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ONE

Head wounds were invariably bloody.

Detective Mackenzie Hoyle reminded himself of that basic fact a split second after he felt a stream of warm liquid trickle down his forehead. He wiped the back of his hand across his brow, then swore at the bright red blood smeared from his wrist to his knuckles.

“Cripes, what a way to start the day,” he muttered, taking two prudent steps back from the shattered schoolroom window before checking for further damage.

Miraculously, his shirt and tie had survived the incident unscathed, as had his black oxfords and charcoal-gray slacks. But the gray herringbone sport coat he’d bought just the week before hadn’t been so lucky, he noticed, more than a little ticked off by the splotch of blood on the cuff of the left sleeve. Damn. He’d worn the thing only twice.

“Excuse me, sir. Are you waiting for me?”

Hoyle turned his head in the direction of the voice, and winced at the sharp pain that shot through his neck and down his arm. A dull ache began to pound inside his head. He forced himself to ignore it, instead focusing his attention on the woman standing in the classroom doorway.

He took in the essential details in one glance: Blond hair, blue eyes, an inch or two over five feet, weighing no more than one hundred pounds. The phrase “cute as a button” sprang to mind.

Hoyle drew his brows together into a frown, immediately vowing that if this was Miss Rebekah de Bieren—the teacher he’d come to talk to about his latest murder case—he’d eat his billfold. And the inspector’s badge inside.

“Actually,” he began, “I was waiting for—”

“Uh-oh,” she said, her eyes widening as her gaze swept from the gaping hole in the classroom window, to the rock lying on the floor near his left foot, to the thin line of blood bisecting his forehead. “Looks like someone scored a bull’s-eye this time.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” he replied, and allowed himself a more leisurely inspection of the young woman. He was suddenly very curious to know who she was.

Definitely not a teacher, he decided. She looked too young, too hip, too sweet in a girl-next-door sort of way.

Her cheeks were smooth, wrinkle-free, no doubt soft to the touch. Her short hair was stick straight and cut in a jagged fashion that had been popular sometime in the sixties, uneven spikes feathering across her forehead and framing her face in a haphazard way. And her clothes—neon pink-and-yellow parachute pants with matching T-shirt, separated by an extrawide black belt that made her waist look small, real small—were about as unteacherish as they could get.

“You know, this never should have happened,” she said, shaking her head in obvious disgust as she dumped her armload of books and a red-and-black-plaid thermos on the teacher’s desk.

Teacher’s desk?

Hoyle muttered a disbelieving expletive and reached for his wallet. Then he remembered that no one had witnessed his impulsive vow to lunch on leather and let his hand fall to his side. Lucky break, he thought, more than a little relieved one of his buddies at the precinct hadn’t caught him jumping to conclusions. They’d never let him live it down.

“The taxpayers think they’re so clever,” she continued as she rummaged through her purse, “voting down education measures year after year. Okay, so they pay less in taxes, have a few more dollars to spend going out to the movies or to dinner at some fancy restaurant. But look who suffers—the poor children, that’s who.”

Suffering children? Hoyle thought. At the moment, be was the one suffering, all because one of those “poor” little buggers had heaved a rock through a school window and clobbered him on the head.

“Whoever threw that rock,” she went on, “should be the star pitcher on the school baseball team. But we don’t have a baseball team. And do you know why?” she asked, still digging through her handbag.

“No, ma’am, I don’t.”

“Because we lost our funding for after-school activities a long time ago.” She shook her head. “It’s a crying shame to waste that kind of talent on mere vandalism, don’t you agree, Mr … ?”

“Hoyle. Detective Hoyle. Santa Ana Police Department.”

She jerked her head up and locked her gaze with his. Satisfied he’d finally managed to secure her undivided attention, he reached inside his coat pocket with his clean hand and retrieved his wallet. Using his thumb, he flipped it open and flashed his gold shield. “Homicide Division,” he added, taking perverse pleasure in the startled look on her face.

She blinked a couple of times, then drew herself up to her full height. “Homicide?” she repeated. “Your wound must be more serious than I thought.”

“Not that serious,” he replied, silently commending the way she’d recovered her composure so quickly. Still, he didn’t laugh at her joke. As far as he was concerned, assault on a police officer—though unintentional—was no laughing matter.

“Well, I’d better take a look.” She dug deeper into her purse, came up with a wad of tissues, then rushed over to him. Stretching her arm up, she wiped away some of the blood. “Tip your head down a little, will you?”

Without waiting for him to comply, she pressed on his chin until his eyes were aimed at a pair of white sneakers with neon-yellow laces. She stood on her tiptoes, first brushing his hair away from his forehead, then dabbing at the cut.

Her fingers were warm, her touch soft as a lover’s caress. Cupping his face in her hands, she tipped his head to one side, then the other, making hmmmmlike noises as she inspected the damage.

“Typical head wound,” she finally stated, sounding somewhat exasperated by her discovery. “Plenty of blood, but when you get right down to it, minimal damage.”

He listened to her pronouncement, noticing with interest that one of her hands was now resting on his shoulder. “Are you suggesting I’m hardheaded?” he asked, his mood suddenly lighter than it had been in weeks.

She laughed. “That remains to be seen.” Taking hold of his hand, she pulled him toward the door. “Come on, we’d better get you cleaned up.”

His attention captured by the slender curve of her hips as she led him briskly down the hall, he followed without protest. One part of his mind took note of the fact that she needed two short steps to every one of his, while the other pondered her strange reaction to the start of her school day.

She’d taken it all in stride—having a rock thrown through her window, the glass littering the floor, his being hurt. He couldn’t help wondering if she’d witnessed so many violent situations, she’d gotten used to them. The way he had.

He rejected that notion immediately. In spite of the nothing-rattles-me routine, she had a freshness about her, a sparkling innocence in her clear blue eyes that led him to believe she wasn’t as tough as she sounded.

She couldn’t possibly be, he told himself, refusing for some reason to even consider that her tough-guy act was no act at all.

“Here we are,” she said, pausing in front of a door marked First Aid Room. She pulled a ring of keys out of the pocket of her pants and unlocked the door. Flipping on the light with one hand, she pointed to a bench with the other. “Sit.”

Any doubts he’d been clinging to about her being a teacher—or her ability to control a classroom full of kids—vanished. Only teachers gave orders with that kind of authority and expected them to be followed without argument.

Teachers and cops, he amended as he removed his jacket and sat down.

She walked over to the telephone on the wall by the door and dialed a two-digit number. While she waited for someone to pick up on the other end, she paced in the opposite direction as far as the spiral cord would allow.

“Helen,” she said a half minute later. “This is Becky. Someone tried to air-condition my civics classroom again this morning.… Yes, third time this month. Um-hmm, I know.” She glanced at him briefly over her shoulder, her gaze flicking to the cut on his head. “Darned dangerous. Do you think Abe will be able to get the window boarded before school starts?” She looked down at her watch, then ran her hand through her hair. The straight blond strands floated up briefly before drifting back in place around her face. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” She hung up the phone, then strode over to the cabinet above the sink.

Hoyle watched her bustle about, gathering speed as she went along like a hurricane in its prime. She opened cupboard doors and drawers, and in no time she had a full complement of first-aid supplies set out to the right of the sink in a line as straight as a row at roll call in the police academy. Her scrub routine—aided by the use of a soft-bristled brush and steaming hot water—was equally impressive.

Under normal circumstances, he would have felt foolish letting her make such a fuss over what she’d already declared to be nothing more than a simple flesh wound. But thus far, normal was the last word he would use to describe anything that had happened since the moment he’d stepped into her classroom.

Besides, he was starting to think that in spite of a brand-new sport coat that was history and a headache that was worthy of the record books, getting beaned in the noggin wasn’t so bad after all. Especially since all this quality attention seemed to be included in the deal.

After filling it with water, she set a small stainless steel bowl on the edge of the counter closest to him, then came over to where he sat. He spread his knees wide, and she stepped between his legs, all her concentration focused on the cut on his forehead.

She stood close, so close he could smell her perfume. Testing his ability to name the exact brand, he inhaled deeply. Instantly, his nostrils filled with an unusual scent, something vibrant and alive that suited her to a tee.

A picture of her—naked in a huge bathtub, up to her neck in bubbles—popped into his head. The tempting vision lingered, teasing his imagination with an endless array of erotic possibilities, until he finally, reluctantly, blinked it away.

Finding he was still unable to place the particular scent she was wearing, he concluded he must not have come in contact with it before. He definitely would have remembered it.

Because he had little choice while she tended his wound, he stared straight ahead, his attention immediately drawn to the hollow spot at the base of her throat. He was tempted to reach out and touch the shallow indentation, just to see if her skin was as smooth as it looked. He resisted, and his gaze followed a path of pale freckles downward to where the scoop neck of her T-shirt curved from one collarbone to the other.

“This should only take another minute,” she said as she applied disinfectant with a piece of cotton.

Don’t hurry on my account, he wanted to say, but wisely kept his mouth shut. He suspected she’d take offense at his smart remark, accuse him of behaving no better than the horny boys in her classes. And she’d be right.


Still, he couldn’t seem to stop his thoughts from wandering into dangerous territory, not as long as she was standing where she was. And certainly not as long as her hip brushed against him each time she twisted to the side to reach for another cotton ball.

He wondered if the kids in her classes had any idea how lucky they were to have her for a teacher. If he’d had Miss de Bieren standing in front of his class when he was in high school twenty years ago, he would have given his best shot at becoming the teacher’s pet. And probably would have spent a good deal less time in detention.

“Okay, now for a dressing,” she said cheerfully, obviously oblivious to his errant musings.

With one hand holding his hair off his forehead, she leaned closer to him and reached for a bandage, stretching toward the open box on the counter. Before he realized what was happening, she swayed too far to the side and lost her balance.

Instinctively, his hands shot up to her hips to try to prevent her fall. He wasn’t quite fast enough.

She fell against him, her right breast skimming across his mouth in deliciously slow motion.

A white-hot blade of desire pierced him, its intensity startling him. Reflexively, his fingers dug into the firm flesh of her fanny, and he sucked in a deep breath, unintentionally drawing in the material of her soft cotton T-shirt as well.

When the oxygen finally reached his brain, he was able to take note of several fascinating facts. One: This day was turning out a whole heck of a lot better than it started; two: The schoolteacher might be a tiny little thing everywhere else, but the part of her nudging his lips wasn’t small at all; and three: Her nipple had instantly beaded into a tight knot beneath her shirt, which made him wonder if she was enjoying this little mishap as much as he was.

A definite possibility, he decided, allowing several more pleasure-filled seconds to pass before he convinced himself to set her away from him and back on both feet.

It seemed like a long time before she finally tipped her head down. He looked up at the same moment and found himself staring into a pair of eyes as blue as the uniform shirt he’d worn every day of his life for the first five years he’d been on the force.

Slowly, he lowered his gaze to her lips. They were glossy as glass and pink tinged, like the pink spreading up her neck and over her cheeks. It occurred to him that if he leaned forward and let himself sit an inch taller, his mouth would be even with hers. He’d be able to kiss her.

A voice inside his head warned him he had no business even considering such an action. But he’d spent too much time pondering the scent of her perfume, worked up too great a curiosity about the smoothness of her skin, fantasized too real a picture of her wonderfully naked in a tub full of bubbles. All he wanted was a taste, just one little taste. What could it hurt?

“Sorry,” she said. She added a half smile and a nervous giggle to her apology as she took one step back, effectively nixing his experiment. Her hand quivered as she ripped open the bandage she’d managed to snag.

“No problem,” he automatically replied, letting his hands fall to his lap as her warm fingers positioned the bandage over his wound and pressed gently against his skin.

No problem? he repeated silently. Then why are you having to use both hands to hide the physical evidence to the contrary? He was as shocked by his unexpected reaction as Miss de Bieren would be—if she discovered it.

And why the hell was he getting so turned on by a pint-size blonde with hardly enough hair to grab hold of? His taste in women usually ran toward long-legged brunettes with lush shoulder-length manes he could sink his hands into.

A one-word explanation came to mind immediately: Overtime. The string of eighteen-hour days he’d been putting in for three straight weeks might be great for his bank account, but it was murder on his social life.

Murder.

Suddenly he remembered what had brought him to Benito Juarez Middle School that morning.

“All done,” she said, her tone overly bright as she stepped out from between his legs. She scooped up the handful of soiled cotton balls and tossed them in the wastebasket, then picked up the steel bowl and carried it to the sink. “You’ll probably want to take an aspirin or two for pain,” she added, her gaze riveted to her hands as she washed and dried them. “I can get you some if you’d like. And I’m really sorry about the accident. As you might have noticed, we’ve had plenty of rocks thrown through the windows here. But no one’s ever been standing in the line of fire before.”

“I guess it was just my lucky day,” he said quietly. His left hand strayed up to test the damage done to his head, but his eyes watched every move Miss Rebekah de Bieren made.

She was doing it again, he observed, putting on the same nonchalant facade she’d worn in her classroom. Only this time she wasn’t pretending to be unaffected by a broken window or the blood streaming down his face. This time, she was trying to convince him she hadn’t noticed the sparks that had flashed back and forth between them like lightning in an electrical storm.

Or maybe, he amended, recalling the telltale trembling of her hands a minute earlier, maybe she was trying to convince herself.
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