ONE

Staring at the folders laid out on the coffee table, Veronica Donavan ran through the contents of each one more time in her head. Although she knew every one by heart, everything had to be perfect this time. There could be no mistakes, and absolutely no question of her creditability. She had to be ready for anything they threw at her, and she knew tomorrow would be the hardest day; if she could get through tomorrow’s cross examination then she could breathe a little easier. And if she messed up, she would most likely loose the only thing left, and after losing a sister and a husband to this case could she really risk losing her career too? 

Nerves bunched in her stomach and she stood to walk to the large picture window of her rented apartment, the lights of downtown Denver were beautiful against the darkened outline of the Rockies but the scenery was as unfamiliar to her as the deception she planned. Taking a calming breath she closed her eyes and rested her head against the cool glass, her inner voice defending her actions for the thousandth time. It would be different if she wasn’t sure it was him, but he had all but sent her a forwarding address when the killings resumed with the exact modus operandi. She had sworn to do everything in her power to stop this maniac and the information she carried in her head could cut the FBI’s investigation by more than half. That alone was worth a few well laid lies, wasn’t it? 

Sighing heavily she turned back to the coffee table and picked up the folder that always seemed to be lying on top, the face in front of her blurring through the tears that filled her eyes. Yeah, it was worth it, worth lying to her boss, her family, anybody if it were a means to the end. Fighting off the tears that clogged her throat, she dropped the folder back on the table and took a breath as she rolled her neck and tried to ease the tension bunching in her shoulders.

Feeling the urge to pummel something she glanced at the clock and started for the bedroom to change. It was a little late but even if she couldn’t find a sparing partner, she could still work on the bag for a little while if she hurried. The run down gym the doorman had turned her onto would probably be the best thing about her trip. She had taken an instant liking to the old man that ran it and knew if it came down to it she could persuade Pop to let her stay after closing because he understood her passion. Kickboxing had been in her blood since her single digits and she couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t have the sport as an outlet for her frustrations, but she was afraid tonight was going to be one of those nights that she wouldn’t stop until she completely exhausted herself, mentally and physically.

***

Entering the old world boxing gym, Dean Colby hitched his duffel bag up on his shoulder as he crossed to the counter, his dimpled smile broadening as a grizzled old man emerged from the back room. One glance and Dean got a large toothless grin, Pop’s voice rising to be heard over the din of the room.

 “Looky what the cat dragged in, you have a good trip?”

 Dean finished signing the ancient log book and gave Pop a knowing look as he grinned. “I came back, so yeah, it was a good trip. Is A.J. still here?” 

Pop nodded toward the last occupied ring, his grin broadening as he thought of the person already sparing there. “Yeah, but you’re a little late. Your boy found someone else who needed a sparing partner.”

 Dean turned and found the ring through the maze of equipment, his frown disappearing when AJ took a foot to the side of the head, his grin broadening as he leaned against the counter and looked back at Pop. “So, who’s the chick kicking A. J.’s ass? And don’t even try to shrug up them old, bony ass shoulders; I know you already know everything about her.”

Pop’s grin grew sly, the cigar he constantly chewed on rolling around in his lips as he tried to look sheepish. “Well now, I don’t know everything, but she’s been in town for about a week and she’s stayin’ over at old Henry Milford’s building. You know, my poker buddy, he’s the door man over there. Anyway, he said she was askin’ around for a place to work out and he told her to go to that Spa over on Hillcrest and she told him she wanted to go to a real gym, somewhere that she could work with a bag or do some kickboxing. Naturally, he told her to come here. In town for a job, I wouldn’t think for very long though, since she rented a furnished apartment but she’s a good Irish lass, grew up in Dublin with two brothers, both boxers and from what I’ve seen, she could kick your ass too, so  I’d mind myself if I were you.”

Dean straightened a bit, his eyes sparkling with mischief as he whistled low. “Whew, I’d hate to see what I’d get if you did know something old man. But honestly now, you really think she can kick MY ass?”

With knowing grin and a wave of his hand Pop dismissed him as the phone rang and Dean made his way ringside, his eyes never leaving the action going on inside. He had just set his bag on the bench when AJ went down again and he grimaced when his friend hit the canvas next to him with a hard thud. Stepping forward to catch his eye, his voice was full of teasing.  “You tryin’ out for the divin’ team, or what?”

AJ rolled his eyes, popping his mouthpiece out and giving his opponent a time out sign. “Give me a sec?” 

Sliding under the bottom rope, A.J. took off his headgear as he accepted the bottle of water Dean handed him, taking a healthy drink before answering. “You climb up in that ring with her. She’s freaking ruthless, and that’s saying something, I’ve fought you.”

With a weary thought, and a longing for a beer A.J. decided to let them go at each other and looked up at Roni over his shoulder with a grin. “You wanted a competitive bout? Your boy just walked in, Dean’s our best kick boxer.”

  Leaning into the ropes she chuckled and Dean wished she would take of the headgear so he could put a face with the softly accented voice that mocked him. “I don’t know A.J., that’s what they told me about you.”

  Dean shook his head as he tried to pull AJ to the side to persuade him back into the ring. “Come on man, I’ve been holed up for two weeks, I really need to...”

 AJ stopped and cut him off, his voice incredulous as he thought about what that bout would have been like. “You need to what? Take it out on me? No thanks bro, the way I see it you and Roni are perfect for each other.”

  Dean’s efforts to stop his retreat fell on deaf ears and after a few seconds he looked back to the woman in the ring, knowing that even if he couldn’t see it, she was laughing at him. “What?” 

The slight lilt in her voice confirmed his suspicions it when she responded, “You gonna stand there and pout all night? Or get up here and take your beating like the rest of them?”

Dean grabbed his gear and grudgingly climbed into the ring, stretching a bit as he kept an eye on her as she fidgeted around. He was having second thoughts about sparing with her, although her form was great, now that he was actually in the ring with her she seemed so small.

Roni saw it in his eyes as soon as he met her on level ground and felt a pang of disappointment. She should have seen it coming, the doubt, and the insecurities. Could she handle it? Would she fold with the first punch? She was beginning to think the only place she could get a decent workout was with her brothers because they didn’t care if they beat the shit out of her. Between them, they figured the harder they were on her, the tougher it made her. Taking a breath, she tried not to let his close-mindedness get to her, she would not get angry, she would just have to prove herself, again. It was too bad his condescending tone made her forget her pledge. 

“You sure you’re up for this shorty?” Dean wasn’t sure what shocked him more, her speed or her strength but it took only seconds for him to realize he’d better defend himself.

Roni could tell with each punch he threw he was testing her, each one was just a little harder, and when she proved to him she could not only throw a punch but she could take one too, then the bout turned to skills. Not that she took many hits, she was smaller and a lot quicker than anyone Dean had ever faced and she forced him to adjust his thinking, thus offering him an altogether different kind of challenge. 

An hour an a half later Pop was shouting at them from ringside and Dean had to stamp down the spark of aggravation he felt at having to stop as he walked to the edge of the ring to better hear the old man. 

“I said, if you two wanna beat each other up all night that’s fine with me, but I’m going home.”

Dean looked at Roni over his shoulder, his tone implying that he didn’t expect her to take him up on his offered out. “What do you say shorty, you ready to give up and concede defeat?”

Roni shook her head slightly, the confidence in her voice making his grin broaden. “I’m not even breaking a sweat yet, why would I concede anything to you?”

Pop didn’t wait for an answer, his palm striking the mat with a thud before he held it up in a farewell salute. “You have a key, lock up when you leave.” 

Dean gave him a nod, putting his mouth guard back in as he turned back to his opponent with boyish enthusiasm. “Now, where were we?”

Just when Roni thought she’d found a decent adversary, Dean began to run his mouth, and she wanted to kill him. She had thought her brother, Shaun was bad with his smart ass remarks but if she heard one more crack about how hard she hit she was going to kick Dean’s head off. She had taken it easy on him with the legs but now he was beginning to push all of her wrong buttons. 

Dean opened his eyes to see Roni leaned over him, and shook his head a little when her voice sounded hollow in his ears. “Are you okay?”

He was either dumbstruck or awestruck but never, ever, in his life would he have expected the angel leaning over him to be the hell bitch that had just taken his head off with some shit he’d never seen. And he’d seen a lot of shit. Her hair was long, at least below the shoulder and dark brown that he could tell, but there was definitely no mistaking the silver blue eyes that looked at him with a mixture of concern and amusement. He was so taken back that he actually reached up to touch her face and remembered himself at the last moment, lightly tapping the scrunchi tangled in the ends of her hair with his glove as he grin crookedly. “I guess I had that coming?”

 Roni smiled as she pressed a towel to his eyebrow, feeling a twinge of guilt when he flinched involuntarily. “Yes, and now you match my mouthy brothers.”

 Dean looked at her disbelievingly, his tone incredulous as he tried to pull her hand away for proof. “Shit, I’m open?”

 Remorse crept into Roni’s voice as she pulled back the towel with a heavy sigh. “Yea, and you could probably use a couple of...” 

Dean shook his head, his deep frown making the blood start fresh. “I don’t think so. A butterfly will do, I can do it.”

Roni grinned at his disgruntled tone, and her own turned placating. “Come on, I can do it, it’s the least I can do.”  Tossing her damp hair over her shoulder, she leaned down to shake her outstretched hand at him. “You can trust me. I’m not the type that would hit a man when he’s down.”

Dean shook his head at the thought of her administering first aid. Somehow he didn’t envision having that body leaned all over him without touching something he wasn’t supposed to and all but admitted it with is comment.

“Darlin, I think it’s you that can’t trust me.”

Roni rolled her eyes as she gave him a disgusted look, her amused voice ruining the glare altogether. “Oh God, you’ve gone stupid haven’t you?” 

Pushing himself from the canvas Dean wondered himself why it was that a beautiful woman could turn a man into a blithering idiot with little effort, then Roni bent over to pick up her headgear and his thoughts went out the window as he obediently followed her to the back room like a puppy.

***

Roni found she was a little uncomfortable confined to the small room with Dean, maybe it was the way he kept looking at her, or maybe it was how she felt about him looking at her. Regardless, being this close to a man without boxing gloves on was a bit unnerving for her. Especially one as handsome as Dean, she had thought him nice looking when he’d arrived earlier but now that she had him under some decent light she was a bit more appreciative of his good looks. He had great skin and killer bone structure but she thought his smile was exceptional, and although she couldn’t decide whether his eyes were blue or green, both rendered her the one stupid when accompanied by that much open admiration. Taking a steadying breath she took his chin in hand and tilted his head back, swabbing the small gash with alcohol as she collected herself.

Roni barely heard the sharp intake of breath before Dean spoke, his soft voice filling the space. “So I guess since you tried to put my lights out you should buy me a drink?”

Leaning back to look at his expression she quickly decided that had been a mistake, she had expected to see the raw gleam of a predator, but instead she had been shaken by the mischievousness in his expressional eyes, his dimpled grin making it a struggle to keep her voice neutral. “I don’t think so cowboy.” 

Dean didn’t care where the conversation went as long as it took his focus off of the perfect pair of breasts in his face, but try as he might to ignore them, truth be known, all he really wanted was permission to touch them. Giving himself a mental scolding he tried to keep his tone light when he glanced up at her expectantly. “Married?” 

Roni puckered the small gash above his brow together and applied the first strip of tape, a thread of warning in her voice. “No, now be still.”

Dean still pulled away from her, his tone growing more curious. “Engaged?”

Roni shook her head and looked down at him with exasperation. “No, are you going to play twenty questions or get this taped up?”

Dean ignored her aggravation, his next question laced with blatant confusion. “Seriously involved with pending life long commitments?”

Roni laughed as she pushed him back against the chair to apply the second piece of tape, her tone mockingly harsh. “No, now be still.”

Glancing down at him she was struck by the sudden change in his eyes as he looked up at her. “Why?”

Roni opened her mouth to answer and for once could find nothing to say. A second later it didn’t matter because Dean had pulled her into a scorching kiss and the touch of his lips had taken her breath away. She would have normally boxed his ears for taking such liberties, but instead she found her fingers tangled in short dark hair that had begun to curl the moment he’d started to sweat, returning his searing kiss with an abandon she wasn’t aware she possessed. When the kiss ended she was relieved that Dean’s breath was just as uneven as hers, glad to see she wasn’t the only one surprised by the electricity between them as he mouthed the word “wow” before pulling her even closer for another. 

Five minutes later Roni was in a state of half undress, straddling his lap, and wondering briefly what was wrong with her even as she ran her hands up his bare muscular torso. She didn’t do things like this, but at the same time, she’d never met anyone who made her want to do things like this. Somehow Dean had tapped into something within her that had been dead for too long, and she had come away from his kiss with a need that was a little bit frightening. Dean’s soft lips hit the spot beneath her earlobe and her thoughts dissipated as she moaned with pleasure, her aggravation with the clothes left between them making her voice seem strained.

“Dean?” 

It was her halting tone that stopped his caressing hands, his desire to have her beyond his comprehension as he took her face in his hands and kissed her passionately, his soft voice nearly pleading with her to end his suffering. “I swear to God I’ll step in front of the first passing bus if you tell me to stop now.”

Although she was impressed by his gallantry she didn’t quite feel the same way, after two hours of verbal foreplay and then spontaneous combustion upon contact, all she wanted right now was physical gratification and Dean could have laughed with joy when she sat up to pull the sports bra she wore over her head, a thin veil of amusement in her husky voice. “I was just going to tell you there weren’t any hooks.”

It was a mixture of surprise and ecstasy that took Roni’s breath in a ragged gasp, Dean’s hot mouth closing over a taunt nipple before she could even get the garment pulled over her head. She found herself clinging to him as a wave of raw passion washed over her, the roll of his tongue making her dizzy as he switched from one breast to the other with a blissful sigh, his words, spoken against her skin, barely audible through ears rushing with blood. “God, and they’re real too.”

Dean would have given anything for the proper setting to make love to this amazing woman but he was too far gone and too afraid to move their party. Afraid that if he ruined the moment and gave Roni time to think, she would come to her senses and do the responsible thing, and the closest to responsibility Dean was coming tonight was the condom in his wallet.

With his last shred of sanity he was able to pull away, his hand soft as he pushed her wavy chestnut hair from her beautiful face. Searching her eyes for any sign of uncertainty, the intensity of her quicksilver gaze made his pulse race as he choked on the words in his throat.

Roni answered the question in his eyes with the barest of smiles before she leaned in to capture his full lips, the tenderness of her kiss becoming more demanding moments before she shifted herself on his lap to better accept his rock hard erection. Dean thought his brain would explode the moment she did, her groan of pleasure drown out by his low growl as his head fell backward against the wall with a thud and he tried desperately not to loose himself in her intense heat. And then she moved against him, and he didn’t know which was worse. The sensation of being inside her, or hearing her moan his name, but regardless, both were sweet torture for him, so when he felt the first constrictions of her climax, his own left him shuddering against her like a schoolboy. His breathing, slow in recovering, made his words more meaningful as he kissed the sensitive skin of her throat. “Damn shorty, that’s the second time you’ve knocked my lights out tonight.”

TWO

Dean scanned his keycard into the security lock as he balanced an extra cup of coffee, wondering briefly if Juni had missed his morning deliveries while he was away. He always brought her cup on his way to the range for practice, staying long enough to catch up on the daily bureau gossip. So far it had been a decent morning for waking up alone, especially seeing as though his first surprise of the day had been the disappointment of doing so. But then, he was still reeling over the fact that he’d nearly kidnapped a woman over accepting her rejection, his only invitation to peak Roni’s interest being for a rematch in the ring. Nevertheless, he would take a hundred kicks to the head to get to know her better, because it wasn’t often he found a woman that really interested him, especially after sex. Not that he was a creep, he just didn’t have room in his life for a woman and usually, by the third date, after numerous pages and work related abandonment’s, women no longer desired a relationship with him. They just wanted him around long enough to be satisfied.

His wayward thoughts had him coming up short to make way for a gurney on the way to the morgue, and he wondered how it was that Juni could work down here. He’d always felt a little sorry for her for being stuck down in the basement along with the firing range, but as the head of the forensic pathology lab, she said she felt more comfortable here, close to her work.  Dean, however, preferred to remain upstairs with the living but he always made time to stop by for a morning chat with his favorite pathologist.

Pushing on the door to the lab Dean froze when he encountered the sight of two women bent over the desk with their backs to him. Engrossed in a report they had no idea he had come in and that was fine with him for a moment because Juni had company, and company had great legs.  Feeling intrusive, he was about to back out quietly when his ear picked up her voice. He knew that voice, and he’d been thinking about it all morning.

His brain was going into a tailspin as questions came at him from all sides, the most important being what was she doing in his forensics lab? Looking at her more closely he noted the changes in her demeanor, her dark hair was twisted up in a clip and the small round-framed glasses lent her an executive look, as did the expensive tailored skirt and blouse she wore. This was a completely different woman from the one he’d met last night and it was a bitter thought that twisted his mind and had him wondering if she would be surprised to see him.

Hesitating to long, Juni straightened and spotted him, her smile warm as she motioned him in. “Hey come on in. I’m glad you stopped by, I want you to meet someone.” Slapping an aloof look on his face, he prayed his heartbeat would slow down a little as he handed Juni her coffee and waited for Roni’s reaction.

Sitting the pencil down Roni turned, the solid jolt of sexual energy that coursed throughout her body causing her smile to freeze for half a second before she slapped on a poker face. It would figure that the one time in her life she reacted to an irresponsible impulse, and he walks in through door at work, her luck wasn’t improving and she resisted the urge to laugh at the irony of it. She was, of course, shocked to see him but she couldn’t say she was surprised. She had recognized certain traits of a fellow agent last night but her lust had overridden all of her warning bells and she still couldn’t make herself feel guilty for indulging an insane urge.

Juni took her coffee from Dean with a quiet ‘thank you’, her intuitive eye catching the slightest of moments between the two. They had definitely met before and she was sure it was under way different circumstances. “Dean, this is Dr. Veronica Donavan, she’s on loan to us from the Violent Crimes Division of Scotland Yard. She’ll be working with us on the new case. Roni this is Agent Dean Colby, one of our team’s best agents.”

Roni’s smile grew and her smoky blue eyes sparkled with mischief as she shook his outstretched hand. She could vouch for that at least. “Good morning. How’s the eye?”

 Dean absently touched the butterfly bandage above his left eye, not surprised he’d totally forgotten about the slight injury. “It’s fine.” And to Juni’s questioning gaze he added, “We met at Pop’s last night.”

 Juni smiled into her cup her voice full of humor as she glanced from one to the other. “And the head wound?” 

Juni didn’t miss the flicker in his eye when he answered either, the Deaner’s ego had taken a smack down and it was everything she had not to laugh. “Let’s just say it was just an error in judgment and a reminder to never underestimate my opponent.”

Roni wasn’t sure what exactly what he meant by that, nor did she like the slight change in his tone but his eyes were unreadable when he looked at her and continued. “What exactly is your field of expertise, Dr. Donavan?”

Roni’s chin tilted ever so slightly as her back straightened in defense. She wouldn’t be intimidated by him or any one else when it came to her work. “I’m a certified Criminal Psychologist as well as a Forensic Pathologist, so my field is pretty broad, Agent Colby.”

Dean didn’t know what her spin was but he knew he had to get away from her if he was to think about it clearly because all he could fixate on was the smell of her perfume and the memories it invoked were impairing his ability to process things correctly. Fighting the image of his face buried in the hollow of her neck and his hands wrapped in the soft darkness of her hair, he headed to the door, his voice slightly strained as he bid his farewell. “Well then, I’m sure we will benefit from your experiences. If you ladies will excuse me, I’m late for practice. See you guys at the 10 o’clock.”

Roni looked at Juni with a questioning look as he left and Juni explained the meaning of his parting remark. “We have a meeting in the control room for an update on our cases at ten o’clock every day. By any chance were you the one to open Dean’s eye? And why wasn’t he wearing head…”

 Roni flushed slightly, still bothered by the implications she had read into his tone and embarrassed that she wasn’t the only one to pick up on the slight attitude. “He was. I just have little feet.”

Juni was unable to hold her soft chuckle; her interest peaked as she pretended to be engrossed in an x-ray. “Yeah, well, Dean has an ego, but he’s usually quick to get over it too.”

Roni smoothed a hand over her black tailored skirt and shrugged out of her lab coat, not sure why she was going after the hard head but knowing she couldn’t leave things like this. “Still I don’t want to start this case with any animosity between us. I think I should...”

Juni cut her off with barely controlled amusement, motioning down the hall. “Go right, down two doors, take a left, and follow the noise.”

Roni nodded, hoping that either Juni was too preoccupied to notice her nervous tension or just too tactful to mention it as she left the lab in search of the range.

***

Finding the firing range, Roni ignored the posted signs denying her entrance and snatched a pair of ear muffs from the counter before entering. Quickly scanning the semi private stalls for Dean, she found him in the last one and stood by admiring his broad shoulders while he finished his clip, noting wryly that when he did, his target was missing its head. Obviously he wasn’t thrilled about her being here, and she took a deep breath before stepping forward to stand beside him, her quick glance picking up the angry glitter in his eyes before he threw up the wall. “I’d like to talk to you.”

Dean loaded another clip with a hard hand, his voice crisp as he barely glanced at her. “I don’t know that I have anything to say Dr...”

Roni resisted the urge to pinch him and instead grabbed his arm as he raised his weapon, cutting him off. “Stop calling me that! You know, I don’t think I like what you’re implying about last night.”

Dean abruptly holstered his gun and led her to a deserted office, shutting the door behind him before speaking. “You don’t think you would have the same thoughts? Let’s look at the facts here. I come back from a two-week absence and suddenly you are at my gym, in my bed, and on my case, all in a 12 hour time period. Sorry baby, but that’s all just a bit to convenient for me.”

Roni resisted the urge to chunk the ear muffs in her hand at him, taking a breath as she tucked a strand of stray hair behind her ear, her voice soft and deadly as she glared at him. Sometimes she hated being able to read people, she had really liked him. “To begin with, I’ve never seen your bed. Secondly, if you’d care to re-examine the “facts” as you call them, I’ve been in town for less than a week and I chose to stay close to the field office. Naturally when I asked around for a place to workout Pop’s was highly recommended. Secondly, I had no clue you worked for the Bureau, nor would it have mattered. My work speaks for itself and it has on this case for over two years now, so technically I guess it would be MY case. And lastly, I don’t need to step on any man on my way up the bureaucratic ladder so as far as last night goes, I guess you were right about that; maybe that was an ‘error in judgment’.”
 With a stiff back she turned and reached for the door, the glint of anger in her stormy blue eyes turning them nearly silver, telling Dean just how passionate she felt about the situation. He had hoped to see her eyes turn that color again but surely not from anger, and the last thing Dean wanted was to be a mistake. He didn’t want what they had shared to be a regret either, because even he had to admit they had shared something exceptional. He wasn’t sure what it was yet, but they had shared it. With a heavy sigh, he moved to stop her, his eyes sincere with apology as his hand covered hers on the doorknob. “Roni wait, I’m sorry, I’m an ass. I freaked out and jumped to conclusions but I don’t regret last night and I don’t want you to either.”

Roni stared at him for a long moment trying to judge his sincerity, her indecision still an issue when she surprised herself by saying, “Look cowboy, the way I see it we have two choices. We both forget last night ever happened and continue on a professional level, or, we can spend the limited amount of free time I’ll have to have some fun with the chemistry between us. Which ever you choose is fine with me.”

When he looked at her in shocked silence she knew she had to make an escape before her face burst into flames and with a firm tug on the door he released it and she smiled at the dazed look in his eyes. “Think about it and let me know.”

Dean blinked at the closed door while shaking his head in dumbfounded slowness. What was it about this woman that made him unable to think when she was in the room? Gathering his wits he returned to his practice and was miffed when his rounds fired a little quicker and his aim was just a hair off. Although they were imperfections only he would notice the fact was that he did notice, and he did not like it.

***

Tapping lightly on Mason Martin’s door Dean entered when his boss motioned for him, his usual jovialness with the man taking a back seat to his aggravation. “You’re bringing outsiders in without me checking them out now?”

Mason looked at him oddly as he rose from his chair and started collecting the files he needed for the team conference. “Seeing as though you were incapacitated Agent Colby, I thought myself capable of checking out Dr. Donavan’s credentials. I may be old but I still remember how to run a basic background check.” 

   Dean took a breath and collected his attitude, his tone lighter when he responded. “I’m sorry, I’m just used to knowing about everything beforehand and I was caught off guard.”

Mason’s hand stilled as he glanced at Dean with a knowing grin. “Yeah, so was I.”

 Walking around his desk to leave his office he expected nothing else but for Dean to fall in step beside him as he continued. “She has an impressive background with Scotland Yard, upper level security clearance, and impeccable recommendations from several government agencies. But more importantly, I think her theories are right on the mark and that she may be the key we need to put this psycho away without many more girls dying.”

It was clear that he wasn’t the only one Roni had made an impression on and Dean could only nod, his voice full of resignation as he sighed. “So, you really think the cases are connected?”

That was one thing Mason was definite on, of the three case files Donavan had sent him they read identical to the ones accumulating on his desk and a serial killer in his city was the last thing he needed. “Yeah I do.”  With the door handle in his hand Mason looked at Dean oddly, a slight distracted tone to his voice. “What happened to your eye?” 

***

Sitting beside Juni at the long conference table, Roni passed a floppy disk to Tyler Burke; grinning as he chided her for her reluctance, his boyish charm evident in his smirk as he looked at her over the rim of his glasses. 

“Come on, you can trust me. I’m 100% geek.”

 Within seconds he confirmed his declaration and she quickly learned there wasn’t much Tyler couldn’t do with a computer, her information stored, sorted and redistributed into his programs within minutes. Along with Tyler on the team, was Dr. Lyn Marks, the head profiler on the case and Roni had known after a two minute conversation with this woman that she would enjoy working with her. Lyn had a very quick mind and straightforward manner that appealed to her.

 Roni’s stomach clinched when Mason walked in with Dean at his side, thankful that she had been in conversation with Lyn when they did so she could ignore the jolt it gave her when Dean took the chair next to her. She would pay attention and make it a point to give Mason the respect he deserved, she was there by his invitation, and she intended to keep a clear mind. After all, she was already on dangerous ground.

As the table settled the screen on the wall spun into action, the team logo dancing across the monitor moments before the faces she knew so well started appearing in order of their deaths: Marsha Darfield, Wanda Harrison, Sonya Maryweather, Serena Greenwell, Emily Rourke and Virginia Waltham.
 Roni’s eyes gravitated back to Emily’s face for a fraction of a second before the notebook she had sent Mason hit the table with a thud and his authoritative voice sliced into her thoughts.

“Ladies and Gentlemen; I’d like to start off by welcoming Agent Colby back from his two week vacation with the DEA.” Looking at Dean he spoke to be heard over the chuckles around the table, his grin slightly crooked “We hope you enjoyed it because it’s the only one you’re getting this year.”
 Sobering completely he looked pointedly at Roni, his tone once again all business as he addressed the group “Now that we’re all here, I’d like for you to meet Dr. Veronica Donavan. Dr. Donavan works violent crimes for Scotland Yard; as a criminal psychologist and forensic pathologist. She has been working a case in London with striking similarities with our media named, ‘Romeo’ killer, and the information she sent me prompted me to bring her here to find out if we are looking for the same person.” Pausing for a breath he gave Roni the slightest wink before continuing, his emphasis to bolster her confidence. “We are, however, so convinced that this is the same creep, that she has rented an apartment here until we catch him. And with that said, I will turn the table to you and your questions.”

Tyler was the first to fire and Roni smiled at the nature of his curiosity. “Why do you think the cases are connected, how did you find out about our victims, and what are the details in which you base your beliefs?”

Roni gave him a small smile, her pride evident in this accomplishment. “Two months after the murders in London ceased I finished a computer program that searched for the same modus operandi. It alarmed on your third victim, seven months later.”

“What about the flowers, what’s your theory?”
Roni barely glanced at Dean as she answered his question. “There are several charts of ‘birth flowers’. There the more common variety that everyday people associate with, then there are the more rare ones that our killer leaves with the victims. These particular types of birth flowers supposedly bloom on your birthday every year and leave you with a personal connection and so on.” Taking a breath she grinned at Juni as she snorted beside her, her own humor evident when she continued. “I’ve personally never felt a connection with a Hydrangea bush but it’s the rarity of some of these flowers that leads us to believe he grows them himself. February’s flower is Forsythia, July, Crape Myrtle; you don’t have much luck finding either in a common flower mart. But, more importantly, this also tells us that he knows enough about his victims to know their birthday. This is definitely not a random selection of girls, therefore there has to be another commonality between these girls besides blonde hair and blue eyes. We just have to find it.”

Lyn sat forward with her gaze trained on the faces before them. Her mind was already swimming with scenarios, her first question being, why hew would flee his comfort zone? “Your last vic, Virginia Waltham, was killed in January. Our first victim, Angela Morris, was killed in September. That would give him less than seven months to move across the world, settle in, grow some flowers, and find his first mark. He doesn’t waste any time, does he?”

The pictures of Angela, along with Cindy Norton and Leslie Harmon popped up on the screen making the total of nine girls between the ages of 15 and 18 that had been killed and Roni was glad that Lyn was already in accord with her thoughts. “No he doesn’t. However, even if he moved for a fresh start or for a purpose, the last three victims are common flowers, Rose, Iris, and Daylily. You wouldn’t need a greenhouse for those, is it coincidence?”

Juni looked over her co-workers knowing her analysis would weigh heavily in any decision. “The method is the same, same type of strangulation, and the post partum stab wounds are all in the same direction. I’m almost to the conclusion that we’re looking at the same murder weapon, but we are still comparing analysis. Dr. Donavan and I have more work to do before I can say anything for certain.”

Mason took a deep breath, sat back, and looked over his task force. He hoped he was making the right decision by bringing in an outsider, but the team seemed to be pretty comfortable with her abilities so far. All eyes on him he gave Roni a reassuring smile, his tone confident. “I expect to be dazzled doctor.”

***
Roni turned off the light in the kitchen and headed back to the sofa as she studied the file in her hand. She hadn’t seen nor spoken to Dean since the conference room so she assumed he had made his decision. In turn, she had decided to bury herself into this new evidence and hope it was a path to justice. Passing by the front door on her way to the living room she jumped at the light rapping noise and glanced at the silent intercom on her wall. Looking out of the peephole with apprehension, she shook her head with bewilderment as she opened the door with a grin
. “Now how did you get in here?”

Dean rolled his eyes at her, his smile cocky. “Oh please, you don’t think very much of me do you?”

Roni grinned at his implication and gestured for him to come inside, intrigued in his appearance. “No, but we already knew that didn’t we? So you’ve managed to find out where I’m staying, and bypass my doorman, am I supposed to be impressed? To what exactly do I owe the pleasure?”

When Dean closed the door and turned to face her she found herself once again looking into the eyes of the man she’d met last night, and her heart skipped at the heat she saw there. His voice softened as he grinned slightly. “You must have been impressed sometime or another, after all, you invited me, remember?”

 Roni’s brow furrowed in mock confusion as she shrugged indifferently and his grin spread as he tugged at his tie, his eyes sweeping hungrily over her. He’d never seen a woman look sexier in a tank top and pajama bottoms. “I thought about what you said this morning and I realized something.” 

Stepping closer, he reached out and pushed her ponytail over her shoulder, the lingering of his fingertips along her neck making her response come out a rushed whisper. “And what would that be?”

 With her racing pulse under his fingertips Dean had no question of her desire and it was with clear intent that he pulled her into his arms, his words a breath away from her parted lips. “I don’t want to waste anymore time thinking about this.”

Dean’s hungry kiss left her responding in kind as she wrapped her arms around his neck and molded her body to his. She was glad he’d come to his senses because she hadn’t been so attracted to someone in a long time and she wanted to take advantage of it before she went back to London. The passion in his kiss was consuming and Roni wasted no time in shrugging him from his suit coat and tugging at his shirt, the file folder she’d been planning to read forgotten beneath the trail of clothes that led to her bedroom. 

It was much later that Roni finally found herself on the verge of sleep, the gentle touch of Dean’s fingertips across her back combined with the rain pelting the windows lulling her into a deep relaxed state. Pulling the heavy mantle of her hair from her neck Dean looked down into her beautiful, serene, face and knew when the time came, he would not want to let this one go, he could feel it in his gut. 

Peeking open an eye, Roni’s voice was a bare whisper as she grinned. “Stop it.”

 He chuckled as he squeezed her tighter as he kissed the top of her head. “I can’t help myself; you just have the most amazing features I’ve ever seen.”

He was sure she was still half-asleep when she started talking but he didn’t care, the sound of her husky voice was like valium to him. “My Gran used to say Emmy and I were cursed with fairy blood but I think we were just born with extra thick eyelashes. Pale blue eyes were supposed to be the most notable feature of the fairy queen...”

 His chest vibrated with laughter as he gave her a squeeze. “Oh Lord, I think you’re suffering from sleep deprivation…”

 Her sleepy voice went defensive as she struggled to pull away from him. “Now, that’s one thing the Irish take very seriously is their folklore and if you’re going to poke fun...”

Two things she said in the span of 10 seconds made the nagging in his brain stop and he could suddenly see the resemblance he’d been blind too before. She and Emily had been born with extra thick eyelashes and his voice was full of query as he interrupted her. “Roni, Emily Rourke..”

The sheer pain that clouded her eyes answered his question before he could get it out of his mouth and he gathered her back into his arms before she could shy away, her anguish evident in her sad whisper. “Was my little sister, and if it’s alright I’d like to leave it at that for now, okay?”


He squeezed her a little tighter and sighed, pressing a kiss to her temple before speaking softly in her ear. “Christ Roni, I’m sorry.” 

Roni shrugged off his sympathy, her voice as emotionless as she regained her composure.  “Don’t make this about me Dean; I don’t want that information to sway anyone’s ideas of why I’m here.” 

Dean nodded absently but Roni could see the wheels working in his mind and almost groaned out loud when he posed his next question. “I understand and I will respect them as long as they don’t interfere with the case. She was your whole sister, not your half or step sister?”

She knew where that question was leading and cut it off at the knees as she sat up and looked at him with a sidelong gaze, her quiet admission easily explaining their name differences. “I’ve been divorced for almost a year now.” 

Propping up on one elbow Dean watched as she lit a cigarette from the nightstand, his reflective voice bringing a bitter sound from Roni. “And the kicks just keep on coming, huh shorty? What kind of idiot would divorce you?”

She looked at him sadly over her shoulder as she tied the belt on her robe, her demeanor beginning to trouble him as she left the room. “A smart one.”

He pondered her meaning until she returned, silent as she offered him the second glass of whiskey and sat on the bed beside him. “After Emmy was murdered I had no room in my heart for love anymore and what was left, I poured into the case. The more I worked, the more he worked, and the more he worked the further undercover he went. One day there just wasn’t any reason for us to be married anymore. So we’re not.” 

Dean was sorry he hadn’t left well enough alone, not because he was bothered by the information but because he had upset her, and he didn’t like the sadness that had dulled her beautiful eyes. “Well I can’t say I’m too overly upset about that, after all, I’d be awfully disappointed in myself if I continued an affair with another man’s wife.”

Roni couldn’t help but grin as she raised a brow at his decisiveness, her breath close enough to touch his skin as he leaned over her to sit his glass on the nightstand, his grin full of mischief as he added hers to the table. “Really? You’d do that?”

Dean parted the lapels of her robe, his breath hot against her breast as he kissed it softly and looked up at her with devilish intent. “For you? Anything.”

 Roni’s cheeks flushed with the promise behind his tone, her own slightly mocking when she asked, “Anything? Are you sure you’re up for that cowboy?” 

Fully accepting the challenge behind her words, he laughed as he rolled over with her, a strong believer of the ‘actions speak louder than words’ theory.
