    Cain had no way of knowing if the kid’s spirit had listened, but instinct had him speaking up. “You’re forgiven, Curtis. For the fire, for all of it. You were confused and frightened. It’s over now. Listen to her and get out, while you can.” He looked at Sammy, his nerves fraying. “Keep attention off Curtis.”


    She set her jaw and lifted her chin. “Father Walland. You finally made it. Or should I call you Father Weakling? Because that’s what you are. Weak.”


    The taunt worked. The lights flickered on the Yes/No box in tandem. Red, green, red, green. A wall of enraged silence hovered just outside their protective ring. A barrier of invisible menace. The temperature was up to eighty-eight and climbing, but his limbs were solid ice. Cold sweat dripped down his back.


    To his horror, the box started to shift. A slight jerk to the left, then right.


    Sammy lifted her gaze from it and met his warily before looking around the room. “Pissed you off that I severed my connection, didn’t it? Not that your pathetic attempts scared me. And we found out your disgusting little secret too, but you know that, don’t you? Not very smart, keeping evidence.”


    Without so much as a warning, the box flew from its position on the floor to crash against the wall twenty feet away. Pieces fell to the wooden planks and kicked up a cloud of dust.


    They froze. Air gradually seeped from his lungs.


    Though no one spoke, a quiet hum of energy buzzed around them. A charge of anger. A surge of hate. His throat threatened to close when his pulse stroked out. Dizziness swamped him. Yet the fear was so strong he couldn’t move if his life depended on it.


    Sammy was undeterred. “You’re a sick bastard, Father Walland, and we’re going to make sure everyone knows it. Your days of reining fear are over. Time for you to go back to hell where you belong.”


    They weren’t members of the clergy, so their ritual may have no hope of working, but at the very least it could weaken Peter Walland’s spirit and give Kerry time to help the children back at the school. Cain didn’t think even a full exorcism had any chance of removing Walland’s ghost or the dark energy. That wasn’t their goal today, anyway. Today was about aiding the kids and getting out of town in one piece.


    Taking the holy water from him, she yanked off the cap and cast her arm. Water flung from the vial outside their protected circle.


    The ground shifted.


    She widened her stance. “I order you to leave here, Peter Walland. You are stripped of the holy cloth.”


    The ground shook with more force, nearly sending them sprawling. The air thickened, like black smoke in an inferno. Choking. Strangling.


    She started reciting the Lord’s Prayer. He grabbed her hand and joined her, their voices hoarse and raw. They repeated the prayer three times, even though the earth beneath them moved and his knees trembled and a god-awful roar rent the air. When they were through, she took the other vial of water from where he’d shoved it in his pocket.


    Dust rained down from the rafters. A groan echoed from the support beams, as if caving to the pressure. The ground continued to shift, worse than any earthquake he’d encountered in California. His breath caught in his throat, in panic, in surprise, when he realized it wasn’t just the spirit’s anger pummeling him, but fear as well. Walland was striking out in terror to get them to stop. Cain could feel it through his pores, his skin, all the way to his bones.


    She had the bastard cowering.


    “I cast you out, Peter Walland.” She sent ribbons of holy water through the air. “I order you to leave. You are no longer welcome here. You have no power over this land, this church, or the children. Leave!”


    Everything stopped on a dime, including his heart. There wasn’t even a sound, save the roaring of blood in his eardrums. He jerked his gaze around. Tension knotted his neck, pulled against his lower back.


    Sammy’s breaths soughed through her red lips. Her skin had gone translucent moments ago but was starting to flush back to normal. They exchanged a confused look.


    As if snapping to, she surged into action. Striking a match, she lit the bundle of sage meant to cleanse the space of bad spirits and slowly waved it in front of her. Smoke pillowed out of the top, filling the air with incense.


    He checked the thermo, noting the temperature had dropped back to seventy degrees. Sammy started chanting her Wiccan spell to purify the room, asking also that the portal between worlds be closed and all dark energies leave. Normally she’d walk through the whole room, making sure the smoke from the burning sage drifted to every nook and corner, but blessedly she didn’t take the chance and stayed within the circle.


    When she was finished, she looked at him, sage still smoking in her hand. “Do you think it worked?”


    “I don’t know, but we did everything we could. Let’s check on Paul and Kerry.”


    She nodded and stepped out of the circle.


    Tom’s camera dinged off and he moved away from the steps so they could exit.


    The door slammed shut before they could. He froze a fraction of a second before testing the handle. It didn’t budge. The pressure in his chest expanded, stealing his breath. He cursed and threw his shoulder into it, but it was useless. They were trapped.


    Tom pounded from the outside, the booms echoing inside. The heavy door rattled on the rusty hinges as their cameraman no doubt tried to pull it open, but he, too, was unsuccessful. “I’m going to get help.”


    Help. Yes. They needed help.


    The blood iced in his veins. Walland had fooled them into thinking it was safe, that he’d been cast out or weakened. Christ, he should’ve known better. They hadn’t been safe since their plane landed in this state. He never should’ve let her talk him into this. Never should’ve let her step outside the salt ring…


    Oh shit. Slowly, he turned his head.


    His heart stopped beating.


    Sammy stood in the middle of the church, her arms stretched out mimicking the crucifixion, and her pretty blue eyes wet. The sage in her left hand continued to pillow smoke. Two tears fell in tandem down her too pale cheeks. “I can’t…move,” she whispered.


    The bottom dropped out of his stomach.


    Before he could force his body past the fear to move, the bundle of sage ripped from her hand and catapulted behind her to the back wall and slid to the floorboards. A trail of fire lit the path down the wall and caught.


    Sammy collapsed onto the floor in a heap.


    He ran and knelt at her side. “Are you hurt?”


    She rubbed her wrists, which were already forming bruises as if she’d been restrained. “No. I don’t think so.”


    Closing his eyes, he rested his forehead to hers. “The door won’t open. Tom’s going for help.”


    Her eyes trained to the altar. Flames licked up the wall, crackling and eating up the old pine at an alarming rate. White heat pushed its way toward them. Black smoke mushroomed and spread. By the time he’d dragged them both to their feet, the entire back wall and part of the ceiling were engulfed.


    She grabbed his arm and ran for the exit.


    The crew was pounding and pulling on the door, but it was pointless. Walland wasn’t letting them out. He wanted them to burn, just like he had. The cold claw of fear squeezed his throat. Lifting his shirt, he wiped the sweat stinging his eyes and attempted to form a thought through the panic.


    Sammy placed her palm to the wood. “You need something to break through the door,” she yelled to the crew. “An axe, something. Use your holy water to weaken his hold.” She broke off in a coughing fit, and when she called out to them again, her voice was raw. “Call 911.”


    They didn’t have time for 911. By the time responders arrived, they’d be dead. Half the floor and a quarter of the ceiling had been eaten by the fire. They had minutes at most. A shiver tore up his spine.


    He straightened as the realization hit. His heartbeat slowed in acceptance. The pressure in his skull eased.


    A fleeting moment of calm settled around him, as if detached from his body. Sound filtered out of his ears. A slight ringing and then a vacuum of nothingness followed. Time slowed and stuttered to a pause. Sammy’s forehead pressed to the door, her hand held mid-pound. His skin blessedly cooled, soothing the searing heat from the raging inferno.


    It was all so surreal. He expected death to be more frightening, that he’d put up more of a fight.


    Like Sammy, he thought, as time resumed in a slow motion reel. She pounded on the door and coughed, never giving up. Soot covered her flawless skin. Tears tracked through the dirt on her cheeks, making her eyes stand out in an even more amazing blue. Her short, black strands of hair were plastered to her forehead and nape. Her clothes were wrinkled and clung to her sweat-drenched skin.


    He’d never seen anything more beautiful.


    Panic slammed back into him with punishing force. The crew rammed the door with something heavy, rattling the wood on the frame. Sammy’s voice was barely a squeak as she called out for help and choked. There was too much smoke to breathe, to see.


    How strange then that the scent of honeysuckle rose over the brimstone and ash, like curling a reassuring hand around his heart. He’d smelled it once or twice before too, always when he and Sammy were in a dangerous position.


    Cain pulled his shirt off and pressed it to her face for her to breathe into as he dragged her away from the door. Wrapping her in his arms, he dropped to the floor with her in his lap and held her. Unsure of what else to do, he pinched his eyes closed and said the first thing that came to mind. “I got you. Don’t be scared.”


    Her head lifted, a small smile—of all things—tracing her lips. “My mother used to say that to me after a nightmare.”


    Awareness clicked. Dots connected and scattered.


    Her mother? Her mother.


    No. Could it be? He looked at her, cupping her cheek. “Tell me more about her. What did she look like? Did she have a familiar scent?”


    She coughed into his shirt before answering. “Eyes like mine, blue. Blonde hair, though. No matter what time of the year, she always smelled like summer. Honeysuckle right off the vine—”


    Holy, holy hell.


    He lumbered to his feet, bringing her with him and cradling her in his arms.


    Wood splintered and cracked. The door crashed open and banged into the wall. Sirens wailed in the distance. Amir and Terrance stepped through the doorway and covered their mouth, gazes searching for them.


    Cain stepped closer through the smoke and almost collapsed. Amir took Sammy from him and, with his arm around Terrance for support, they made their way outside onto the patchy area of grass. His shaking legs buckled, and he hit the ground hard. An acrid layer of char coated his throat. Drawing in air was fucking hard, but he tried. A violent cough rattled his ribs instead, until he saw black spots before his eyes and his lungs burned.


    Something in the air shifted. On his hands and knees, he looked up at the church as a fire truck pulled in, followed by a squad car and an ambulance. The remainder of the support beams in the church groaned. Gave way. The roof caved in and reduced the whole decrepit building to a pile of lumber. Sparks shot up into the late afternoon sky. Black smoke plumed. Red flames danced, eating away the rest of what remained.


    Sammy. He needed to get to Sammy.


    A mask was shoved onto his face and he was eased onto his back. He struggled to get up, but firm hands pressed him back down. Air forced its way into his nose, his mouth. He tore the mask off as another cough wracked his chest. Christ, did it burn.


    Paul leaned over him and replaced the mask. “Paramedics are here. It’s just oxygen. Take a few deep breaths.”


    He pulled the mask off. “Sammy?”


    “She’s okay. Awake and being forced to lie still with her own oxygen.” Paul adjusted his glasses and replaced Cain’s mask once again. “That was too close. We almost didn’t get to you.”


    Cain turned his head. The firemen were dousing the flames. A sizzling hiss was the only sound to indicate there was any fight left in the fire.


    No. They almost didn’t make it. In fact, if not for smelling the honeysuckle and the last minute surge of adrenaline from Sammy’s words, he might not have had the strength to climb out. Where they were huddled on the floor, Terrance and Amir wouldn’t have seen them had he not stood just before they broke the door down.


    The scent of honeysuckle. In a building burning around them. Impossible.


    Yet there was no explanation. Sammy’s mother’s spirit must’ve been with them, trying to save her daughter. He swore she’d done it twice before too. So why was it he who sensed her, smelled her, and not Sammy? A woman he’d never met. Sammy would’ve recognized the presence much sooner. Holding the mask over his face, he sat up and looked for Sammy. Their gazes locked from a few yards away and suddenly he knew why.


    Because Sammy was still too raw and hurt to know if she could trust what she sensed as truth. He was logic, an outside party who didn’t have emotions muddled in the mix.


    Except…he did. He had feelings that clogged his throat and wouldn’t go away, even if that might be best. Even though they’d probably never be reciprocated.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    He was covered in soot and pretty sure he’d smell like a chimney for a week, but they were alive. The paramedics checked them out, and both he and Sammy refused the hospital. They agreed to sit in the back of the ambulance for thirty minutes with oxygen. At least he didn’t feel like he was breathing through tar anymore.


    All he wanted was an hour-long shower and ten ibuprofen, but none of them wanted to return to the site again if they didn’t have to, so Sammy sent the techies to listen to the audio while he and Sammy gave statements to the police.


    Dusk was descending when all was said and done. They headed across the field toward the vans, meeting Kerry and Paul halfway.


    “How did it go inside the school?” Sammy asked, right down to business as usual.


    Kerry glanced at Paul and back to them, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Okay, I think. I felt several children around me, but it seems deserted now. I tried directing them toward the light and told them not to be afraid. I lit white purity candles too.” She looked them both up and down. “Are you all right? I was so scared. I didn’t think we’d get you out.”


    Sammy motioned over her shoulder. “Let’s hear what Terrance and Amir have to say about the feed.” She paused, drawing out a sigh. “Thank you for what you did back there. We’re okay. I promise.”


    Cain cast a glance at the school off in the distance, at the crumbling brick and mortar teeming with vines and grief, and shook his head. If he ever came back this way again, it would be too soon. He hoped they leveled that building too and left the land alone for an eternity or so. Some places were just bad and there was no fixing it.


    Terrance and Amir were finished with the audio when they arrived.


    He stayed outside and inhaled deeply, pleased he had the opportunity to do little things. Like breathe. There was still an uncomfortable pulsing around the grounds. He didn’t think it would ever go away. But the tightness in his chest was gone and the heaviness in the air had thinned. All that remained was the humidity of a fading summer day and a bone-deep sense of pity.


    “We got it,” Amir said.


    Cain turned and climbed in the van. Terrance had the feed loaded and ready to go. Two lines formed on the screen. Sammy’s voice rippled the first.


    You did a good job, Curtis. But you have to go. My friends are at the school right now. They’re going to help you.


    There was a slight pause before the boy’s EVP bounced the second line. I don’t deserve help. I did a bad thing.


    “Oh!” Tears filled Kerry’s eyes. “It makes you want to hold him and shake him at the same time.”


    Cain nodded. “The kid has a conscience, so that bodes well. Between Father Walland and the dark presences here, a ten year old never stood a chance.”


    His own voice emitted from the speaker, vibrating the first line on Terrance’s screen. You’re forgiven, Curtis. For the fire, for all of it. You were confused and frightened. It’s over now. Listen to her and get out, while you can.


    Another pause. Sammy bit her thumbnail and shifted position. He had to refrain from stilling her with his hands just for the sake of touching her.


    You mean it? Thanks, mister!


    Sammy blew out a breath. “I hope that means he got out in time.”


    Amir nodded. “I think he did. The rest of the audio has no other voices, but we did catch some growls and noises. Nothing worth listening to now.”


    She crossed her arms. “I wonder if the fire had any bearing on Walland’s spirit.”


    Cain doubted it, but he kept quiet. By the time they listened to Kerry and Paul’s audio from the school, catching nothing more than some echoing child-like laughter, he was ready to crawl out of his skin.


    He wanted Sammy alone. Right after he showered. Or at the same time. Knowing her, if he gave her too much time to think, she’d come up with several reasons to break things off before they hopped a plane tomorrow. After everything they’d been through, he wasn’t letting go and wasn’t allowing her inner demons to win.


    Not without a fight. And he had a sinking suspicion that even though she’d go to hell and back for those she cared about, no one had ever fought for her before.


    Christ. They almost died tonight.


    On the drive back to the hotel, while they were alone, he told her about smelling honeysuckle because he thought she’d want to know, have some kind of confirmation her mother’s spirit wasn’t tied to the site. She didn’t ask any questions, but there was a distinct sheen in her eyes when she nodded and turned away.


    The rest of the crew decided to head out for dinner and drinks after hitting their own showers, but he and Sammy declined. She hadn’t said a word on the drive or in the elevator. When they reached their adjoining rooms, they separated into their own bathrooms. By the time he dried off and returned to her room, he’d had enough.


    She set her bag down on the bed and looked everywhere but at him. After a moment, she plopped on the mattress and ran her hands through her damp, black strands. “Hell of a couple weeks.”


    His gut twisted in dread.


    “Yeah,” he said absently, waiting to take his cues from her. He had no direction at the moment, other than she’d shut down after they found the cigar box in the floorboards of the church. But she didn’t offer up anything else by way of explanation. He sighed. “Look at me.”


    After a slow blink, as if collecting her thoughts, she met his gaze. “I don’t want to fight.”


    “Neither do I. Just talk to me.”


    She shook her head and looked away, defeat tracing her eyes. “This isn’t going to work, Cain. We knew it from the start—”


    “Bullshit.” He took a step closer, shoving down the panic. “You’re letting that asshole get inside your head again. For the millionth time, I’m not him.”


    “I know!” She stood and faced him, hands on her tiny waist. “But the fact remains, I can’t do this. You keep pushing at me like I’m suddenly going to turn into the perfect woman and I’ll never be that. Don’t you get it?”


    A fist clamped around his heart and squeezed. “I don’t want perfect. I just want you.”


    “For how long, Cain? Until you realize I’m not soft and squishy on the inside, but really just a cold-hearted bitch? Because I am. I’m not—” She cut herself off and rubbed her forehead. After a fierce internal debate, if her expression was any indication, she turned her back and walked to the window.


    He shook his head. “You’re not lovable. Is that what you were going to say? You’re not lovable?” God, how fucking wrong could one woman be?


    When she turned back around, he couldn’t help but think that the hollow emptiness in her eyes was ironic, because that’s how he felt without her. Gutted. Vacant. He’d spent a lifetime in a holding pattern. But then he’d met her. She made his breath catch and his blood roar, only to leave him worse off than before Phantoms.


    It was pretty obvious he was the unlovable one in this room. He was the broken one. His track record spoke for itself.


    Hope withered inside him as he studied her. A trapped look wretched her features, and he knew he’d lost her. Not that he ever had her. He’d been fooling himself all this time that, for once, he’d found something worth fighting for. Someone who cared enough to love him back.


    All his damn life he’d wanted to belong somewhere, to something. To someone. And it was blatantly apparent here with Phantoms, with Sammy, wasn’t it.


    He swallowed hard. Death would hurt less than this.


    Clearing his throat, he fought for a normal tone of voice, when everything inside flew to Kingdom Come. “I love you.”


    Her blue, blue gaze whipped to his, rounded in shock and…something more he dare not bother to wish for any longer. She opened her mouth but he shook his head to silence her.


    “You’re strong and passionate and tender. You’d fight me on that last one, but you are tender, Sammy.” He rubbed the ache in his chest before he realized what he was doing and dropped his hand. “I deserve, at the very least, my own happiness. I want that for you more than my next breath, but at some point, I have to stop existing with people who can never love me back.”


    Her mouth trembled open and her eyes filled. She took a step closer and paused.


    There was the nail in the coffin. Her stopping just short of meeting him halfway.


    He walked to the adjoining door and opened it. “I love you, Sammy, but I’m done.”


    


    “What happened to that what’s-his-name you brought by last week?”


    After the meltdown in her hotel room, Sammy needed to get out and had stopped by the farm to say goodbye before their flight out tomorrow. She’d found her dad at the kitchen table, reading yesterday’s newspaper, and her brothers on the couch in front of a baseball game, having not returned to their homes yet after the workday. Not in the mood for their teasing, her dad seemed the more interesting prospect, but she was beginning to regret the decision.


    Just like everything else.


    “Who? Cain?” Her voice was surprisingly neutral considering everything inside her rioted. She bounced her youngest niece, Gertie, on her knee and made the appropriate cooing noises for a ten month old.


    “Yes, him. You bring anyone else around?” He sipped black coffee from his old favorite mug despite it being almost nine in the evening and eyed her over the rim. “I liked him. Seemed like a decent fellow.”


    Gertie blew raspberries, her round cheeks pink from giggling. Sammy blew raspberries back. Gertie, onto the new game, repeated the noise. They continued back and forth for a few moments, and for the first time since she walked out of her hotel room, her heart lightened a bit.


    “Samantha Jean Hanesworth.”


    She sighed and brushed her nose with Gertie’s. “Did you hear that? He used my full name. Now I’m in trouble.” Eying her father, she tried to sound serious. “I was having a conversation with my niece. You rudely interrupted.”


    His brows lifted, but he failed to produce a witty comeback.


    She brushed her hand over the soft peach fuzz on her niece’s head and inhaled the baby-soft scent of her. Cain wanted kids. She thought that might be a deal-breaker for them early on, but the more she got to thinking about it, the more she realized how much she did want children. One, perhaps. Long ago, she’d craved more than the farming community in which she grew up, but she still desired the family life. Somewhere along the way she lost that yearning and convinced herself she’d never wanted it.


    Cain was right. She’d let that monster and the events from her past take entirely too much away from her. No more. She wasn’t a scared teenager any longer.


    She glanced around the kitchen, unchanged since her mother died. The yellow walls were faded to beige and the oak cabinets had more than a few scars. It was home, though. Always would be. Good and bad.


    Her father was still waiting for a response.


    “Cain is just a co-worker, Dad. A friend.”


    He set his coffee aside and narrowed his dark brown eyes. “That Jackson you used to bring around was just a co-worker and friend. You can’t slip one past your old man. This Cain fellow was more.”


    The former lead investigator for Phantoms had almost no family and spent holidays alone, so she often brought him home with her on filming breaks. There was never anything romantic between her and Jackson, not like with Cain. The fact her father picked up on the difference between them was more than a little unnerving.


    “Hate to disappoint you.” She shrugged, her senses on alert. Normally her father was even-tempered and said very little of what was on his mind. This was the longest conversation she’d had with him in years.


    He studied her another moment. “When are you going to have one of those?” He jerked his chin at the baby in her lap.


    The alarm and need to evade didn’t rise up to choke her. Progress. “You’d just complain you’d never get to see it.”


    He fidgeted with the edge of the checkered tablecloth, his gaze focused on the movement. A hard edge filled his eyes, one so laced with regret her heart hurt. “I know losing your mama was hard on you.”


    Crap. “Dad—”


    “No.” He held up his hand. “I’ll say my piece. It’s been a long time coming.” He seemed to draw up his reserve and finally met her gaze. “Your brothers were older and didn’t need as much attention. Besides, they were boys. A girl should have her mother around. I should’ve done more.”


    She shook her head and settled a sleepy Gertie in the crook of her arm. True, her father was a firm man who didn’t spend a lot of time with her growing up, but the time they did have together was valued. She’d never wanted for anything. And she wasn’t the only factor in their family. She and her brothers hadn’t just lost their mother. Her dad had lost his wife and the love of his life. They had been high school sweethearts. She could still remember the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when her mom came into view, like he smiled with his gaze instead of his mouth.


    She couldn’t imagine the magnitude of his loss.


    “Why didn’t you ever blame me?” It was the question she most wanted answered growing up and was surprised by how much she still needed to know.


    “What the hell kind of thing is that to say?”


    Gertie stirred in her arms but quickly fell back asleep. She looked down at the pudgy bundle and yearned. “It’s an honest question. If not for me, she wouldn’t have been out that night. You never blamed me.”


    “It was an accident, Samantha, nothing more. A terrible accident. They happen every hour of every day.”


    As far as non-answers went, it was a decent one, so she let it drop. “Do you still miss her?” She’d kept her mother’s memory locked away for too long. There wasn’t a day that went by where she didn’t think of her, but lately the memories didn’t hurt to draw up. Instead, she focused on the good things, often recalling them for Cain. Another thing she could thank him for.


    “Sure, I miss her, but I just need to look in your eyes to be reminded of what it was like to have her around.”


    Tears formed behind her lids. She swiped at them before they fell. “Jesus, Dad. Knock it off.”


    He huffed out a laugh and the corners of his eyes did that crinkle thing reserved only for her mom. After a moment, he nodded and stood. He looked around the kitchen as if just seeing it for the first time, then gently patted Gertie’s head.


    “I wouldn’t be upset if you brought the Cain fellow around again.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Sammy bit her thumbnail and leaned back in the chair in Elise’s office, waiting for their producer to get off the phone. Because their case in Nebraska had ended early, the team had been given a couple days off to relax after returning to New York.


    She’d done everything but relax. This distance between her and Cain was grating. He had no right to storm off and shut her out without even giving her a chance to respond. Yeah, she’d tried to put an end to things, but he hadn’t let her finish or catch her breath after all that happened on site. He’d ignored her texts and calls the past few days. She’d tried smoothing things over, so at the very least, they could work in harmony, but he wouldn’t even try.


    Three days and no word. No sleep and very little eating too. Ben & Jerry’s didn’t count. Neither did Starbucks. It was as if someone else invaded her body and made her this weepy, dependent mess. She’d hate herself if she could muster any other emotion besides grief.


    Rising, she rubbed her forehead and paced to work off the excess energy. After her mother died, she’d closed herself off. She knew this, was aware of it, and preferred people at a distance. Then her new sexy co-star waltzed in and she turned into goo, spilling her guts at the first intimate moment and clinging to the sense of trust he offered. If she was being honest, he was the first person she whole-heartedly trusted in more than fifteen years.


    Sex had never been particularly enjoyable, at least not with the two guys she’d been with before Cain. He not only showed her how wonderful making love with the right person could be, he made her realize she wasn’t awful in bed or frigid as Don claimed. That was the hardest part. He cracked her chest open and made her feel. He brought out the best side of her. She hadn’t ever had a sense of safety in her life the way she did with him. It had been so damn good until it crashed down.


    Elise slammed her phone into the cradle, muttered a few expletives, and sighed. “Sit, Sammy. We have some talking to do. And by we, I mean me.”


    She closed her eyes and shook her head. After resuming her seat, she lifted her brows in sarcastic expectation.


    Elise leaned forward. “The editing team had a few days to briefly go over the footage. They were impressed with how well you and Cain got along.”


    Sammy opened her mouth, but Elise wasn’t done.


    “The cameramen and your team said as much when I spoke with them.”


    She stared at her for a beat, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Her gut churned. Elise had talked to the others? And they didn’t tell her? She wanted to know what Cain specifically had said. She’d been antsy to get onto the next case so she could get him one on one again. On a case, he couldn’t ignore her.


    “I’m resigning. You want my job. The condition was you had to show more leadership and prove to me you can handle it.” Elise steepled her fingers. “I believe you did. The big guys upstairs are going to give you a trial run.”


    Her heart fluttered. “Really?”


    “Yep. I sent them my report on your dedication and skills, plus relayed what the editing department and the crew said. You can co-produce the rest of this season with me. After I resign, if all goes well, the position is yours. That aligns you to finish out the last year of your contract and possibly start a new show. Or continue Phantoms.”


    She blew out a breath and pressed a hand to her stomach. It was everything she’d dreamed about, worked damn hard to achieve. But even as the putter of glee swirled around her chest, the emptiness inside grew, drowning the happy. It was all so meaningless without someone to share the moment with. For years she’d put work above everything else because it was safer. Her father would be proud, her friends and co-workers supportive, but no one except Cain would understand what this position truly meant to her.


    Safer didn’t feel so right anymore.


    “I thought things were going well with you and Cain.”


    Sammy’s gaze whipped to hers. “What?”


    Elise’s mouth twisted. “You said you were getting along when we last spoke. I told you to mate like monkeys, but you assured me it was just friendship. Of course I didn’t believe you. I don’t have idiot tattooed on my forehead. Anyone in a two-mile radius could see the combustibility between you two.”


    Unsure of what to say, as there was technically a no-romance clause in their contracts and Elise was being particularly quirky just now, she bit her tongue. There was a reason her producer had ventured down this conversation alley. No way would Sammy insert her foot.


    “For a couple of good…friends, you’re awfully broody and he seems to have no qualms about leaving.”


    A migraine loomed between her temples. “What?”


    Elise pulled an envelope out of her desk drawer and tossed it to her. “Cain resigned.”


    She froze. “What?” It seemed as if she was channeling her inner parrot, because that’s all she was capable of saying. What did she mean, he resigned?


    Oh God. The walls closed in.


    With shaking fingers, she picked up the envelope and skimmed the contents of his letter. No fault of anyone…desire to start a practice in California…appreciated the experience… Blah, blah, freakin’ blah.


    It was madness. He’d closed his practice in L.A. because he wanted something more. He wanted a place to call home and a family, a unit of friends who—


    I have to stop existing with people who can never love me back.


    She closed her eyes as her stomach threatened to revolt. He’d moved halfway across the country, away from everything he knew, to seek happiness. And she’d pushed him out. Because of her own insecurity. His life hadn’t been any easier than hers, but together the bad crap seemed to fade away. They both started to heal and move beyond the past haunting them.


    I love you, Sammy, but I’m done.


    The full magnitude of his words hit her. He loved her, despite her walls and using every weapon in her emotional arsenal. He saw her, every dark crevice, and loved her anyway. He’d shared his dreams and his past, something she knew wasn’t easy. Most of all, he’d made the ultimate leap and dared to hope.


    And she had stood there, letting him think he didn’t matter. His tattoo of the angel wings came to mind and broke her heart all over again. He did matter.


    Not wanting to fall for him didn’t work. She had fallen. So hard her bones felt like they’d cracked and her organs liquefied. She had to do something, but this was so far out of her element she might as well be writing hieroglyphics in Russian.


    “I want to tell you a story.”


    Sammy jerked her gaze to Elise. There wasn’t eminent sarcasm in her tone and her face was somber. She nodded slowly. “Okay.”


    Elise crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. “Once upon a time, there was this girl who wanted to be an actress. She packed up everything and moved from Podunk, Nowhere, to California. She quickly learned that she didn’t have the beauty or talent for the industry, but a certain producer saw her hidden talent behind the camera. They fell in love and moved to New York, where she worked under his wing and learned everything she could. But soon their careers separated them, and even though he begged, she chose the job over their love. The end.”


    She blew out a breath and stared at the woman in front of her. Elise had always been a hard nut to crack, but when push came to shove, she fought for her team and loved them in her own twisted way. Why was she telling her this?


    “The story’s not about me. It’s a friend’s story. Hear me?”


    Sammy fought a grin. “Okay.”


    “My friend never married or had kids. Never took vacations or spent a day chilling on the couch watching Netflix. And when she’s alone at night, she still misses the first and only man she loved. Work doesn’t fill the hole. Regret is the hardest pill to swallow.” She paused and sniffed indifferently. “I repeat, the story’s not about me.”


    “Of course.” She bit her tongue until it bled.


    Elise pushed some papers aside and leaned forward. “You’ll get this promotion and you’ll take the world by storm. Heck, win the Emmy I never got.” Her gaze drilled into Sammy. “And just so you know, Cain’s address is on the top left corner of his resignation letter. It must’ve slipped my mind. It never got officially filed. Seems no one but us knows it exists.”


    Call it PMS, but her throat started to close with emotion. “Elise—”


    “Meeting on Monday at eight a.m. for the next case briefing. See you both there. Anything else? No? Goodbye.” Before Sammy could rise from her chair, Elise had picked up her phone and was chewing someone out.


    Sammy smiled slowly and nodded.


    Outside, she hailed a cab. As she was about to climb in, her gaze landed on a hotdog vendor on the corner. She grinned and leaned inside the cab. “Keep the meter running. I’ll be right back.”


    


    Cain sipped his tea and stared out the window of his apartment from twenty floors up. It dawned on him the irony of choosing this place, far above the ground, or over another more quaint building, as a symbol of how he repetitively kept his distance. He’d tried to change, though. Tried to connect with the crew and open himself to friendship. Love.


    Epic fail.


    Well, not a total failure. Paul called twice a day to check on him, and Kerry kept sending over muffins. Terrance and Amir offered to come by and watch a Phantoms marathon with him. He’d declined, wanting to be alone to lick his wounds. To torture himself, he’d turned on the TV and was going on twelve straight hours of Phantoms reruns. He was halfway through season two.


    Sammy’s voice emanated from the speakers. He closed his eyes and ground his jaw. Even her voice made his heart pound. Ache.


    He should get out of the city for a few days, but he figured running wouldn’t make a difference. The black void would follow him. He’d promised himself a week and then he’d decide what to do. Return to California or stay in New York? Perhaps close his eyes and pick a small town on the map? Either way, he’d start a practice somewhere and start over. Again. Hope for a connection and build a life. Again.


    A knock sounded on his door and he shook his head. He had a stack of muffins on his kitchen counter from Kerry that he hadn’t mustered the stomach to eat. No doubt that was a carrier delivering more. The only time someone showed up on his doorstep was for a delivery.


    The knock came again.


    “Just a minute.”


    He turned the volume on the TV lower and set his tea on the table. Crossing to the door, he opened it. And froze. Not his heart, though. That particular organ pounded against his ribs.


    “Sammy?”


    “Aw, you do remember.” She strolled around him and into his apartment to promptly seat herself on his gray leather sectional. She set a brown paper bag on the coffee table before her gaze darted to the flat screen. After the briefest of pauses, she lifted her brows in question of his viewing choice.


    More than a little embarrassed to be caught, he shrugged.


    He drank in the sight of her. A few days without seemed like eons. She wore skinny jeans that did amazing things for her legs and a black top the same shade as her hair. It dipped low enough in the front for him to catch a peek of the shadow between her breasts.


    “Are you going to close the door?”


    He jerked his gaze away from her and to the door, where his hand was fisted around the knob. “Yes,” he muttered and shut it. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you want something to drink?”


    Leaning forward, she eyed his mug on the table. “Do you have anything besides chai tea crap?”


    He fought a smile. “Just a minute.”


    Walking into the kitchen, he dropped a packet of breakfast blend into his Keurig and watched numbly as it brewed. The haze of shock began to wear off as he stared into the cup. She was here. In his apartment. Why?


    Blowing out a breath, he headed back into the living room and passed her the mug. “Black, just as you prefer.”


    Her brows lifted again. “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome.” He picked up his own cup only to set it back down. “Why are you here?” Shit. He didn’t intend to sound so harsh, but having the scent and image of her in his space was not going to help him move on.


    “I got the promotion. I’ll be co-producing with Elise the rest of the season, and then on my own for the next.”


    Genuinely happy for her, he smiled. “Congratulations.”


    “Thank you.” She reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope. “My first order of business is your resignation.” She tore the paper into several bits and dropped them unceremoniously on the table between them. “I don’t accept.”


    Forget his heart pounding against his ribs. It was jack-hammering right through. “You don’t have much choice. I quit.”


    “You’re under contract. I say no.”


    Christ, he missed her so fucking much. And his contract didn’t matter to him. It would be easy to get around the clause his lawyer insisted the show put in. It stated extenuating circumstances regarding care of his former patients could give him an out. But why did she care if he quit?


    He took a step closer, bumping his shins on the table. “Why, Sammy? The pesky co-star you never liked is gone and the producer position is yours. You got what you wanted.”


    “I didn’t want you gone and I do like you.”


    A stroke was two heartbeats away. “News to me.”


    She narrowed those holy shit blue eyes of hers and stood. “Ask me what’s in the bag.”


    Fine. He’d play her game. “What’s in the bag?”


    Pink tinged her cheeks. “Hotdogs. I seem to remember you telling me the vendor outside our offices had a daughter who liked our show. I gave him two passes to the studio and an open invitation for her to be a guest investigator for a day if the case was close to New York.” She paused, her gaze darting away. “Ideal first date, according to you. I bought the hotdogs. You can get the Thai food later, after the…rest of the things you wanted us to do.”


    He froze. Even his pulse stopped.


    She stepped around the table and paced to the window, offering her back. “You walked out, just like I knew you would.”


    “Sammy—”


    “I get why you did. I was breaking things off.” She shrugged. “The thing is, I thought I’d feel better with the weight of the relationship off me. No pressure, no one to please but myself. I could go back to my life and things would return to normal.”


    Funny thing about hope, it reared when you least expected it. He fought the urge to close the distance and kiss her stupid. She came for a reason and she wasn’t done telling him yet. But if she didn’t get around to spitting it out soon, he wasn’t going to be responsible for his actions.


    She whirled to face him. “But you ruined normal.” She paced, her strides angry and frustrated. “Suddenly I can’t breathe or eat or sleep or think without you around and every other ridiculous gushy thing people do when they’re in love.” She pointed a finger at him. “You did this to me! And then you walked out.”


    Rant over, she huffed out a breath and went back to the window, biting her thumbnail.


    Slowly, he drew air into his lungs. “I…” He cleared his throat. “I walked out, but you’re here, walking back in, Sammy.” Which was exactly what he’d needed her to do all along. Take the next step and…believe. It seemed she had. That meant he had a lifetime to argue with her and wake every morning with her next to him and spend all his time trying to find ways to coax that what-the-hell laugh from her lips.


    If she moved any slower, she’d be going backwards. His little badass pixie did things in her own time though. He curled his fingers into fists, waiting for her to fully acknowledged her feelings and let the words slip out. Until then, he had no choice but to wait. How else was he to know she was serious this time?


    She was pacing again, but came up short as she approached the bookcase. Lifting a picture from the shelf, she turned it to show him. “Was this your family?”


    Not daring to look away from her, couldn’t if he wanted to, he nodded. The family portrait was taken just months before the home invasion that killed them. In all his years, it was the only thing he’d held onto.


    “You look like your mom. Except your mouth and jaw. Those are your dad’s.” She met his gaze from across the room, her eyes damp. “I was no better than your grandmother.”


    Oh, hell. “Sammy—”


    “No, it’s true. I was terrible to you. All you wanted was acceptance, to belong, and I pushed you away. I’m sorry for that. It was a defense mechanism, but that’s no excuse. I’m sorry.”


    Her expression relaxed as she studied him. He couldn’t move to save his life.


    She bit her lip. “How many kids do you want?”


    Taken aback, he replayed her words to be sure she asked what he thought she did. “Two.”


    She carefully set the picture back. “One.”


    Mother of God. She was his. Tongue in cheek, he grinned. “Two.”


    Crossing her arms, she tapped her foot. “One.”


    “Two.” He didn’t give her time to argue. Not this time. He stalked over, lifted her by the waist to his height, and backed her to the nearest wall. Her legs wrapped around his hips. Their breaths mingled as his lips hovered millimeters from hers, his gaze searching hers. “Say the words.”


    “The words.”


    An unexpected laugh rumbled out of his chest. “Damn it, firecracker. For once, could you just—”


    “I love you.”


    The air expelled from his lungs. “Was that so hard?”


    “Yes.” Her gaze darted between his, softening like he’d only seen when her guard was down. “But I think it’ll get easier with practice.”


    “Perhaps you should say it again.”


    “It again.” When he growled, she laughed. The sound sealed all his remaining cracks. “I love you.”


    He cupped her cheek and traced his thumb across her lips. “I love you too. So damn much.”


    Lowering his head, he captured her mouth and quieted any comeback she might’ve quipped. And there it was. Finally. The fulfillment he sought all these years. Peace. Acceptance. He dove deeper, telling her in a kiss how much she meant to him. She was his whole world, wrapped in a tiny, spitfire package.


    When her body melted against his, he set her down and walked to the coffee table to retrieve his phone.


    “What are you doing?”


    His thumbs flew over the keypad. “I’m marking this day in my calendar app as the day I won an argument with you.”


    “Not funny. Give it to me. You didn’t win.”


    Holding the phone out of her reach, he laughed and kissed her, then stared into her eyes. Into his whole existence. “I did too. I won everything.”
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