
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
 
 



 
Table of Contents
 
Cover Page
Excerpt
Dearreader
Title Page
Dedication
CAST OF CHARACTERS
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Copyright
 
 



She put her son in the man’s arms
Their lives were now in his hands, whether Kit liked it or not. Luke St. John had seen to that.
 
She studied his face as she watched him with her son, amazed at the change in Luke. Had this been what he was like before his brother’s death? The lines of his ruggedly attractive face softer somehow, less darkness in the gray of his eyes. Yes, she thought. Watching him now cradling her baby, she could almost convince herself that the other Luke St. John, the man whose handsome features had been so rigid, gray eyes so cold, had never existed. But she glimpsed a sadness in Luke that seemed to pierce his very soul. And she knew the man in him out for justice would be back, and probably before long.
 
 



Dear Reader,
 
Three of your favorite Intrigue writers have joined together to bring you this special, brand-new LOST & FOUND trilogy.
 
Three women go into labor in the same Texas hospital, and shortly after the babies are born, fire erupts. Though each mother and baby make it to safety, there’s more than the mystery of birth to solve now…
 
Last month Amanda Stevens led off with Somebody’s Baby; this month it’s B. J. Daniels with A Father for Her Baby. B.J. loved going back to Texas, even if it was only for the book. She says, “I loved the smell of the Gulf sea air, eating some gumbo and sitting under an oak in the shade. I’ve never forgotten my Texas roots or lost all my Southern accent. I have relatives in Texas who make the greatest gumbo and brag that Texas is bigger than Montana. But, like my characters, my home is Montana, not far from Big Sky, where I can snowboard in the winters and boat in the summers. I do miss the gumbo, though.”
 
Don’t miss the exciting conclusion to LOST & FOUND next month in Carla Cassidy’s A Father’s Love.
 
Happy reading!
 
Debra Matteucci
Senior Editor & Editorial Coordinator
Harlequin Books
300 East 42nd Street
New York, NY 10017
 
 



 
A Father for Her Baby
 
B. J. Daniels
 

 
 



 
This is for my brother, Charles Allen Johnson.
Here’s wishing all your dreams come true. A woman you
can love. A life that makes you happy. And above all the
freedom to enjoy what you love most. Good luck, little
brother. I’m rooting for you.
 
 



 
CAST OF CHARACTERS
 
Kit Bannack Killhorn—She’s running for her life with only one thought in mind—protecting her baby.
 
Luke St. John—He has sworn to avenge his brother’s death, and Kit Bannack Killhorn is going to help him one way or another.
 
Derrick Killhorn—He will stop at nothing to find Kit and the baby and bring them back to Montana.
 
Jason St. John—What kind of trouble did he stumble into that he just couldn’t walk away from?
 
Lucille Johnson—She’s the best cook in Texas and is cooking up something for Kit and her baby.
 
Belinda Killhorn—Is Derrick’s ex-wife telling the truth or does she have her own ax to grind?
 
Sanders Killhorn—He’s always been his brother’s keeper. But could even he save his brother this time?
 
 



 
Chapter One
 
“Don’t tell me you haven’t found her,” the angry voice bellowed on the other end of the phone line.
That was the last thing Sanders Killhorn wanted to tell his brother, Derrick.
“A woman that pregnant can’t have just disappeared into thin air,” Derrick snapped.
But Derrick’s wife had done exactly that. Disappeared. Seven months of searching, and Sanders had found no trace of Kit. He crossed the room to the motel window, dragging the phone with him, and peered out. The sun hung on the Dallas skyline, fiery red. As red as Kit’s hair.
“What about the guy who said he’d seen her in Texas City?” Derrick demanded.
“I talked to him.” Behind Sanders, only the flickering television screen lit the nondescript motel room as another day dissolved into darkness and defeat. “He was only interested in the reward. He didn’t know anything.”
Derrick swore loudly. “I won’t rest until I find my son.”
His son? Sanders felt a chill. Derrick had no way of knowing if Kit had given birth to a boy. His  brother’s obsession with having a son scared him—just as it had Kit. Was that why she’d taken off?
“Someone has to have seen her,” Derrick said. “Maybe she’s cut her hair or dyed it.”
Sanders couldn’t imagine Kit doing either. But then, he couldn’t imagine her taking off like she’d done, at nine months’ pregnant. Hadn’t she known Derrick would never stop looking for her? Especially with her carrying his baby?
Sanders had tracked her from the Bozeman, Montana bus station, where she’d abandoned Derrick’s truck, as far as the Dallas, Texas bus station. After that, she had vanished.
He’d checked every bus, train and airplane. And all the hospitals within a two-hundred-mile radius. No Kit Bannack Killhorn had given birth. At least not under her real name. Nor had anyone matching her description.
He’d also checked birth certificates for a two-month period. No Bannack. No Killhorn. Even the private investigator his brother had hired had come up empty-handed.
Sanders had grown weary of looking for his sister-in-law and wanted more than anything to return home to Montana. Especially with Christmas just days away.
“Something has to have happened to her,” Derrick was saying. “Maybe she was in an accident and can’t remember—”
The rest of his brother’s words were lost as Sanders caught a familiar image out of the corner of his eye. He turned to stare at the television screen.
Kit’s face stared back.
 
 IN A MOTEL ROOM across from Sanders’s room, Luke stared at the same newscast, the same face on the TV screen, the same woman he’d also been chasing for seven months.
Just moments before, Luke had been electronically eavesdropping on Sanders’s conversation with Derrick Killhorn and calling himself a fool. All this time, he’d been shadowing Sanders, hoping the man and his resources would lead him to Kit. But he was beginning to doubt even the great Killhorns could find the woman. And even if they did, Luke couldn’t be sure she had the answers he so desperately needed.
He was ready to give up, admit he’d been wrong. He was sick of motel rooms, rental cars and eating out of foam containers. He was sick of tailing Sanders, and he damned sure hadn’t done any good finding Kit on his own.
When her face flashed on the television screen, Luke gaped in disbelief, adrenaline singing through his veins. I was right. Dammit, I was right. He felt a jolt of satisfaction, followed quickly by fear and regret so strong that he could taste it. Dear God, I was right.
He kicked up the volume on the TV.
“…after an arsonist started a fire that destroyed the small private Galveston hospital last June.”
Kit sat wrapped in a hospital blanket, the blazing building behind her. Her eyes caught the camera; her hand went up to shield her face from view. The image lasted only a few seconds, then was gone.
Luke cursed as he realized the newscast wasn’t about Kit, but about a woman whose kidnapped baby had been returned to her.
What did any of that have to do with Kit?
 A doctor came on the screen. Dr. Bernard explained that three women had given birth on June third at the Galveston hospital just before the fire broke out. The mothers and their babies had been evacuated separately. It wasn’t until later that authorities realized one of the babies had been kidnapped. The arson was still under investigation.
Luke felt his breath rush out of him. Kit. She had to be one of the mothers who’d given birth that night. That’s why her face had been on the old file tape about the hospital fire back in June.
Luke shook his head in amazement. No wonder he and Sanders hadn’t been able to find her. A hospital fire. That explained why no one at the area hospitals remembered Kit Killhorn.
Luke turned off the TV and stared at the empty screen, his heart pounding. He couldn’t get the image of Kit out of his head. The stark terror in her eyes. The way she’d tried to hide from the camera. This lady was running scared. But what was she fleeing from? What had sent her hightailing it out of Montana? He couldn’t wait to ask her.
 
ACROSS TOWN, Kit leaned over her son’s crib and lovingly pulled the soft blanket up to Andy’s dimpled chin. With warm fingers, she brushed his blond hair back from his angelic face and smiled down at him. She loved looking at him, and spent hours doing just that.
He’d had a big day today and she knew he must be exhausted. She was, after following him in all his explorations. It amazed her how quickly he learned, how quickly he changed. Over the last six and a half months she’d watched him grow, marveling at it all  from his first smile and laugh to the first time he’d rolled over and crawled.
She’d named him Andrew, after her father. Unfortunately, she’d been unable to give him her father’s last name, Bannack. Nor had she used Killhorn. Either name would only have led Derrick to them. So she’d lied, providing fake names for the birth certificate to keep her baby safe.
Kit turned on the television in the room she shared with her son, hoping to catch the news and see if the predicted storm off the gulf had materialized.
But when the news came on, she found herself staring in confusion at the screen. Her face. What was she doing on TV? Old footage from the night of the fire! She remembered her terror that night when she’d seen the television news crew. Surely they hadn’t ever shown this particular news clip before, or Derrick would have found her.
Her heart thudded. Why in God’s name were they showing it now? Had the arsonist been found? Or was this about that poor woman whose baby had been kidnapped?
“After almost seven long months, Nina Fairchild and her son Dustin have been reunited,” the newscaster said.
Kit felt a wave of relief. She’d silently feared that the kidnapper had taken the wrong baby the night of the fire—that Derrick had tracked her and Andy, and mistakenly stolen Nina’s son.
Now the Fairchild baby was safe. Kit felt such gratitude that she hadn’t caused the poor woman’s pain. But at the same time, the newscast shattered any illusion that Kit could evade her past.
All these months, she’d hidden, terrified that Derrick  would find her and Andy. As she’d watched her son grow and flourish, she’d convinced herself she’d done the right thing. Including lying to Dr. Bernard to get her job as a nanny. And lying to Tim Anderson so he’d pay her cash and there’d be no record of her employment.
But the moment she saw her face on TV, she knew she hadn’t hidden well enough. She couldn’t take the chance that Derrick hadn’t seen the newscast somehow. Or at least hadn’t heard about it.
She looked down at her son sleeping peacefully in his crib. Her heart thrummed with the sound of his rhythmic breathing. Tears welled in her eyes—tears of fear, anger and regret. She wiped at them, filled with another emotion, this one stronger than all the others put together: the need to protect her son. It felt almost primitive. She would give her life for Andy’s.
She covered her son with a blanket and wondered if she would ever be able to find a place where they would be safe. As she began to pack, the answer chilled in her heart, filling her with terror.
As long as Derrick Killhorn was after her, no safe place existed.
 
 



 
Chapter Two
 
Luke wasn’t surprised the next morning when he tailed Sanders to the office of Dr. Bernard, the obstetrician who’d probably delivered Kit’s baby.
Only minutes later, Sanders came out smiling. And Luke had to give him credit. He’d gotten the information—and fast. Luke figured Sanders had greased a few palms: that would be the Killhorn way.
Luke waited, knowing the moment Sanders got into his rental car that he’d call his brother.
“I’ve got her,” Sanders said excitedly into the cell phone. “She’s working as a nanny in Galveston. I’m headed there now.”
Luke would have loved to hear what Derrick was saying, because he was obviously giving Sanders instructions—long, detailed ones.
“Well, you know her better than I do,” Sanders said, sounding dubious. “Okay. Sure, I can do that. Huntsville? No, don’t worry, I can convince her. All right, I’ll meet you up at the airport, one way or the other.”
Convince her to what? Luke wondered. Whatever it was, he didn’t like the sound of it.
He followed Sanders at a safe distance into an old  Galveston neighborhood with its neat rows of oncelavish houses. The sun hung high, the day was hot and humid, a sure sign of an approaching storm. But that was the least of Luke’s worries. He had to get to Kit—before Derrick did.
Luke parked where he could watch Sanders approach the house and ring the doorbell. The house was large and sat on at least an acre of wooded land. Secluded, Luke thought. Ideal for his purposes.
And Sanders’s?
He watched Sanders ring the bell again and wait. No one appeared at the door.
Luke swore under his breath. What if Kit had also seen the news program on television last night—and had taken off again? And just when he was so close.
Luke saw Sanders turn as if he’d heard something in the backyard. As Sanders started around the side of the building, Luke climbed out of the car with his equipment and headed into the trees beside the house.
The oaks had grown large and thick, making a perfect place to hide. Luke put on the headset and picked up the sound of a baby whimpering.
Through the branches, he could make out a woman with two infants in a double baby stroller on a patio in the shade of a large old oak. She was bent over, cooing softly to the fussing infant, when Sanders walked up behind her.
“Hi, Kit,” Sanders said.
The woman jumped as if he’d touched her with a cattle prod. She spun around, fright evident in every line of her body. Even from this distance, Luke could see that she was ready to run. What in God’s name had happened in Montana to make her this afraid?
 Luke feared he already knew the answer.
 
“WHERE’S DERRICK?” Kit cried, fighting back a scream as her gaze leaped to look behind Sanders. “Where is he?” She reached for the stroller, her only thought to get the babies inside to safety.
“Kit, I’m here alone.” Sanders had moved toward her, but stopped and held his hands out, palms up. She tightened her grip on the stroller, ready to run if she had to. “I’m here to help you.”
“Help me? Derrick sent you to find me.” She knew that Sanders acted as mediator, keeping peace and settling little problems for his older brother, and had since they were boys. Why else would he be here now?
“Kit, I’ve been worried sick about you,” Sanders said. “I’m so glad I finally found you.”
“How did you find me?” she said, glancing past him, afraid Derrick would appear at any moment.
“I saw you on TV last night.”
Just as she’d feared. “I’d hoped Derrick had stopped looking for me.”
Sanders smiled sadly, as if her innocence amazed him. “Kit, why did you run away in the first place?”
Didn’t he know? She edged a little closer to the house.
“I’m not here to hurt you. You can tell me what’s going on. I’m your friend.”
She looked into his eyes and saw the same kindness she’d always seen there. Sanders had been her only friend in Big Sky. The only one Derrick allowed her.
“Are we friends?” she asked. “You’re Derrick’s  brother. You work for him. I’m sure that’s why you’re here.”
“That’s not the only reason.” He glanced into the stroller at the baby in blue. “I heard I have a nephew. He’s adorable, Kit.”
She nodded, her pride in her son hard to contain. At one time, she’d been excited at the prospect of Sanders being an uncle to her baby. She’d wanted Andy to have the family she’d never had.
“What’s his name?” Sanders asked.
“Andrew. After my father.” She saw disapproval in Sanders’s eyes. Derrick had been determined the baby would be a boy—and would be named Derrick Killhorn Junior.
“Derrick’s out of his mind with worry.”
“I’m sure he is,” she said. “But not for the reasons you might think.”
“Kit, what’s going on? The last time I saw you was at the clinic. You were thrilled because the doctor had said you’d be having the baby within the week. The next thing I know, you’ve taken off without a word.”
Kit’s young charge began to whimper again, and she knelt down in front of the stroller to check her, at the same time watching Sanders out of the corner of her eye. What did she think he’d do? Grab Andy and take off with him? That was more Derrick’s style than Sanders’s.
She straightened to find Sanders smiling at his nephew as if he’d never seen anything quite so amazing. Her heart ached with the need to trust him, to trust someone. She reminded herself of the time Derrick had wanted her to have a risky test late in her pregnancy to determine the sex of the baby. She had  refused. Sanders had sided with her, saying it was too dangerous. Derrick had been furious but he’d backed down. From then on, she’d trusted Sanders to be on her side when it really mattered.
“I left the doctor’s office that day to go to the construction site to see Derrick,” she said. Killhorn Condominium Complex, the largest development in the history of Big Sky, Derrick had bragged.
“Why didn’t you let me drive you?” Sanders asked now.
Did he really not know what happened that day? Kit felt a chill and glanced toward the oak grove behind the house. Sunlight caught in the branches and dropped shadows into the dense undergrowth. She had the horrible feeling that someone was out there, watching, listening. Derrick.
She shifted her gaze back to Sanders. Seven months ago. That’s when her life began to unravel. The day her husband’s ex-wife, Belinda, showed up at her door.
Belinda had stared at Kit’s swollen abdomen in shock. “I heard Derrick had a new wife but—”
“Derrick and I are expecting in June,” Kit had said quickly.
Belinda laughed. “I can see that you’re expecting, but that baby isn’t Derrick’s. I ought to know. I saw his test results. Derrick’s sterile.”
Sterile? Kit felt the earth crumble beneath her. She was one of the few people who knew Belinda could be telling the truth. Not even Sanders knew that the baby Kit carried wasn’t Derrick’s.
“That’s ridiculous,” Kit had said, fighting months of uneasiness about the odd circumstances surrounding her marriage. She clung to one statement her new  husband had made. Derrick had promised her more babies, as many as she wanted. “What about the child you lost, the miscarriage?”
“What miscarriage?” Belinda gave Kit a pitying look. “I left Derrick because he tried to get me to secretly adopt a son for him. The man’s obsessed. He thinks not being able to father a son makes him less of a man.” Belinda shook her head. “And now he’s conned you into telling everyone this is his baby. He really got him an innocent this time.”
Kit had been stunned. Did Derrick want a son badly enough that he’d lie to her?
When she’d questioned him about Belinda’s claim that evening, he’d adamantly denied it, calling Belinda a liar. Kit had wanted to believe him. But the next day, when she’d seen Belinda at the doctor’s office with a black eye and a cut lip, she’d known the cause before Belinda even confirmed her suspicions. Derrick had done it because of what Belinda had told her.
“Why did you go to the job site without me?” Sanders asked again.
“I wanted to talk to Derrick about Belinda,” she said.
“Belinda? What lies is she spreading now? She’d do anything to hurt Derrick. I’m sure if you’d seen him on the job that day, he’d have straightened this whole thing out.”
“I did see him.”
Sanders frowned. “Derrick said he hadn’t seen you since that morning at the house.”
It came back in a flash of memory. Walking through the skeletal frame of the partially built block building, ducking beneath scaffolding, at first calling  for Derrick, then moving forward silently as she followed the sound of raised voices. Deeper and deeper into the empty interior, she went, until she stood above the two men, looked down on them arguing below her.
And later, stumbling as she tried to flee, knocking over the stack of lumber. Her husband looking up at her. Had he really not seen her? “I saw him. I saw them both.”
Sanders looked confused. “Them? It was after quitting time. Was one of the crew still there?”
She nodded. “A young man. I heard Derrick call him Jason.”
Sanders closed his eyes and shook his head as if understanding had finally dawned. “Oh, Kit, you must have overheard the argument Derrick had with some college kid he’d fired.”
“It was more than an argument.”
“Come on, Derrick said the kid took a swing at him. But it couldn’t have been much of a fight, because it was over by the time I got there, and I couldn’t have been far behind you.”
“How did Derrick seem when you arrived?”
Sanders shrugged. “He was upset. He’d left the keys in his pickup and when he saw it was gone, he thought Jason had stolen it.”
“That was all he was upset about?”
“Well…” Sanders paused, then continued with a shrug, “You know how he feels about that truck. He was afraid the kid would wreck it. But then he realized you must have taken it.”
“What made him think that if he didn’t see me there?”
Sanders raised a brow. “The kid’s motorcycle was  gone. And so were you. I’d told him you’d left the clinic before I’d arrived. Who else would dare to take Derrick’s new pickup?”
“You didn’t see anything at the job?” she asked hopefully.
He frowned. “Like what?”
Tears filled her eyes. She shook her head slowly. Derrick had told Sanders just enough to cover for himself. “I know what I saw.”
“What did you see, Kit?”
She blurted it out, desperate to say the words aloud, to finally tell someone. “I saw Derrick kill that man.”
 
 



 
Chapter Three
 
“What?” Sanders stared at her. “Why would Derrick kill one of his employees?”
“I don’t know why,” she cried. “But I saw Derrick hit him with something.” She started to describe the tool.
“A crowbar,” Sanders interrupted, frowning.
“After Derrick hit him, the man fell to the ground.” Her body began to tremble, her breath came hard and fast, her mind filled with the horror of the memory. “Then Derrick lifted him and dropped him in a tank filled with water.” Tears coursed silently down her face. “The man struggled, but Derrick held him under. I saw the whole thing.”
Sanders said nothing for a few minutes. “Kit, Derrick told me the same story but with just a little different ending. He said he tossed the kid into the tank to cool him off, letting him up as soon as he quit fighting. Then Derrick ordered him off the job site, and the kid left. And he told me about the fight before he knew you had taken off.”
“He’s lying. Don’t you see—he made up that story after he saw me. I stumbled into some lumber. He looked up. He knows I saw what he did.”
 “Kit, I’m telling you, he didn’t see you. And he certainly didn’t—”
“Is everything all right, Kit?” asked a male voice from the house.
Kit turned to find her boss, Tim Anderson, in the doorway. “Fine, Tim,” she said, unable to hide her relief that he’d come home early. “But would you mind taking the babies inside? I’ll join you in just a minute.”
“You didn’t tell him, did you?” Sanders said after Tim had closed the door.
She shook her head. “I haven’t told anyone. Just you.” She glanced toward the grove of trees, unable to shake the feeling that they were being watched.
“I understand now why you ran, Kit.” He sounded sympathetic, but also sad. “I just can’t believe you’d think Derrick could kill someone. Let alone that he’d somehow gotten away with it.”
“Everyone knows how powerful the Killhorns are in Big Sky—in the whole county.”
“Do you really think my family has that much power?”
“Yes,” she admitted, knowing that had been part of the reason she hadn’t gone to the authorities once she reached Texas. “Your father’s a judge, your uncle’s the sheriff.”
“You can’t think they’re in on it?”
It did sound ludicrous. It made her doubt herself. Hadn’t Derrick always said she was foolish, young, incredibly naive? She replayed the memory of the last time she’d seen her husband. She studied each detail, looking for something, anything that proved Derrick’s story, anything that proved her own vision somehow faulty. Sanders had explained it so well.  Just a foolish misunderstanding by a pregnant woman. And yet…
“Who was the man, the one Derrick fought with? Jason what?”
“St. John,” Sanders said. “Jason St. John.”
“Has anyone seen him since?”
“Derrick has. He caught Jason sabotaging the job less than a week ago, but Jason got away.”
Why didn’t she believe that? Because she’d seen Derrick kill Jason seven months ago.
He must have seen the doubt in her expression. “Kit, I wouldn’t be here trying to get you to come back if I thought Derrick was a killer. I think you know me better than that.”
She felt in her heart that was true. She even started to concede, started to bend to his will the way she’d bent her whole life. But then she looked toward the house, thinking of her young son, and felt that jolt of motherness, that iron-strong will of protectiveness. “I believe you, Sanders. But I need you to find Jason St. John.”
She knew he’d never locate him. Not alive, anyway.
“Find Jason St. John?” he repeated. “That’s no small order. There’s an APB out on him for sabotaging the job site, so I would imagine he’s hiding.”
Kit held her ground. “I need you to prove to me that Derrick isn’t a murderer. Or help me to prove that he is.”
Sanders looked at the toes of his shoes for a moment. “Kit, there’s something I have to tell you. I called Derrick right after I saw you on television, then again this morning when I knew you and the baby were safe.”
 “You told him where I was?” she cried. Just the thought of her husband terrified her.
“Why wouldn’t I tell him? I had no idea you thought he’d killed someone.”
“Where is he, Sanders?”
“I’m meeting him up at the airport in less than two hours.”
A shot of pure terror drove Kit back a step. “I’ve got to get out of here.” Frantically, she turned and started for the house, but he stopped her.
“Where will you go?”
She shook her head, her eyes blurring with tears.
“You can’t have saved much money,” Sanders reasoned. “Do you know anyone in Texas you can stay with?”
She shook her head again. She had no one, no family. Derrick had cut her off from her friends, but she wouldn’t have involved them in this, anyway, not with a murderer after her and Andy.
“What about the baby?” Sanders asked. “You won’t be running alone now.”
“I know,” she said, hearing the panic in her own voice.
“Kit, be reasonable. How long can you and the baby last on the run? That isn’t any kind of life for your son.”
She knew he was right, but what choice did she have? She couldn’t stay here. And she couldn’t go to the authorities. Derrick Killhorn and his family were too powerful.
“You need some place to stay until Jason is found or I can prove your story. Somewhere you feel safe,” Sanders said. “Maybe…” He seemed to hesitate.
Kit looked up at him hopefully.
 “I know someone who has a place near Huntsville,” he said after a moment. “She’s a friend from college.”
Kit wanted to grasp on to the idea as if it were a life raft in a stormy sea. But she hesitated. It seemed too easy. “Does Derrick know this friend?”
Sanders looked disappointed in her. “Kit, you have to trust someone. If you can’t trust me, then who do you have?”
The truth of his words hurt. She had no one but Sanders—and he knew it.
“All right,” she said, praying she was doing the right thing.
He looked relieved. “I’ll take you myself.”
“No, you’re supposed to meet Derrick at the airport. You’re the only one who can convince him to leave me and Andy alone.”
“All right. Then I’ll hire a limo to take you to Huntsville.”
“I don’t need a limo.”
“I want you and the baby to be comfortable,” Sanders said, sounding a little hurt.
She nodded, ashamed for being so ungrateful.
“When can you be ready? I think the sooner you leave, the better, don’t you?”
Just knowing Derrick would be flying in made her want to be out of Galveston as quickly as possible. “I don’t have much. Besides…I’ve already started packing.”
Sanders nodded as if not surprised. “I’ll have the driver pick you up in an hour-and-a-half.”
“Thanks.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “Here, I want you to have this so I can make  sure you’re all right on the trip to Huntsville.” He pressed the phone into her hand. “Keep it turned on in your purse.”
She nodded, touched by his gesture.
“Don’t worry,” he said, giving her a reassuring smile. “I’m taking care of everything.”
 
 



 
Chapter Four
 
When the limo pulled up in front of the house early, Kit was ready. She’d said goodbye to Tim and his daughter, as difficult as that was. Tim thought she was reconciling with her estranged husband. It was best to let him think that. She didn’t want to involve him and his daughter anymore than she already had.
He’d insisted on carrying her bag out to the waiting car. Kit felt as if she were always saying goodbye to the people she cared about.
But now that Derrick had found her hiding place, she had no choice. She wouldn’t be safe at the Andersons. Nor would the Andersons be safe from Derrick if she stayed.
She picked up the baby carrier, with her son sleeping peacefully inside, and, praying she’d made the right decision, headed for the waiting limo.
As she walked, she found herself glancing around, still feeling uneasy. She was relieved, however, to see no unfamiliar cars parked along the wide, treelined street. Knowing Derrick would be flying in terrified her more than she’d thought possible. What if he’d taken an earlier flight?
As she and Tim approached the long, sleek black  car, the uniformed driver emerged from behind the wheel. Kit watched him move to the rear and open the trunk, unable to hide her surprise. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but this man didn’t fit her inexperienced image of a chauffeur. He looked too fit, his shoulders too broad, his arms too powerful, his body too compact and controlled. No, this man looked less like a chauffeur than a bodyguard—or a hired thug.
Her heart suddenly seemed a drum that she could not quiet. Did Sanders think she needed protection on the way to Huntsville? Was he worried that he wouldn’t be able to talk Derrick into returning to Montana? All too easily panicked, she felt the way she had the day she left Montana. Here she was again. Running for her life. But this time with her baby son. What would she have done without Sanders here?
She hugged Andy to her as the driver took her single bag from Tim, placed it in the trunk and closed the lid.
“You’re sure you’re going to be all right?” Tim asked.
She nodded, dragging her gaze away from the limo driver to reassure Tim with a smile, to reassure herself. “We’ll be fine.”
The driver touched the brim of his cap as he moved past Kit to open the rear door. He looked strong and capable as both a driver and a bodyguard. He turned toward her, reaching for the baby carrier and diaper bag.
Reluctantly, she handed the carrier to him, watching closely as he leaned into the back of the car. He quickly strapped Andy into the rear seat, as if he’d  done this sort of thing dozens of times before, and she began to relax a little.
As he stepped back, she noticed he wore a pair of worn brown cowboy boots. Only in Texas, she thought. Or Montana.
He stood back to hold the door for her, waiting, his eyes downcast, his demeanor subservient. And yet, Kit sensed a wariness in him that seemed to confirm her suspicion that Sanders had hired her a lot more than a limo driver.
“Good luck, Kit,” Tim said. “If there’s anything I can do…”
“Thank you. I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me and Andy.”
She had wanted to say more, but afraid she’d cry, she quickly ducked into the back seat of the car beside her son. She was even more afraid she’d break down and tell Tim the truth. The last thing she would do was put any more lives in jeopardy.
The driver closed the door and hurried around to slide behind the wheel. Kit looked back through the dark tinted glass—one final goodbye to Tim and the sanctuary she’d found in Texas—as the limo pulled away from the curb Beside her, Andy fell into the sleep of angels and babies.
“Please let me know if there is anything you need, Mrs. Killhorn,” the driver said.
“Thank you,” she said, surprised by how deep yet soft his voice was, and how completely free of a southern accent.
Kit quickly dismissed the driver from her thoughts, confident that Sanders had seen to her safety in every possible way. As the car sped down the street, she didn’t look back again.
 “I’ll give you and the baby some privacy. Just use the intercom.”
The driver hit a power switch, and a tinted window went up between them, leaving her in the silent darkness of the back seat with only her sleeping son and her cell phone.
Kit watched the houses along the wide streets of old Galveston blur by: gleaming white works of art, ornate with spacious verandas and gentle roof lines, lounging in the shade of live oaks and palms under the Texas sun.
But the sky was filling with ominous dark storm clouds.
She closed her eyes, trying not to worry. About the past. Or the future. Sanders had seen to it that she and Andy were safe for the time being, she thought, glancing toward the privacy window that hid the limo driver. She snuggled against the deep leather of the seat. Warm and safe in this quiet cocoon, she drifted off.
 
SANDERS GOT the page just as Derrick’s plane touched ground at the airport. He hurried to the nearest phone and picked up, half expecting to hear Kit’s voice, afraid she’d changed her mind or there’d been some sort of problem. He’d thought he’d covered everything. By now Kit should be safely in the limo and on her way with Derrick Jr. to Huntsville.
“Uh, this is Maury with Unlimited Chauffeur Service, and, you know that pickup you ordered? Well, I’m at the address, only she isn’t here.”
“What do you mean, she isn’t there?” Sanders demanded.
“I was supposed to pick up a redhead and a baby,  right? Well, I got here and the guy in the house says she left in another car with another driver about twenty minutes ago.”
Sanders stared in stunned silence at the gate Derrick would be coming out of at any moment. “Someone else picked her up?”
“A chauffeur in a limo,” Maury said.
Sanders swore. “Unlimited sent two cars and drivers to the same address?”
“Afraid not,” Maury said. “The other limo wasn’t from Unlimited. The guy at the house saw an A-1 Rent-a-Ride sticker on the rear of the vehicle..”
“A-1-Rent-a-Ride?”
“It’s a place near the pickup address. So unless you called two limo companies, I don’t know what to tell you.”
Kit must have gotten cold feet, decided to take off and had called her own limo and driver. Only Kit would never do that even if she could afford it. She’d jump on a bus. Maybe even splurge and take a train or plane. But she’d never hire a limo and driver. Not Kit.
So what had happened? He’d been so sure he’d convinced her to go to Huntsville, or he would never have left her alone.
He spotted Derrick coming through the arrival gate and cursed his bad luck. Derrick stopped, caught sight of Sanders and no Kit or the baby, and scowled angrily, obviously unhappy that Sanders had had to go to Plan Two: Huntsville.
Wait until he heard that something had gone wrong with both plans and that Kit and baby were missing. Again.
 
 



 
Chapter Five
 
The sound of a phone ringing pulled Kit from a less-than-peaceful sleep. She sat up, disoriented, instantly afraid. Then she remembered where she was and realized the phone she heard was the cellular Sanders had given her. She reached into her purse.
“Hello?” Her son stirred beside her, stretching, his small fists reaching out, his sleep-wrinkled face so adorable and sweet. She leaned over and kissed his warm cheek.
“Kit.” Sanders sounded far away. “Where are you?”
She glanced out at the passing landscape, at what appeared to be a tiny fishing village. She sat up a little straighter, surprised by what she was seeing. “I’m not sure.” The sun had sunk beyond the front of the limo into scrub and sand. Off to her left, she caught a glimpse of a large body of water beneath a bank of dark clouds. The Gulf of Mexico? But Huntsville was to the north.
“Kit, I don’t want to alarm you, but—”
She heard a thunk, then another voice.
“Is my son all right? What’s going on? Where are you?”
 Kit recoiled. “Derrick.”
“Yes, your husband. I’ve been worried about you. You and the baby.”
She swallowed, unable to force down the fear that threatened to choke her. And the revulsion. He was acting as if nothing had happened. “I told Sanders I didn’t want to see you,” she said.
“I know. Kit, you’re confused. I don’t want to argue about it. I want to see my son.”
She closed her eyes. “No, Derrick.” Her voice came out hoarse. “I saw you kill that man.”
Silence. “You’re wrong. You just made a mistake. But we can fix it. As soon as I see you.”
“I want you to leave me alone,” she demanded, glancing at the driver’s outline through the privacy window. He had his back to her, his head facing forward, and seemed unaware of the drama being played out in the back seat. He must have the intercom turned off.
“Leave you alone?” Derrick repeated, sounding calm. Only someone who knew him the way Kit did could hear the rage behind his words. “For months you’ve denied me my son. You’ve made me look like a fool, marrying a woman who’d run off like you did.” He took a breath. “And yet, I’m willing to forget and forgive, for my son’s sake.”
“He’s not your son,” she snapped, tired of the charade.
“Like hell.” All pretense of calm was instantly gone from his voice. “Maybe you’ve forgotten, but my father’s a judge. It shouldn’t be too hard to convince him that my wife’s unstable and an unfit mother—a woman who takes off nine months’ pregnant,  then starts spreading some insane story about her husband being a murderer.”
She could barely hear her own voice above the thunder of her heart. Hadn’t this been her worst fear—that Derrick would somehow get Andy? “Running away from you wasn’t insane and you know it.”
He laughed; the sound had a bite to it. “It was insane for you not to take the limo Sanders hired for you. We could have worked this out.”
She closed her eyes. What game was he playing now? “You know I took the car he sent.”
“You stupid woman. You got into the wrong limo.” He sounded confident that she’d just made the biggest mistake of her life. “Now who knows where you are or where you’re going or what’s going to happen to you. But I promise you this, Kit. I’ll end up with my son.”
Her gaze flew up. She stared at the back of the driver. He tugged at the collar of his white shirt with his index finger. Alarm knifed through her as she remembered the way his uniform looked on his powerful-looking athletic build, the jacket too snug in the shoulders, the pants too short. But it wasn’t just the ill-fitting uniform, she thought, remembering the cowboy boots, the way he moved, the hidden power beneath his clothing and the wariness she’d sensed in him.
She noticed now that his dark blond hair needed trimming. It fell beneath the back of his cap to plaster damply against the tanned nape of his neck. And his hands—large, sun-browned, weathered and worn, like a pair of used leather gloves. Not the hands of a chauffeur.
 She felt panic race through her veins. Hadn’t she thought he looked like a bodyguard—or a thug? Only she’d believed Sanders had hired the man to protect her and Andy. Her heart pounded in her ears. “Who hired this limo?” she asked, her voice breaking.
Derrick made a pitying sound. “You were so busy trying to save yourself from me, you’ve gotten yourself into even worse trouble.”
She turned her face to the side window and looked out at the miles of sand spit, feeling hot tears scald her eyelids. The line of clouds she’d noticed earlier now hung on the horizon above the darkening waters of the gulf. The driver had been following the coastline, not heading north, not going to Huntsville.
“Are you ready now to put all this foolishness behind us?” Derrick demanded as the telephone connection grew more faint. “Otherwise, what do I care what happens to you?”
He was just trying to scare her. He’d hired this limo and driver to confuse her, to bully and berate her—to frighten her into coming back to him, into forgetting she’d seen him murder a man.
She glanced over at her son. His eyes sparkled as he smiled up at her and waved his dimpled arms in the air. Anger, and her inborn need to protect her child at all costs, overpowered her fear and gave her a false confidence.
“You’d better hope nothing happens to me,” she snapped. “I can prove that you murdered Jason St. John.” The lie passed her lips before she could stop it. “I have evidence. And if anything happens to me or Andy—”
She didn’t hear the privacy window slide down, didn’t even realize the driver had seen her on the  phone, not until he reached back and ripped it from her fingers. With a curse, he turned it off and tossed it onto the seat beside him as the window closed again.
She sat in stunned silence for a full minute, her anger spent, fear making her tremble.
“Who are you?” she demanded, pressing the intercom button. “What do you want with me and my baby?”
He pushed back his cap and met her gaze in the rearview mirror. A pair of startling steel gray eyes glared at her from a ruggedly handsome male face. His good looks surprised her. But the fury she saw in his expression left her stunned.
Her terror escalated. She was trapped in the back of a limo, racing along the two-lane at sixty-five miles an hour, with this man, who was no hired bodyguard, headed where? “Where are we?” she pleaded. “Where are you taking us?”
“We’re almost there, Mrs. Killhorn.”
She felt a fresh wave of panic. “That isn’t what I asked you. Stop this car right now and let me out. Do you hear me?”
He didn’t look back. Nor did he answer. She saw him reach for a car phone and begin speaking into it. She couldn’t hear what he was saying.
She pushed the intercom again. But when she spoke into it, pleading with him to, please, not hurt her baby, she realized he’d turned it off.
“Damn you!” she cried, beating her fists against the window between them. “Damn you, stop this car! Let me and my baby out! Now!”
Andy began to scream, a high thin wail. Kit quit screaming, realizing she was only frightening the infant.  She leaned over him, stroking his face, cooing softly as she soothed his cries. She had to try to quell her own panic. If she hoped to get them out of this, she had to keep her head.
Raindrops splattered the windshield as the storm moved inland. Through a break in the clouds, she could see the gulf, its surface a gunpowder gray. The driver had hung up the car phone.
Having calmed Andy, she gained a little control herself. She tried the intercom again. “Can you just tell me this—” she asked. “Did Sanders Killhorn hire you?”
She thought for a moment that he wouldn’t answer, that he still couldn’t hear her. But then he looked back in the mirror, his eyes almost silver in the darkness of the storm.
“No one hired me,” he said.
Music suddenly filled the back of the limo. Soft but at the same time deafening to her. Christmas music.
Kit felt sick inside. Somehow, she knew, Derrick had outwitted his brother. Her mind refused to accept the possibility that Sanders had been in on this kidnapping all along.
Derrick had said she’d made a terrible mistake. And now he had her right where he wanted her.
 
DERRICK SLAMMED the pay phone receiver against the wall until the plastic flew in all directions. Slowly, he hung up what was left of the phone.
“Call her back,” he commanded. “I have to talk to her.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Sanders said, noticing that people were watching. “Come on, let’s  get your luggage and get out of here before someone tells security about the phone you just destroyed.”
Derrick handed his brother another receiver. “Call. If I can just talk to her, I know I can make her understand. She’s just got it all wrong.”
Sanders started to argue, decided it wouldn’t do any good, and dialed.
He hung up when he got a recording saying that she was unavailable. She’d turned off the phone. “I still can’t believe she rented a limo and driver.”
Derrick swore. “She didn’t, you moron.”
Sanders stared at his brother. He had to admit he’d never seen Derrick this crazy over a woman. Not even Belinda could put him in this kind of a frenzy, and if there was one thing Belinda loved to do, it was set Derrick off. “She didn’t rent the limo?”
“Someone’s kidnapped her and the baby and she said that if anything happened to her—” He slammed a fist against the wall, once again drawing attention to them.
“Who would kidnap her?”
“How would I know that?” Derrick snapped.
Sanders reached for the pay phone. “We have to call the police—”
Derrick grabbed his wrist. “Are you crazy? We can’t chance calling the cops. I won’t risk my son’s life. We have to wait until we hear from the kidnapper and see what his demands are. He’ll call me back in Montana. I’m sure of it. I’ll have to take the next flight home.”
Sanders blinked. “You’re going to just leave Kit and the baby in the hands of some kidnapper in Texas and go back to Montana?” He couldn’t believe his brother. Couldn’t believe Kit had been kidnapped.  How had the kidnapper known where she was, let alone that she’d be taking a limo?
“I’m not just leaving them,” Derrick snapped. “You’re staying here. You track that limo and driver and call me as soon as you know something.”
Sanders felt sick as he left the airport. Who would kidnap Kit and the baby? Only one man he could think of. The same man who’d known the address where Kit worked, who came up with the idea of a friend’s secluded ranch in Huntsville, who anticipated Kit would insist on Sanders meeting him at the airport instead of driving her, and who’d suggested hiring a limo and driver to take her.
Derrick could easily have set up this whole kidnapping thing. To scare Kit into coming back to him.
 
THE STORM SUCKED the last of the light from the day, making the sky as gray as the gulf. Rain streaked the windows of the limo as it sped along the coast. Kit fought the urge to scream and pound again on the window. She knew it would only upset her son—and accomplish nothing.
She glanced at her watch, trying to calculate where they were. She had no idea. She didn’t know Texas, never having ventured out of the house, let alone Galveston, for fear of running into Derrick. Through the rain, she glimpsed a highway sign: Brownsville, 170 miles. Dear God, they were headed south along the gulf toward Mexico.
Andy began to whimper. Kit unsnapped him from the carrier and changed his wet diaper, her hands trembling. She tried to stay calm, to think clearly, for the baby’s sake.
“It’s going to be all right,” she said to him as she  took a bottle from the warmer in the bag and put the nipple to his mouth. Andy took it greedily. She looked down at him, studying his precious face, promising him silently that she would get them out of this. Whatever she had to do.
Her head jerked up as she felt the car slowing. Her pulse was deafening in her ears as she fought to see beyond the rain. Why were they stopping? She quickly unsnapped Andy’s car seat and buckled her son back into it as the driver turned onto a narrow shell road that ran through high dunes and scrub brush. Dense fog socked in the gulf. Fog and rain and night cloaked the car in darkness.
From what Kit could see, the area appeared seedy and deserted. The few shanties they passed stood on stilts like shore birds, but they too looked empty, boarded up as if anticipating a bad storm.
The driver pulled off on an even narrower side road and stopped between two tall dunes. He cut the engine. Kit grabbed for the door, planning to leap out with her son and run. The door was locked.
Her gaze jumped to the driver as she heard the whir of the privacy window and saw him turning toward her.
 
 



 
Chapter Six
 
Kit hurriedly rummaged through her purse, looking for anything she could use as a weapon. She found nothing. Not even a metal nail file or a set of keys. For the first time in her life, she wished for a gun and the knowledge to use it.
The driver reached back and grabbed her arm, taking the purse from her with his free hand. She had the impression that he could have crushed her arm with the strength in his fingers alone, but he didn’t. His grip was almost gentle, but firm. He left no doubt in her mind who would win if push came to shove.
“Take it easy, Mrs. Killhorn,” he commanded as he dropped the purse on the seat beside him, but kept his hold on her arm.
“Don’t call me that.” She jerked free, as angry as she was afraid. “Derrick Killhorn hired you, didn’t he?”
“I told you, no one hired me.”
“Someone hired you to kill me and take my son,” she cried in exasperation. “It had to be Derrick.” Or Sanders.
The driver held up one of his large, weathered hands. “Hold on, I didn’t bring you here to kill you  or steal your son. If anything, I probably saved your life.”
“What?” She glared at him. He didn’t look like a crackpot.
He took off the chauffeur’s cap, tossed it on the seat beside him and raked a hand through his full head of dark blond hair.
“I know you aren’t a chauffeur,” she said as she watched him shrug out of the uniform jacket and loosen his shirt collar. She remembered the anger she’d seen in his eyes—anger aimed at her. “Who are you?”
“I’m a carpenter.” He met her gaze. “I make furniture.”
What kind of answer was that? She felt her head spin. “Why would a carpenter want—”
“There was another limo and driver who were to pick up you and the baby. It was to come thirty minutes later than I did. That’s the one Sanders hired.”
Derrick had told her she’d taken the wrong limo. For once the man wasn’t lying.
“If you’d gotten into the other limo, I doubt anyone would have ever seen you again,” he said matter-of-factly.
She shuddered at the calm certainty in his voice. “How do you know that?” And for that matter, how did he know who she was, that a limo was going to pick her up, that Sanders had hired it?
He held up his hand and shook his head at her as if he found her lack of patience daunting. “I overheard Sanders making the arrangements. You were to go to Huntsville to an out-of-the-way ranch. Derrick would have been waiting there for you. All the  arrangements were made before Sanders even talked to you. It was Derrick’s plan. Sanders just carried out his orders.”
She felt sick inside but still didn’t want to accept it. “And you just happened to overhear all this?”
He nodded. “I’ve been following Sanders for seven months.” He sounded weary. “I’ve also been listening to him through the wonders of modern technology.”
She frowned. “You bugged him? Isn’t that illegal?”
He raised a brow as if to say that he’d done other things much more illegal than that. That scared her.
“Seven months?” The man was determined, she thought. “Why?”
He shrugged as if it should have been obvious. “I couldn’t find you myself. I knew Sanders was looking for you. I thought with the Killhorn resources he had a better chance than I did.”
She felt hesitant to ask the next obvious question. “Why did you want to find me so badly?”
“To talk to you.”
She raised a brow. “You went to all that trouble just to talk to me?” He was a crackpot. Oh, God, could things get any worse? She held tightly to Andy and the baby carrier and glanced out at the fog and darkness. Rain fell in a thick gray sheet and drummed on the roof of the limo. How was she going to get away from this man?
“Originally that had been the plan.”
Originally? The word snapped her attention back to him. Now he wanted more than to talk to her? “Are you a cop or something?”
“I’m Luke St. John. Jason’s brother.”
 
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
Luke St. John? Sanders stared down at the name on the A-1 Rent-a-Ride rental form. St. John? Someone Derrick had hired? Now he wasn’t so sure. It was too much of a coincidence not to be a relative of Jason’s. Headed for Huntsville? He doubted that. But just seeing the name neatly printed on the paper, Sanders assumed that Luke St. John, whoever he was, knew about the plan to rent a limo and take Kit and the baby to Huntsville. How? But maybe more important, why had St. John used his real name on the rental agreement, as if he wanted Sanders to know that he knew?
No, Sanders thought, St. John wanted Derrick to know. Did Luke also believe that Derrick had killed Jason?
Sanders left, drove to the nearest pay phone and called the private detective Derrick had hired to find Kit when Sanders had failed. It gave Sanders no little satisfaction that the P.I. had been unable to find Kit.
Matthew Rustan, was a slimy, balding former high school basketball star with a paunch, a lousy attitude and a hungry look in his eye that made Sanders nervous. The first time Sanders had seen the man’s office,  he could tell that all Rustan’s good years were behind him—in more ways than one. The walls were lined with high school trophies, yellowed newspaper articles and old team photographs. Still, the man was handy—and willing to work.
“I need you to go over my rental car,” Sanders said when Rustan answered. “I think there’s a bug in it.”
Thirty minutes later, the private eye slammed the rental car door and walked over to where Sanders stood waiting. “It’s clean now.”
“That’s it?” Sanders asked pointing to the cellphone size device the P.I. held in his hand.
He nodded. “This type works off a larger receiver, which can pick up pretty good as far away as five miles. Someone’s probably heard every conversation you’ve had.”
At least now he knew how Luke St. John had known so much. “One more thing. Can you run a check on a name for me?”
“Sure.”
Sanders reached into his pocket. He’d copied the driver’s license number off Luke St. John’s A-1 Rent-a-Ride rental agreement. Beside it had been written the word Montana, one of the states where the license number was usually the social security number. “Try this.”
 
LUKE ST. JOHN. Kit gasped in surprise at the name and felt herself go cold as she stared at him.
He reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet and flipped it open. As he handed it to her, he snapped on the overhead light. Kit looked down at  the color photo on his Montana driver’s license, then at the name. Lucas St. John.
He leaned over the seat to flip to a graduation photograph of a young man. Kit felt her throat constrict. Her heart pounded louder than the rain on the roof. She recognized the man in the photo instantly. This was the man she’d seen with Derrick at the construction site. The man she’d seen her husband murder. Jason St. John.
“Oh, God,” she whispered. The young man in the photo had long, light brown hair and pale gray eyes. Intense, penetrating eyes, just like the ones gazing at her now.
“That answers at least one of my questions,” Luke said, taking the wallet from her numb fingers. “It was my brother you saw your husband kill. I figured it had to be something like that. It was too much of a coincidence when you disappeared on the same day as Jason—and you nine months’ pregnant.”
Kit’s gaze jerked up at a sound outside the car. She let out a startled cry as a man’s face appeared beyond the glass. He wore a bright yellow raincoat, the hood up, his features hidden in shadow.
“It’s all right,” Luke said, pocketing the wallet. “He’s getting rid of the limo for me.” He stepped out into the rain, leaving his door open.
Kit watched the man hand Luke two raincoats. She couldn’t hear what they were saying as Luke shrugged into one of the coats then reached back in to toss her the second one. Luke went around the back of the limo with the man, opened the trunk and extracted her single bag. The man took the bag and disappeared into the darkness.
 She pulled on the raincoat, chilled more by his words than by the weather or the raindrops that splattered her skin from the wet slick fabric. He was getting rid of the limo because Derrick would be looking for it—and them. Derrick would be tracking her down like a dog. She felt the weight of that thought and knew she could never be rid of the man.
Luke startled her, opening the door and climbing into the back of the limo. “There’s a fishing cottage just over the hill,” he said, reaching for the baby carrier. “We’ll go there.”
Kit glanced out into the night, unable to see a light or a building. She settled her gaze on Luke, wondering why he’d helped her, wondering what he wanted from her, suspecting she already knew the answer to that. She looked down at the baby in her arms. Andy had fallen back to sleep sucking his thumb; this kid could sleep through anything.
“Look,” Luke said quietly, “I’m tired, cold and hungry and the best cook in Texas is waiting someplace warm and dry.” He gave her a faint smile. It did something nice for his face, but it never reached his eyes. He didn’t like her. She felt that from him. It was so strong that it was unnerving, especially since, on the surface, he seemed so affable.
“My Aunt Lucille makes the best crab gumbo you’ve ever tasted,” he said, his voice deeper, softer, cajoling.
Kit heard pride and tenderness in his tone at just the mention of his aunt’s name. It warmed her a little to him. She reminded herself that he’d lost his brother. And she’d witnessed the murder and run instead of going to the police. That was the frightening bond they shared. That and the fact that now Derrick  Killhorn would be looking for Luke St. John as well as for her and Andy. No wonder this man didn’t like her.
She studied his face for a moment. At first she’d thought him ruggedly attractive, but now in the glare of the limo’s overhead light, she realized that he could have been handsome if his features hadn’t been so rigid, his gray eyes so cold.
“Well?” he asked, glancing out into the darkness with a nervousness she found contagious. “We don’t have a lot of time.” He handed her the diaper bag and her purse from the front seat, then held out his hands again for Andy. “You don’t know the terrain. It would be dangerous for you to carry the baby.”
Still, it was all she could do to put Andy into the man’s arms. But their lives were now in his hands, whether she liked it or not. Luke St. John had seen to that. She told herself that he had no reason to want to harm her or her son. In fact, he had every reason to want to see her stay alive. She hoped.
He covered the baby carrier with his uniform jacket, then he turned and ducked out of the car. Kit followed closely behind. She hadn’t gone far when she heard the purr of the limo engine as it pulled away into the night.
They hurried through the downpour. The air smelled wet from the rain and salty from the sea. As they topped one of the dunes, she could see a shimmer of light in the distance. The light grew as they neared a fishing cottage on stilts, the exterior weathered as gray as the fog. It appeared out of the rain, a single golden light shining from the porch. It pulled them through the darkness, promising warmth and  shelter from the storm. And, if Luke St. John were true to his word, crab gumbo.
Kit felt uneasy as they neared the house, questioning why she thought she could take Luke St. John at his word—including the fact that Derrick wasn’t behind this abduction. For all she knew, the other limo would have taken her to Huntsville and safety.
 
“LUCAS ALLEN ST. JOHN,” the P.I. said, reading the report off his computer screen as a copy rolled out of the printer for Sanders. “Wow, who is this guy? Graduated at the top of his class from Montana Tech and went right to work as a structural engineer on some pretty impressive buildings around the world.”
Sanders snatched up the sheets from the printer and scanned down what read like a résumé. It was very impressive.
“I wonder what happened,” Rustan said thoughtfully. “Looks like he was good, really good. Then suddenly he drops out. Four years later he’s building furniture out of his shed in Podunkland. Believe me, there’s a story there. Something.” Rustan rubbed his jaw. “Makes you wonder what happened. Want me to try to find out?”
Sanders shook his head. He couldn’t care less about the man’s past. He was more interested in the man’s relatives. A brother named Jason. And Luke St. John’s current address: Big Sky, Montana. How about that?
Sanders carefully folded the papers and put them in his pocket. “How much do I owe you?”
“Don’t you want me to just put it on the bill I send to your brother?”
“No,” Sanders said, pulling out two hundred dollars  from the wad Derrick had given him. “This doesn’t have anything to do with my brother.”
Rustan shrugged and took the money. “You say you don’t want me to keep looking for Kit Killhorn, right?”
“Right.”
“But you want me to keep looking for Jason St. John, but you want me to bill you instead of your brother?”
Was the man stupid? “I believe that’s simple enough.”
“Oh yeah, it’s simple all right. Just interesting.”
“Maybe you should try to curb your interest in other people’s affairs,” Sanders suggested.
Rustan laughed in his face. “People’s affairs are my business. It’s how I make a living, digging in other people’s lives. I’ll let you know if I find the answer to Luke St. John’s past.” He held up his hand before Sanders could protest. “It’s on the house. A freebie. Sometimes I just like to satisfy my own curiosity.”
Sanders left, his mind alive with worry. He didn’t like the P.I. and suspected Rustan would call Derrick the moment he left the office and sell him the same information. But he didn’t want any other outsiders involved in Killhorn business. Besides, he had more important things on his mind than Matthew Rustan. Why would this Lucas St. John kidnap Kit and the baby? Was he looking for his brother and thought Kit might know where Jason was? Or did he believe Jason had met with foul play?
Sanders felt his heart hammer harder. If Kit repeated that story about Derrick killing Jason…What would Lucas St. John do if he thought Derrick had  killed his brother? Would he use Kit to try to get back at Derrick?
The possibilities terrified him. Then a new thought stopped him cold. What if this Luke St. John had kidnapped Kit to protect her from Derrick? Instantly, he rejected that theory as ridiculous. No one had to protect Kit from her own husband, nor the baby from his own father. Derrick might be a little out of control on occasion, but he’d married Kit, so he must have loved her. And more than anything in the world, Derrick wanted his son back.
Sanders glanced at his watch. By now Derrick was in Big Sky, waiting for his call.
 
LUKE ST. JOHN led the way up the steep wooden stairs. Before he reached the door, it flew open and a matronly woman wearing an apron took the baby from Luke’s arms and ushered them quickly inside.
Kit stepped into the warmth, surprised to find the place homey. A fire crackled in a woodstove in one corner, surrounded by an odd collection of comfortable-looking chairs. The opposite was lined with built-in bunk beds, with each covered with a worn handmade-looking quilt. Beside the bottom bunk was a white crib.
The kitchen took another corner of the room, where a delightfully spicy scent bubbled up from a huge pot on the stove. At the center of it all, a muchused high chair sat pushed up to a table set for three. Kit remembered seeing Luke on the car phone as they were leaving Galveston. They’d obviously been expected.
“I was getting worried about you,” the woman  said as she looked down at the baby. “Oh, what an adorable child.”
Kit reached for Andy, surprised he wasn’t howling his head off. He usually didn’t like strangers, but he seemed to be intrigued by the woman’s wide, open face and her deep southern accent.
Before Kit could take Andy from the woman’s arms, Luke reached for Kit’s wet raincoat. She shrugged out of it, and he hung it on one of the hooks by the front door. “Aunt Lucille loves babies. Aunt Lou, meet Kit Kil—”
“Bannack,” Kit said quickly, surprising herself at the vehemence she heard in her tone.
Luke’s gaze flipped up to hers. “Kit Bannack,” he corrected, studying her. “And her son, Andy.”
“Well, come on in,” Lucille said, eyeing her nephew curiously. “I hope you’re hungry.”
Luke said nothing, but Kit felt her stomach growl. When was the last time she’d eaten? She started to relax just a little. Derrick hadn’t jumped out of any closets, and she was beginning to believe he wasn’t going to. The only question that remained was what Luke St. John hoped to accomplish by scuttling her and Andy off to this place.
“The gumbo is ready,” Lucille said, stealing another look at her nephew, worry on her face.
Andy began to whimper. “He probably needs to be changed,” Kit said.
“Oh, please, let me,” Lucille said. “If you don’t mind.”
Kit looked into the woman’s face and found herself nodding. Andy had taken to her right away. But Kit didn’t miss the look the woman gave her  nephew—almost a warning look—before her gaze settled on Kit.
“Why, look at her, this woman is soaked to the skin,” Lucille exclaimed. “Go warm up next to the fire,” she told Kit. “Luke, get her a change of clothing,” she ordered as she headed for the crib with Andy.
Luke obeyed, going to a built-in drawer and pulling out a pair of sweats. He held them up for Kit to inspect. They looked soft and comfortable, warm and way too large.
She went to take the clothes from him, knowing they would swallow her small frame. Which made them perfect. They would hide her figure, which was just fine with her. She’d always been thin. Since the baby, she felt too rounded, too full in places she’d never been full-figured before. She felt at odds with this new body, as if she hadn’t yet grown into it—and might never do so.
Luke pointed her to the back of the house. She stepped through a doorway into what appeared to be a combination artist’s studio and bedroom. Watercolors lined the walls, along with photos of weddings, baptisms and newborn babies. She stopped before a photograph, recognizing the man in the picture as the one now in the next room.
The photo had been taken on the beach—and not that long ago. And what made it so unusual was how different the smiling Luke St. John looked in the photo. The eyes weren’t hard-as-steel gray, but soft, almost seductive. His rugged features weren’t etched in unforgiving granite. He was handsome in a strong, very masculine way that had a strange effect on her. But it was the look on his face that drew her in, in  a way she would never have expected. Luke looked happy. And that expression on Luke St. John was the most alluring of all.
Is this what he’d been like before his brother’s death?
Then she saw the photograph next to it, and her heart thudded in her chest. It was of Jason at about age sixteen, squinting at the camera as he held up the huge fish he’d caught. He looked too serious for his age.
 
“SHE SAW HER HUSBAND kill Jason,” Luke said the moment Kit had left the room.
Lucille covered her mouth with one hand, and her eyes swam with tears. “Dear God. You’re sure?”
He nodded and reached over to take his aunt’s hand. He squeezed it, then pulled back, as unable to give comfort right now as he was to receive it. “Jason’s dead. Murdered.” His jaw tightened. “And she saw the whole thing.”
Lucille wagged her head, her gaze settling on him like an arm around his shoulders. “Oh, Luke, this must be killing you.”
He looked away. “I have to see that this man gets what he deserves.”
She brushed at her tears. “I know how angry you must be.”
He doubted that. He’d never felt this kind of rage before. It thrummed through his body, vibrating inside him, causing a constant hum inside his head. He’d banked all but his frustration during the months he’d searched for Kit, waiting with infinite patience to find out exactly what had happened to his brother, not letting his suspicion that Derrick Killhorn was  behind his brother’s disappearance become any more than that: a strong suspicion.
Although he’d never met him, Luke knew who Derrick Killhorn was, had known people who’d worked with him in construction who’d found him pompous and often ruthless. Luke had seen Killhorn’s photo in the Lone Peak Lookout a few times, where the man was always referred to as a prominent citizen and businessman from an old Montana family.
But Luke had only seen him once in person, outside a motel in West Yellowstone with a woman who was not his wife. Luke didn’t like the man, nor did he like Jason working for him.
But when Luke heard Kit tell Sanders what she’d witnessed, he’d felt something explode inside his head, a time bomb that had been ticking for seven months.
Almost instantly, his rage had splintered, encompassing not only Derrick Killhorn but his wife, the woman who’d run and hid for months instead of going to the authorities. It had taken every ounce of willpower he possessed to remain in the trees when he’d heard her admit what she’d seen. He’d felt such wrath that he’d wanted to burst from his hiding place and—
And what? He balled his hands into tight fists. “I heard her tell her husband that she has evidence that can convict him.”
“Dear heaven,” Lucille said.
Luke nodded as he turned to look again at his aunt. “The woman had evidence and still she didn’t come forward.”
 “She must be horribly afraid of her husband,” Lucille said.
“Or still in love with him,” Luke added, finding it almost impossible to hold back the contempt he felt for Kit Killhorn. Fear or love, it really didn’t make a difference to him. Either way, he damned Kit Killhorn for what she’d done, adding her to his dark thoughts and, ultimately, to his plan.
“Luke, I know how upset you are, but do you realize what you’ve done? You’ve kidnapped this woman and her baby. What are you planning to do with them?”
“Whatever I have to.” He could feel her gaze boring into him.
“I know you want justice for this terrible crime, but surely not at the cost of that woman and child.” She sounded uncertain, as if she didn’t know him anymore.
He didn’t know himself anymore. “She’s all that stands between Derrick Killhorn being punished or getting away with murder.”
“Is that how you see her?” Lucille asked in shocked disbelief.
“That’s all I can afford to see. She’s an eyewitness,” he said, fighting to keep his voice down, fighting to hold back his frustration. All these months of looking for her, and for what? He’d finally found her, heard her admit she’d seen Derrick kill Jason, and what good did it do unless he took her back to Montana and made her take her evidence to the authorities?
“Luke, she’s a victim of this Derrick Killhorn just like Jason was. Can’t you see that? A woman who  runs and hides all this time isn’t protecting her husband, she’s scared to death of him.”
He didn’t pretend to understand the mind of a woman. And right now he saw nothing but his own rage, his own need for vengeance. “She married him, had his child. Surely she knew the kind of man she was marrying.”
“Maybe not. And what about that child?” Lucille demanded. “My God, Luke, you’ve decided he’s dispensable too because he’s Killhorn blood?”
Luke turned at the sound of the studio door opening behind them. They abruptly stopped their conversation as Kit came back into the room. She halted, her gaze on them, no doubt aware they’d been talking about her. He watched her as she headed for the crib and her son. Derrick Killhorn’s son. Luke clamped down his jaw, looking at her through unforgiving eyes.
“How are the clothes?” Lucille asked, her voice sounding strained to Luke’s. “Oh, they’re huge on you.”
The sweatpants puddled at Kit’s ankles, the sweatshirt billowed around her like a balloon. She looked almost comical, the clothing was so large on her slight form. Then he narrowed his eyes as he watched her pluck at the loose-fitting top, tugging it away from her breasts as if self-conscious about the curves that even the huge sweats couldn’t hide. Her discomfort surprised him. And drew his attention.
He tried to remember what she’d been wearing before. Something bulky. Not that he’d really noticed. He’d been too anxious, too single-minded in his determination, too angry with her to care about  anything but getting her into the car and getting away.
Now as he watched her move around the living room, studying his aunt’s art work, he speculated about the body that was hidden under the clothing. The sexual nature of the thought amused him, but he reined in his thoughts. He was more interested in what else the woman was hiding from him.
Almost absently, she uncoiled her hair and shook out the waves of fiery red. They tumbled down to the middle of her back, thick and rich, with a texture that at one time would have made him want to run his hand over it, just as he would a fine piece of wood.
She turned, the movement accenting the swell of her breasts beneath the baggy sweats, the rounded curves of her hips. He was stunned by a sudden stab of longing that pierced his angry shell like an arrow.
But he recovered quickly and smiled to himself as he brushed the feeling away, finding it insignificant in light of his other emotions—disdain for Kit Killhorn being at the top of the list. She could call herself “Bannack” but to him she was Mrs. Derrick Killhorn. The name alone damned her.
He’d never before thought of himself as vengeful. But he’d never before dealt with the pain of losing a brother. That loss, coupled with the injustice of Derrick Killhorn going unpunished for the crime, burned within Luke stronger than any desire he’d ever felt—or thought he ever would. And this woman, he reminded himself, stood between him and the vengeance he demanded.
He concentrated on how Mrs. Kit Killhorn was going to help him. One way or the other. With the  evidence she had and her eyewitness testimony, Derrick Killhorn would probably go to prison for most of his miserable life. But was that enough? No, Luke thought, as he looked at Kit. Not nearly enough.
 
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
Kit could feel the tension in the air the moment she walked back into the room. There was no doubt that they’d been talking about her. Lucille looked upset and Luke…Well, he looked even more angry—if that were possible.
“Let’s try some of this gumbo,” Lucille said nervously.
Luke got up and moved to the fireplace to throw a log onto the dwindling blaze.
Kit pretended she hadn’t noticed anything amiss as she pulled her hair up into a ponytail and went to the crib where Andy sat surrounded by toys. He looked utterly content. She picked him up, hugging him to her tightly and dug into his bag for the baby food.
As she headed for the table, she noticed more watercolor seascapes lining the walls. “Are these yours?” she asked Lucille.
“It’s just a hobby,” the woman said modestly.
“They’re very good,” Kit said, the cheerful bright paintings warming her all the more to Lucille.
“See, I told you you have talent,” Luke said to  his aunt as she placed a huge pot of steaming gumbo in the center of the table.
Kit noticed something odd in the way he moved toward the table, but before she could think of what it was, she heard Luke say, “Mrs. Killhorn is an artist herself. A painter. I’ve seen her work.”
Kit felt as if he’d punched her. All the air rushed from her lungs; she thought she might faint. How could he know that? It wasn’t as if it was common knowledge. And where could he have seen any of her work? She didn’t like him calling her Mrs. Killhorn either, and he knew that—but it was her name, wasn’t it? Did he think he needed to remind her what a fool she’d been to marry Derrick?
“I was at the house,” he said sitting down at the table. “Killhorn’s house. Twice, actually.”
“When could you have—”
He looked up, pulling her down into the gray depths of his gaze until she thought she could see the dark bottom of his soul. “Seven months ago. One of my cousins is a locksmith.”
Kit knew she shouldn’t have been shocked by his confession. Nor by the open defiance in his eyes. The man had spent seven months tailing Sanders, bugging Sanders’s car and his motel rooms, tracking her, then abducted her and Andy. Why was she so shocked that he’d broken into the house she used to live in with Derrick?
Because she was just beginning to understand how far Luke St. John would go to get what he wanted. And that was exactly what he wanted her to know.
She met his gaze with an angry one of her own. Her art had always been private, painted in secret. First, because her aunt hadn’t approved. Later, because  Derrick didn’t like her wasting her time painting.
But she had painted, filling the long hours alone in Derrick’s huge house with the one thing she loved. When he’d seen her work before they were married, he’d shown no interest. His only concern was that she might want to hang some of them in the house, the house he’d spent a fortune paying an interior designer to decorate.
“I have a certain position in the community to uphold, you understand,” he’d said. “I can’t have amateur artwork on the walls.”
He’d given her one room upstairs—what he called her sewing room; what she called her studio—and told her she could do with it whatever she wanted. So she’d put most of her paintings in storage. Only two, her favorites, were on the wall in her studio. Since Derrick never went in there, he hadn’t noticed. Nor did he know that she’d begun to paint again.
But Luke had seen her paintings, had noticed they were hers and had probably seen her works in progress in the closet where she kept them. She felt as if he’d gone through her underwear drawer. Her paintings were extremely personal, and now, she realized, Luke St. John, a complete stranger, knew things about her, intimate things, things that made her feel vulnerable. She would have preferred him to go through her underwear drawer.
He raised a brow, challenging her to question his behavior. He’d broken into her house, tracked her, kidnapped her, and yet he still thought what she’d done—witnessing a murder and running instead of reporting it—was much worse than anything he’d  done to reach her. He must think her a horrible coward. Or worse.
She dropped her gaze as she slipped Andy into the high chair and sat down at the table.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lucille shoot Luke a warning look. He said nothing more as she ladled one of the bowls full of gumbo and handed it to Kit. “This will warm you up.”
Kit took a bite, amazed at the incredible blend of tastes. “It’s wonderful,” she exclaimed.
Lucille smiled. “Food can make anything better.”
“This problem takes more than gumbo,” Luke said as he took the bowl Lucille offered him. “Even your gumbo.”
Lucille ignored him as she served herself. Then she chatted about fishing, Texas, the weather, anything but what they were all doing here and why. Luke ate silently, his gaze on his gumbo, responding only when asked a direct question and then only in monosyllables.
Kit ate, listening to Lucille’s wonderful southern accent, feeling warmed by the woman’s good nature as well as her spicy meal and cozy beach cottage. She fed Andy, who took spoonful after spoonful of baby food without even a whimper, but did pound the high chair tray occasionally and let out loud whoops, just in case anyone had forgotten he was there.
Several times during the meal, she felt Luke’s gaze on her. It seemed fired by both hostility and curiosity. The anger she could feel coming off him like heat waves from the woodstove, but she understood the anger. And it bothered her much less than the open curiosity.
 And she didn’t understand the tension that arced between Luke and his aunt. It made Kit wonder what he’d done that had upset the woman. Kit suspected it was more than abducting her and Andy.
Kit found herself studying Luke out of the corner of her eye while she ate. He was no hero who’d come riding up in a long black limo to save her and Andy. She knew that. Maybe he’d temporarily saved her from Derrick. But there was little doubt that his motivations were selfish ones. He’d kidnapped her for his own purpose. The question was: what purpose? To seek justice? Or did he just want revenge and not care who he had to hurt to get it? She worried it might be the latter.
She contemplated him for a moment. He did frighten her, she realized, but on a level that had nothing to do with his hostility over his brother’s murder and the part she’d played by keeping it a secret.
No, what she feared in him was something more…primal. Something more…Luke looked up, his gaze connecting with hers, stunning her with its intensity, shocking her with its intimacy. In that instant she knew exactly what it was about Luke St. John that terrified her.
His lips turned up in a knowing smile and he nodded as if he’d read her thoughts and agreed wholeheartedly that she should fear him.
She looked away, shaken, and tried to focus on eating. But she could feel him, and realized she’d been keenly aware of him from the moment she’d looked into his gray eyes. Since then, she’d known where he was in the room without consciously looking for him. She felt his presence.
 It suddenly hit her—the mannerism she’d noticed earlier when she’d watched him walk to the table. She knew, the same way she knew without looking right now that he was kneading his right thigh above his knee with the heel of his large hand. Luke St. John walked with a limp. It was so slight that it was almost unnoticeable, but she had noticed it. Because she noticed everything about the man.
That shocked her. And she told herself that it shouldn’t. Of course she’d be aware of him. He was her kidnapper. He held her and her son’s welfare in his hands. Of course she would try to read this man, to gauge his behavior, the tone of his voice, the subtle meaning of his movements. It was some basic instinct that had been handed down for centuries to women, from a time when a woman’s life depended on her ability to sense whether a man meant her harm.
Something just as basic told her this man wouldn’t harm either her or Andy. Still, the ancient instinct that was making her so conscious of Luke St. John disturbed her. The same way she’d been disturbed when she’d looked at his smiling photograph She glanced at him across the table now and realized that she was uncomfortable because she had the distinct impression that he was equally aware of her.
She took seconds on the gumbo at Lucille’s prompting and concentrated on finding contentment in just being warm, dry and fed. It had never taken much to make her content because she’d never had much. So much of her life had been spent caring for other people, seeing to their comfort, their desires. She’d never given much thought to her own.
“So you’re an artist,” Lucille was saying.
 Kit blinked and shot a resentful look at Luke. “No.” She wouldn’t consider herself an artist until her work was seen in a gallery showing. That would not only make her work complete, but make Kit’s dream come true.
“I was a history major in college. Now I’m a…” She recalled the way Luke had said in the car that he was a carpenter, a furniture builder, as if that was who he was and the best he could explain himself.
She could see him gazing at her, waiting for her answer to the same question. Who was she? She hated to think how he would describe her. “I’m a mother.”
Lucille smiled, as if that had been the perfect answer. Luke, of course, frowned.
“What made you major in history in college?” Lucille asked.
“My aunt,” Kit said, happy to aid Lucille’s attempts at dinner conversation, since Luke was having none of it, and the tension at the table was starting to get to Kit. Also she hoped talking to Lucille would make it easier to ignore Luke.
“My father’s sister raised me after my parents were killed.” Kit wished she couldn’t feel Luke’s gaze on her. “My aunt loved history and thought I’d make a good teacher.” Kit would much rather have majored in art, but her aunt had scoffed at the idea.
“Teachers are respected,” she’d contended. “Artists are nothing but hippies without jobs.”
“I could teach art,” Kit had suggested.
“To be truthful with you, you aren’t that good,” her aunt had said. “I know what’s best for you.”
And Kit had acquiesced to her aunt’s wishes It was Kit’s nature to bend.
 At the University of Montana, she’d met William, one of her professors. He’d talked her into taking art classes after he’d seen one of her paintings that she’d forgotten to hide. “You are good, really good,” he’d encouraged. “Follow your heart, Kit. That is the best advice I can give you.”
And she had, with both her art and William, right up until his death. Right up until she realized that she was pregnant with his baby. With William she was just beginning to realize her own potential. Then he was gone. And running scared, she’d put her life and that of her baby into Derrick’s hands.
“You don’t find history a little dry?” Lucille asked.
“Terribly,” Kit said, being honest for the first time in a long time. “I was planning to enroll in some art classes, but then I—” She stopped. “I got married and—” She halted again, surprised she’d said so much, revealed so much about not only her life but her nature. What didn’t surprise her was to see that both Lucille and Luke were staring at her, Lucille with sympathy and Luke with disgust.
She bristled at the contempt she saw in his face and felt indignation well up inside her at this man who had kidnapped her and Andy, and now stood in judgment. But she didn’t kid herself. She knew the source of her resentment ran far deeper than Luke St. John. She’d let her life and Andy’s get out of her control, and she’d done nothing to get power over it again.
“I’ve spent my life so far doing what other people wanted me to do,” she said, shocked to hear herself finally admit it, shocked at the bitterness that clanged  in her words and the tears that filled her eyes. “I’ve been bullied by the best.”
Luke’s gray gaze flickered up to hers. She fought not to recoil from the impotent fury she saw there.
When he finally spoke, his words hit her like stones. “Is that right?”
“Luke—” his aunt began, but he cut her off as he got to his feet.
“Under the circumstances, I’d say you narrowed down your options when you saw your husband kill my brother and did nothing about it.” He shot a look at his aunt, as if daring her to say a word, then he slapped down his napkin and strode out of the cottage.
Kit let out the breath she’d been holding.
“Luke is a good person,” Lucille said, her voice choked with emotion. “This thing with his brother is eating him up.” She shook her head sadly. “Some people can accept injustice. They see it, but they don’t let it destroy them if they can’t or won’t do anything about it.” She sighed. “Luke isn’t like that. He can’t rest until Jason’s murderer pays.”
“What if there isn’t a way to make Derrick pay?” Kit asked. “Do you think I would have run if I thought there was?”
“No one blames you, Kit.”
“Luke does.” She got up from the table and glanced toward the door he’d just exited. “Would you mind—”
“Don’t worry, I’ll watch Andy,” Lucille said quickly. “Take a coat.” She hesitated. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”
Kit smiled at the woman, comforted not only by her generosity but by her concern. “Thank you.”
 The rain had stopped. Thin clouds veiled the moon, making the gulf shimmer like polished pewter. The air still smelled of rain but the storm clouds were gone. Only a thin fog drifted past like ghosts lost at sea. Overhead, stars twinkled against the black velvet sky.
Kit joined Luke at the railing and looked out across the waves to the horizon, glad she’d taken Lucille’s advice and worn her coat.
“What is it you want from me?” she demanded, looking over at him. “Retaliation for your brother’s death. Or leverage? Or both?”
His large hands gripped the railing but his gaze stayed on the horizon. Not even the wash of the tide on the beach could drown out the silence between them.
“You were probably the last person to see my brother alive,” he said finally, his voice rough as sand. “You’re also the only person who can prove that Derrick Killhorn killed him.”
He turned then, his eyes the same color as the gulf. She wanted desperately to step back from the loathing she saw there, but she held her ground.
“I intend to make Derrick Killhorn pay for what he did to my brother. And—” his gaze locked with hers “—you’re going to help me.”
His words didn’t surprise her. “What is it you think I can do to help you?”
“It’s what you’re going to do. You’re coming back to Montana with me and you’re going to tell the authorities that you saw Derrick Killhorn kill my brother and that you can prove it. You’re going to give them the evidence you have.”
“I can’t—”
 He didn’t let her finish. “Don’t tell me you can’t because you have no choice,” he said, his gaze as threatening as his words. “You haven’t from the moment you got into my limo.”
 
SANDERS TRIED the cell phone again, not surprised to get the same message he’d had since being cut off from Kit earlier. “Unavailable.”
Luke St. John had Kit and the baby. That much Sanders knew. What he didn’t know drove him crazy. Were Kit and Andrew in any danger from Luke St. John? Where were they? Why had St. John kidnapped them?
He thought about calling the cell phone again and realized he was just wasting his time. There wasn’t anything else he could do in Texas, there were no other leads to follow.
Convinced Derrick had been right about returning to Montana to wait out St. John’s demands, Sanders called and booked a flight out for the next morning.
He started to hang up but realized he still hadn’t called his brother. Derrick would be furious. But that wasn’t anything new.
As Sanders dialed the number, he tried not to think about what his brother would do when he learned that St. John had his wife and child.
“What?”
Sanders recoiled at the sound of his brother’s drunken voice.
“I wondered when you’d get around to calling,” Derrick said, his tone sharp as honed steel. Then he covered the phone and yelled at the top of his lungs. “Get out of here before I throw you out!”
“What’s going on?” Sanders demanded.
 “That damn Belinda,” Derrick spat. “Her and her bloodsucking alimony check. I’d like to—” He took a drink and it seemed to steady him. “Was there a reason you haven’t called?”
“I waited until I had as much information as I could get,” Sanders lied. He’d put off calling because he’d known how upset Derrick was going to be, and he’d been worried that he would find him drunk. He’d been right on both counts.
“Have you heard anything from…the kidnapper?” Sanders asked.
He was answered with the rattle of ice cubes in a glass, and a drunken, “Who?”
Something in his brother’s voice warned him. “Luke St. John. Jason was Luke’s youngest brother. Luke’s the one who rented the limo that picked up Kit. I was hoping you’d heard from him.”
“No,” Derrick said flatly.
But Sanders knew he had already heard, probably from P.I. Rustan. Derrick was taking the news much too calmly. He heard Derrick pour himself another drink. He could almost feel the depth of his brother’s dark mood oozing through the phone lines.
“What do we do now?” he finally asked.
“What the hell can we do?” Derrick snapped back. “We wait. We wait for this Luke St. John to show himself. Then we deal with it.”
What did that mean? Deal with it. Sanders wanted to ask, but decided now wasn’t the time. Derrick was hard enough to talk to when he was sober; he was impossible when he was drunk.
“I’ve booked a flight back to Big Sky in the morning,” Sanders told him. After what he’d heard tonight,  it wouldn’t be soon enough. “You sound like you might need help.”
“Back here?” Derrick demanded as if just catching up with the conversation. “What for? There’s nothing you can do here. I need you in Texas.”
He’d expected Derrick to be relieved that he was headed home, not upset. “What do you need me to do here?”
Whatever reason Luke St. John had kidnapped Kit and the baby, it tied in with Jason’s disappearance—and ultimately with Derrick. Sanders couldn’t see how staying in Texas would accomplish anything. Like Derrick, he figured Luke would show himself in one way or another. If only Jason turned up before that. Otherwise…He didn’t even want to think of the alternative.
“Just stay there,” Derrick commanded. “I don’t need any trouble out of you right now.” He hung up.
Sanders called the airport to confirm his flight the next morning to Montana. It would be the second time he had openly defied his brother. He hoped he wasn’t making a terrible mistake.
 
LUKE SAW KIT flinch at his words, then brace herself as if he were a windstorm she was determined to ride out.
Her eyes burned with anger. “Threatening me and my baby isn’t going to bring your brother back.”
Her words stung as effectively as if she’d slapped him, and he dropped his gaze from hers, feeling ashamed.
She let out an exasperated sigh. “I can’t prove it. That’s what I was trying to tell you.”
 He thought he’d misunderstood. “What?”
“I lied about having physical evidence.”
Luke stared at her, disappointment and fury pumping through his veins. “Why?”
She shivered, pulling the coat around her, and stared out at the gulf as if it held the answers. “I was desperate. I thought Derrick might leave us alone if he thought I’d left evidence with someone. But I have nothing that can prove he killed your brother. Nothing but my word against his, and in Big Sky, that is nothing.”
He grabbed her arms and pulled her around, then stared at her in disbelief. Hadn’t she heard anything he’d said? “I don’t think you get it,” he said through gritted teeth. “This is something you have to do. If you don’t go back, Derrick Killhorn will get away with murder.”
Her voice came out a whisper. “You don’t understand what’s at stake. I can’t go back. I have too much to lose.”
Luke battled to keep his temper in check. “You think Derrick will ever stop looking for you now that he knows you saw him and believes you have physical evidence that can incriminate him?” Luke shook his head. “He will never give you a moment’s peace.”
“I’m not afraid for myself,” Kit cried. “Don’t you understand? It’s my son.” The fervor of her words, the fire in her eyes and the fierce strength he felt under his fingers reminded him of a mama grizzly bear protecting her young. “I can’t let Derrick get my son.”
Luke let go of her and stumbled back a step, frowning. Had he heard her correctly? Not her words  so much as the emphasis she’d placed on them? “Your son?”
She bit her lip and leaned into the railing, into the darkness and the sound of the waves lapping at the beach.
His head spun in shock. “The baby isn’t Derrick’s?”
She huddled against the railing as if carrying the weight of the world on her slim shoulders. “No.”
The baby wasn’t Derrick’s? He couldn’t believe it. Because he didn’t want to believe it. He wanted to think of this woman as Derrick Killhorn’s wife. And that baby in the house as Derrick’s son. It made what Luke intended to do easier that way. But hadn’t he suspected there was more to it? Hadn’t he even thought Kit might have taken off with his brother, Jason? “This baby…” he said, glancing toward the house. “It isn’t…Jason’s, is it?”
Her gaze leaped to his. “No. Why would you ask that? I didn’t even know your brother.”
Luke nodded. “It’s just that when you and Jason both disappeared at the same time—”
She nodded. “You thought we ran off together.”
“It crossed my mind.” He wouldn’t put anything past this woman. But he hadn’t meant his words to sound so cold, so condemning.
“I might be a coward, but I’m not an adulteress.”
He watched Kit chew at her lip for a moment. When she turned, he expected to see her eyes full of tears, but they seemed as hot and dry as a desert and just as bleak. “Andy’s father died when I was two months’ pregnant. I met Derrick right after that. He convinced me it would be best if everyone thought it was his baby.”
 “And you went along with that?” She hadn’t been kidding, he thought, when she said she’d been bullied into doing what everyone else wanted her to do.
“I didn’t know how badly Derrick wanted a baby,” she said patiently, but her blue eyes flared with irritation at his remark. “No, not a baby—a son. He wants my son. In some warped way, he believes that by marrying me, he bought and paid for Andy. Derrick hasn’t just been searching for me to keep me from telling anyone about your brother’s murder. He thinks he’s above the law. And he knows that if he can get Andy back to Montana, it will only make it easier for him to take my son away from me.”
“Not if the baby isn’t Killhorn’s and you can prove he’s a murderer.”
Kit shook her head. “You don’t know the Killhorns.”
“I think I do. That’s why I won’t let them get away with this.”
“But what if Derrick does get away with it? What am I saying?” she cried, swinging her arms into the air. “He’s already gotten away with it. With the help of his family, getting my son will be like child’s play for him. And since I had to lie on the birth certificate, I can’t even use that as proof.”
“There are always tests that will show Derrick isn’t the father,” Luke said, amazed to find himself trying to give her some hope.
“Do you think Derrick will ever let it go that far?” she asked.
Luke saw her disgust for Derrick Killhorn and wondered what had ever made him think she might still love the man.
“Don’t you see, it won’t matter that Derrick’s not  Andy’s biological father. He has money and power on his side. I don’t even have a job. And he’s already told me he plans to prove I’m an unfit mother and take Andy away from me. I ran away nine months’ pregnant and hid out all this time. Saying I witnessed a murder without some kind of proof would only make me look all the more unstable. Or, like he said, something could happen to me, and he’d be able to take my son the easy way. No one would question Andy’s paternity if I was dead.”
Luke wanted to argue with her but her words rang with a certain amount of truth. He wasn’t sure Derrick wouldn’t beat this murder rap. He had so far, just as Kit pointed out. Why wouldn’t he kill her if given the opportunity?
But what Derrick didn’t know was that Luke planned to bring him down—one way or the other. And Mrs. Derrick Killhorn was going to help him.
Kit brushed a lock of hair from her forehead and shifted her gaze to the gulf. Her face, so etched with defeat, filled him with compassion for her and her son—the very last thing he wanted. He stared at her, feeling powerless without the hatred that had fueled his quest for the last seven months. He couldn’t let this woman get to him. She would destroy his plans. Destroy him. Because ultimately, she could keep him from getting the vengeance his heart demanded.
Kit looked over at him. “I want to see Derrick pay for what he did just as much as you do,” she said. “I will do everything I can to help you. Just don’t ask me to jeopardize my son’s life by taking him back to Montana where Derrick can get his hands on him.”
He swore under his breath as he watched Kit pull  her coat around her. The damp sea air seemed to penetrate his soul. Did he stand any chance at all against Derrick unless he could be just as ruthless?
“Let’s go back into the house,” Luke said. He put his arm around her shoulders and felt her flinch. Guilt over the realization that she feared him, and had good reason to, made his footsteps heavy as they crossed the porch. “I need you to tell me everything. About the murder. About Derrick.”
“And then?” she asked, sounding worried.
“I don’t know.” All he knew for sure was that he couldn’t let Derrick Killhorn get away with murder.
 
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
When Kit entered the house, she found Lucille and Andy in the large old wooden rocker in front of the fire. Andy was in his pajamas, asleep, his chubby pink cheek nestled against Lucille’s shoulder, one dimpled arm curled around her neck. Lucille was singing softly and rocking him, her hand patting his diapered bottom to the beat.
Kit stopped just inside the door, touched by the scene. Andy had taken to Lucille so quickly. Just as quickly as Kit herself.
Lucille quit rocking when she saw Kit. “Are you all right?” she asked in alarm.
Kit nodded, not sure that was true.
Lucille let out a sigh of relief and got up. She handed Andy to Kit, glancing from Kit’s face to Luke’s as if to read what had happened outside. When he didn’t say anything, she squeezed his shoulder, walked past him, and went into her studio to close the door behind her.
Kit put Andy down in the crib and knelt to kiss the heat of his soft cheek. He stirred but didn’t wake as she covered him. When she turned she caught Luke’s gaze on her. He shifted his look to Andy, his  large hand stroking his stubbled jaw, but she could see that his thoughts were as lost as he appeared. Lucille was right: this was killing him. She could see that, knew it in her heart in a way she couldn’t explain. She’d just met Luke and yet she knew things about him, about who he was and what mattered to him, more than she ever had any other man.
This odd connection with him frightened her because she knew, ultimately, he was going to have to avenge his brother’s death. She worried that would destroy the gentle, loving man she sensed in him. And she had no idea what part she and Andy would have to play in that plot.
As she sat down in front of the fire, he tossed another log onto the grate. Then he turned, sat down on a footstool by the woodstove and kneaded his thigh with the heel of his hand.
“Start from the beginning,” he said, but it was less of a command than a plea. “Tell me everything, from the first time you ever laid eyes on Derrick Killhorn.”
Kit took a breath and did as Luke asked, recounting every detail she could remember, starting that day at the clinic.
“My baby’s father had died and I was a couple months’ pregnant and scared,” she said. “On my way out of the clinic I collided with Derrick. He caught me and held me at a moment when I’d never felt more alone.”
She avoided Luke’s gaze, realizing how much she’d said about herself, about that point in her life. She’d been vulnerable and, looking back, she wondered if Derrick hadn’t taken advantage of it.
“I was upset,” she continued quickly before Luke  could say anything. “Derrick insisted I sit while he went to get me some juice out of the vending machine. He was kind to me, and since I hadn’t told anyone else what I was going through—”
“What about family or friends?” Luke asked, frowning.
She shook her head. “I don’t have any family and I’d just recently transferred to the University of Montana. I hadn’t really had time to make friends with my job, school and…William.”
“William is the baby’s father,” Luke said.
She nodded. “He was one of my professors. No one knew about the two of us. Anyway, I poured out my predicament to Derrick and he told me about his loss, his unborn baby. He said his wife had never wanted a child and when she accidentally got pregnant they argued over keeping it, and one night, in her haste to leave, she fell and miscarried. Eventually, they divorced, but he’d never gotten over the loss. Of course later I learned that it had all been a lie.”
“Did you ever ask Derrick what he was doing there at the college clinic?”
His question stunned her. Why hadn’t she ever asked herself that before? Big Sky was a good four hours away. What had Derrick been doing there?
A thought struck her. “You don’t think he’d heard somehow about my baby and—”
Luke shook his head. “I think he was there cruising, looking for someone just like you—a frightened, unmarried, pregnant young girl.”
The whole idea was too horrible. That he’d purposely sought her out and the baby she carried from the very beginning.
 “And there you were—young, unmarried, pregnant and frightened,” Luke said.
Had it really been that easy for Derrick? Had that really been what he’d wanted? “I know I sound foolish. But I was touched by his loss and his concern for me and my baby. He offered me security, stability, a home and a family. Those were things I’d wanted my whole life.”
“I’m sorry,” Luke said. “I didn’t mean to imply that you were foolish. Most everyone wants a home and family. But what about love?”
She avoided his gaze. “I thought love would come later.” But it didn’t.
“And in return for giving you those other things, you were to pretend the baby was his,” Luke said.
“It seemed like such a small thing at the time,” she said, feeling as naive as she must appear. “He said Big Sky was small and people would talk. It would be better for the baby if everyone thought it was his. And he said as far as he was concerned, the baby was his.”
Kit glazed over her hurried marriage in front of a justice of the peace in Livingston, and skipped what her life had been like with Derrick in Big Sky.
From the first, he’d seemed overprotective, insisting she not drive, insisting she not leave the house without Sanders or himself with her.
She had thought he was just worried about her having a miscarriage and losing the baby the way his former wife had done. So Kit went along with his ridiculous rules, thankful to have a home and a father for her baby.
But she’d been disappointed when Derrick announced they wouldn’t be making love until the baby  was born. He said it was much too dangerous, and nothing she could say would convince him otherwise.
Then all Kit’s fears about her husband came true.
Kit told Luke about the day Jason St. John was murdered, starting with her doctor’s appointment and Belinda.
“Belinda?” Luke asked.
“Derrick’s ex-wife. She’d been beaten. She said Derrick did it.”
“He beat his ex-wife?” Luke asked, making it sound worse than murder.
Kit hadn’t wanted to reveal Belinda’s bombshell, but she realized there was no getting around it. “It seems Derrick is sterile. Belinda’s the one who told me. Derrick swore it wasn’t true, but the next day he’d given her a black eye.”
She saw that Luke had tightened his fists. “Nice guy,” he commented. “After you talked to Belinda, that’s when you went to the condo job site?”
Kit nodded and, closing her eyes, recounted what she’d witnessed.
When she opened her eyes again, she saw Luke’s face and realized she’d just made him live through his brother’s murder with her. It broke her heart to see him in so much pain. “I’m sorry,” she said, impulsively placing a hand on his.
He jerked back as if she’d slapped his hand, and gave her a look that warned her he would stand for no sympathy. “Did you see an old Harley motorcycle when you got to the site, or later when you took Derrick’s truck?”
She withdrew her hand. Lucille was right; Luke took strength from his anger. Sympathy, pity, comfort—all  would destroy the death grip he held on his emotions.
“Yes, it was parked in front of the job site trailer next to Derrick’s new pickup.”
“The pickup you took to the bus station, right?”
She nodded. “Derrick always leaves his keys in it.”
“Then how did he get home?”
“Sanders came looking for me. I assume he gave Derrick a ride.”
“Derrick must have been beside himself when he saw his new pickup gone, put two and two together, and realized you’d taken it—and what that implied.”
“I would imagine he went nothing short of berserk since he never lets anyone drive that truck.” The thought gave Kit no satisfaction, for from that moment on Derrick had been after her.
“Hopefully berserk enough that he was less worried about the crowbar than he was about getting rid of Jason’s body and the bike—and finding you,” Luke said. “You say he dropped the crowbar into the empty cells of the block wall. How high was the wall?”
“Maybe seven feet. He had to reach up to do it. I heard the crowbar fall down through the empty blocks.”
Luke nodded. “I wonder how soon they were grouted.”
“Grouted?”
“Filling the cells of the block walls with cement. It’s part of the building code. Big Sky is in Zone Four, the highest risk for earthquakes. Buildings in that area have to be reinforced with steel and concrete.”
 “So you’re saying Derrick has filled the wall with concrete?”
“I would imagine he did it the very next day, but we should be able to find out.”
“Wouldn’t any evidence on a tool be lost because of the concrete?”
Luke shrugged. “Who knows with today’s forensics?” He hoped there would be enough evidence of foul play to get the sheriff’s department to look into Jason’s disappearance. “If the crowbar is still there,” he added. “He could have hightailed it back to Montana yesterday and be in the process of disposing of it as we speak.”
“I never should have told him I had evidence.”
Luke shrugged. “It probably won’t make any difference anyway. By now I’m sure Derrick has tracked down the limo I rented and knows that I’m the one who picked up you and Andy. It shouldn’t take him long to figure out why. He’ll be busy covering his tracks—if he can. I’m hoping he buried everything in so much concrete and steel that he can’t get at it. At least not yet.”
“Then you think Jason’s…body and the bike are still at the job site?” Kit asked hopefully.
“From what you’ve told me, Derrick didn’t have a lot of time before Sanders arrived.”
She nodded. “Sanders said he went there right after he realized I’d left the doctor’s office, so it couldn’t have been that much later. Derrick wouldn’t have had time to leave and come back.”
“Unless Sanders is in on it. Then the two of them could have buried the body and bike anywhere with all the property and earth-moving equipment the Killhorns own.”
 She shook her head. “Sanders may be misguided when it comes to his brother, but he wouldn’t help him cover up a murder.”
“He was sending you to a secluded ranch in Huntsville, knowing Derrick would be there waiting for you,” Luke reminded her.
“I’m sure he thought he was doing what was best for me, the baby and Derrick. He believes in his brother’s innocence so he sees this as a simple misunderstanding that can be cleared up by Derrick explaining to me what happened.”
“He can’t be that naive,” Luke said.
“Sanders and Derrick have an odd relationship. I think it’s because Derrick’s father—”
“Judge J. T. Killhorn.”
“Yes, the judge thought the sun rose and set with Derrick. Sanders grew up thinking the same thing. Because of that, he’s always been very protective of Derrick. But there is something inherently good in Sanders.”
Luke didn’t share Kit’s faith in Sanders. “Then Sanders doesn’t know Derrick isn’t the baby’s father?” he asked, watching Kit carefully as she responded.
She shook her head. “No one does. Except Derrick, you, me and Belinda.”
Kit got up to check Andy, and Luke found himself wondering what kind of relationship Kit had had with her husband. Not that it made a damn bit of difference.
“Jason wasn’t the hot-headed kid Derrick described to Sanders,” Luke said when she returned to the fire. “He had some problems. I’d wanted him to finish college, he wanted to experience life. Because  of that he didn’t stay long at any one job. He liked to keep moving. But if he was anything, it was a pacifist. Jason would walk away from trouble rather than get involved. If Derrick had fired him, he would have just left peacefully. It wasn’t like he needed the job. He could always get another. He definitely wouldn’t have fought with his boss over something that meant so little to him.”
“But I heard him arguing with Derrick,” Kit said.
“I find that hard to believe. Our father died in Vietnam. Because of that, Jason didn’t believe in wars or fighting. He was more of a modern-day hippie—probably what he wished our father had been. He never wanted anyone else to lose a father because of a war.”
“I’m sorry about your dad,” Kit said.
“Thanks. I have a few memories of him, but Jason never knew him at all. That always bothered him.”
“I’m just starting to realize the effect that not having parents has had on me and my life,” Kit said. “Is probably still having on me.”
“It must have been hard growing up without even one parent.”
“It was.” She brushed a wisp of her hair back from her face and gazed into the fire. He could see her fighting old memories, old pains. He knew the look.
“You say you heard Jason and Derrick arguing—not just Derrick’s voice?” Luke asked, drawing her back from what demons he could only imagine.
“I heard both voices raised in anger,” she said. “But I never saw Jason even attempt to strike Derrick. It was strictly the other way around.”
“If Jason was arguing with him, then it was about  something my brother felt was too important to back away from.” Luke ran the flat of his palm over his stubbled jaw. “Something was going on at the job, something that had Jason troubled enough to contact me. He’d called the day before he disappeared. I could tell he was upset. He said he’d stumbled onto a problem at the job. I think he would have told me then, but he was interrupted. Someone came into the room where he was calling from. He said he had to get off the line. He promised to call back. He never did.”
“A problem?”
Luke shrugged. “I don’t know, but I think, whatever it was, it’s what got him killed. At one point, I thought the problem might be you because the two of you disappeared at the same time. I thought that you’d gotten involved with my brother and either talked him into taking off with you or got him killed. I’ve feared from the beginning it was the latter because of something I found at Jason’s apartment.”
“What was that?”
“I went to the room Jason rented, in a run-down seedy place at the edge of Big Sky owned by Derrick Killhorn. Jason’s room had been cleaned out. Except for one thing. A photograph of our father in a small metal frame. It was on the floor next to the bed as if it had fallen there. Jason would never have left that behind.” Unless he was in a tremendous hurry. Or was already dead when his room was cleaned out.
Luke got up to toss a couple more logs on the fire, afraid if he said another word that his emotions would betray him. He stared into the flames, listening to the dry wood pop and crackle.
Her touch, when it came, was hesitant. He felt her  hand on his back. That was all. Just that one small palm. Branding his back with a warmth that radiated across his shoulders. He soaked up the feeling, his head down, his eyes closed, the firelight making flickering patterns across his eyelids. For that moment, he didn’t care if she saw how vulnerable he was, how lost, how hurt or how much he needed to feel less alone, even for a moment.
Then he straightened and pulled away as he reached for another log and threw it into the blaze. When he turned, she had gone to the crib to check her son.
He thought about saying something, but when she came back to the fire, he realized he didn’t know what to say. And the moment was lost.
“Do you think you could find that room again—the one where you saw Jason murdered?” he asked after a while.
“I don’t know. I was so upset that day, I wasn’t paying any attention to where I was going. I was just following the voices. It was the only time I was at the job. Derrick had this rule about no one but employees on the site. But I remember the spot where Derrick dropped the crowbar into the block cells. Once I find that room, I could tell you where on the wall the crowbar would be—if it’s still there.”
Like her, Luke had only been to the job site once, when he knew no one would be there. His first inclination had been to go straight to Derrick Killhorn and demand some answers. Fortunately, when he’d given it some thought, he decided working undercover would serve his purposes better. So he’d gone to the complex at night and looked around. He’d  found nothing, but then he hadn’t known what he was looking for. Now he knew.
He thought for a moment about finding the room and the evidence against Derrick Killhorn. As yet, he wasn’t sure exactly what he planned to do with that evidence, since Kit had refused to go to the police. But he wanted that crowbar. He thought of it as gathering nails. Nails that would seal Derrick’s casket. “It’s on the ground floor, right?”
“At the back, deep in the building. The place was like a maze and with the complex finished by now, it will probably be impossible to find. I would imagine it’s changed so much, and there are people living there by now, aren’t there?”
Luke looked up at her. She didn’t know. “The complex isn’t finished. In fact, it will probably look pretty much like it did when you were last there.”
“But that was seven months ago.”
He nodded. “The job’s been shut down. The word around town is that Derrick’s in financial trouble.” Luke looked to her for confirmation.
“I wouldn’t know. I know nothing about Derrick’s business. My name was never even on the checking account. Derrick just had Sanders get me whatever I needed. But you’ve seen the house.”
“Yes.” It reeked of affluence but then it looked like that was exactly the image Derrick was shooting for. “Didn’t you say Derrick was building this complex on his own?”
Kit nodded. “Last Christmas he was trying to get some investors but no one was interested. He was very upset. I remember he and Sanders arguing about it. Sanders is a partner in the construction company. He warned Derrick that financing such a huge project  himself would be risky. Sanders was worried it would jeopardize the company.”
“It sounds like the rumor might be true then,” Luke said. He laughed and Kit looked over at him in surprise.
“I was just thinking how ironic it is. Imagine if you murdered someone and buried his body and his bike at your construction site. You’re not worried because pretty soon it will be covered in concrete, carpet and residents. But then you run out of money and the building just sits there, partially completed, exposed. Any little construction problem could open up a can of worms—or in Derrick’s case, uncover a body. Imagine how frustrating that must be for him. And then on top of that, he has you and me after him.”
He could see the humor of the situation was a little too black for her.
“Do you think Derrick’s financial problems might have had something to do with what he and Jason were arguing about that day?” she asked. “Maybe Derrick couldn’t meet payroll.”
“Money never meant that much to Jason. He might have quit and moved on, but he wouldn’t have fought Derrick over a paycheck.”
“But they were arguing,” she pointed out.
Luke rubbed his jaw. “Then it had to be over something else.” He smiled, remembering his little brother. “Jason was the kind of guy who walked little old ladies across the street, shared his lunch with stray dogs, and always took his grocery cart back into the store. He believed this world could be better with a little kindness, a little caring.”
 Kit smiled. “He sounds like someone I would have liked.”
Luke nodded, thinking that Jason would have liked Kit too. But that didn’t help matters much. He tried to concentrate on what Derrick could have done to make Jason argue with him. Something. Something big. But instead he felt himself watching Kit, wondering about her.
She looked up at him. He could feel a hum between the two of them, like a power line.
“You think Derrick is back in Montana then?” she asked, almost sounding edgy. She must have felt it too.
He nodded, noticing how her hair shone in the firelight.
“Covering his tracks?” She had the bluest eyes he thought he’d ever seen. Clear blue. They reminded him of Montana summer skies.
“Probably,” he said. “If he can.”
“And Sanders?” she asked.
Her lips were full, slightly bowed: a classic kissable mouth. He reminded himself who this woman was. Mrs. Derrick Killhorn.
She licked her lips nervously and looked away, and he realized he’d been staring. For a moment, he had to struggle to remember her question. “Sanders? Doing whatever his brother tells him to do. Probably looking for us.” He softened his tone. “Don’t worry about it. He won’t find us.” At least not yet. “Get some sleep. We’ll talk about it in the morning.”
She nodded and closed her eyes.
Luke stood there for a moment, then he went over to his bunk. When he turned around, she was sound asleep in front of the fire. He tugged the quilt off her  bunk and, putting her feet up on the ottoman, covered her to her chin.
He watched her sleep, wondering what had ever made her marry Derrick Killhorn.
He’d heard around Big Sky, after Kit had left town, that Derrick had robbed the cradle, taken himself a wife who was more child than woman, more cute than beautiful. Luke could see that that might have been true at one time. There was a freshness, an innocence about her, a girl-like quality in the sprinkling of freckles that ran across the bridge of her nose to add a flush to her cheeks.
He recalled the blue of her eyes and the sadness he’d seen there when she talked about her life with Derrick. Sadness. Worry. Fear. Her eyes seemed older than her face now. Older and wiser, he thought. After what she’d seen, he wasn’t surprised—just sorry. But he still sensed an innocence, an innocence that intrigued him. And concerned him.
The light of the fire caught in her hair, inflaming it. In sleep she looked as defenseless as her baby son. His aunt was right. Kit Bannack was as much a victim as Jason had been. But Jason was dead, and Kit was still alive. All Luke had to do was keep her that way.
“Good night, Kit Bannack,” Luke said quietly.
After he climbed into the top bunk, he lay for a long time watching the fire, watching Andy sleeping in the crib, trying to decide what to do next. Finally, he closed his eyes, content that Kit and Andy were safe. For the moment. He fell asleep thinking of them instead of his hatred of Derrick Killhorn.
 
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
Sanders woke with a start. Immediately his conversation with Derrick began replaying in his head. His brother’s reaction to the problem seemed…off. Sanders wasn’t sure how he would respond to the same situation. Certainly, he’d do more than wait.
And why hadn’t Derrick wanted him to return to Montana? That seemed strange at best. What could he possibly do in Texas? Nothing.
Feeling defeated, he stumbled into the bathroom and turned on the shower. When he came back out of the bathroom ten minutes later, he noticed the red light on the phone flashing.
He stopped in the middle of the room, at first confused, then alarmed. No one knew where he was. Derrick hadn’t asked. Probably too drunk to care. Nor had Sanders offered the information. So who knew to call him here?
Sanders picked up the motel room phone, pushed the button for his voice mail and waited expectantly.
To his surprise, the message was from Matthew Rustan. He wondered how the P.I. had found him.
“Traced your credit card,” Rustan said, as if Sanders  had asked. “I’ve got something for you. Call me.”
 
KIT WOKE in front of the fire to the smell of coffee, surprised to find it was morning and that she’d apparently slept the entire night curled in the chair. The last thing she remembered was Luke saying she should go to bed. She wondered who’d covered her with the quilt.
She glanced over at the crib, expecting to see Andy still asleep, and sat bolt upright when she saw the crib was empty. Then she heard his little laugh and turned to see Luke sitting at the table next to the high chair, feeding her son.
“Good morning,” Luke said. Andy let out a squeal, and Luke smiled at him, the first real smile she’d seen from the man. The effect was amazing and unsettling.
Kit shrugged off the quilt and got up, feeling guilty for having slept so late. Normally she woke to Andy’s cries. She wondered how she’d slept through them this morning, then realized she hadn’t. Luke must have gotten Andy the moment the baby stirred. Luke had purposely let her sleep.
“Do you want me to help with that?” she asked as she headed for the table.
He glanced up, the lines of his face softer somehow, less darkness in the gray of his eyes. “Not unless you’re worried I can’t handle it.”
“You seem to be doing just fine,” she said, going into the kitchen to help herself to a cup of coffee. Luke did seem to know what he was doing. Andy let out a squawk and beat wildly on the high chair tray with his tiny palms.
 “All right, buddy, I’m paying attention now,” Luke said, getting the baby another bite. Kit noticed with surprise that he appeared to be enjoying himself as much as Andy was. She watched him put applesauce on the tip of the spoon, camouflaging the cereal behind it. Then he flew the spoon like a dive-bomber toward the baby’s eagerly awaiting mouth, making Andy squeal again in delight.
Kit smiled. “How did you know he doesn’t like cereal much?”
Luke shrugged and scooped up a spoonful to examine more closely. “Who would?” he said, making a face that made Andy laugh.
She took a chair across from Luke, remembering his expertise in buckling up the car seat yesterday, and his obvious experience in feeding babies. A thought struck her. “You must have children of your own.”
He shook his head. “Just lots of nieces and nephews.”
Kit watched him feed her son, amazed at the change in Luke. Had this been what he was like before his brother’s death? Yes, she thought, remembering the photo of him. Watching him, she could almost convince herself that the other Luke St. John, the man filled with the desire for vengeance had never existed. But she glimpsed a sadness in Luke that seemed to pierce his very soul. And she knew the revengeful Luke would be back, and probably before very long, because, as his aunt had said, he wouldn’t rest until he made Derrick pay. But at what cost to himself? she wondered. What cost to her and Andy?
 Lucille came in, kissed the top of Andy’s towhead and stopped behind Kit, her hand on Kit’s shoulder.
“I’ve been doing some thinking,” Lucille said.
“So have I.” Luke looked up at her, the baby spoon in midair. “We can’t stay here any longer.”
Kit felt Lucille’s fingers dig into her shoulder.
“Where are we going?” Lucille asked.
“Not we. I’m going back to Montana,” he said, his tone taking on that hard edge again. “I’m going after Killhorn, just like I planned.” His eyes moved to Kit’s face. “Kit’s going with me.”
 
SANDERS FOUND Matthew Rustan in his office chair, looking like he’d had a rough night.
“Have you found Jason St. John?” Sanders inquired expectantly as he drew one of the straight-backed chairs up to the P.I.’s cluttered desk.
Rustan got up to make coffee. “No, and we’re not going to find him until he gets a job. We need a paper trail. This kid has no credit cards, bank accounts, checking or savings, no electricity, water, sewage bills, no phone or address, and either is still unemployed or working off the books.”
“Is there any way to prove he isn’t dead?” Sanders asked and instantly regretted the question.
Rustan’s head bobbed up. “Dead? You think he’s dead?”
“No, I just asked if there was any way to prove he wasn’t.”
He hated the gleam that came into the P.I.’s eyes as he poured a cup of watery coffee and motioned to Sanders with the dirty cup. Sanders shook his head.
“Why don’t you just tell me what’s really going on,” Rustan said as he sat back down. “First your  brother has me looking for his wife, then you hire me to look for Jason St. John. Supposedly the wife gets found, but no sign of Jason. Then we’ve got you being bugged right before you start inquiring about Luke St. John.” He took a sip of the coffee and made a face. “Come on, I know this isn’t a simple missing person’s case. We’ve got a few too many people missing and—” Rustan leaned toward him “—and too many with the same last name.”
Before Sanders could tell him to mind his own business, the fax machine purred on and Rustan swiveled around in his chair to watch the paper roll out.
“I thought you said you had something for me,” he reminded the P.I.
Rustan plucked up the paper the moment the machine freed it, scanned the page and swung back around, smiling. “Last night I cashed in a lot of old debts trying to get something on this Luke St. John. What happened four years ago? I got the answer.” He held up the sheet of paper. “What’s it worth to you? Or do you think your brother would be more interested?”
Sanders fought the urge to take the sheet of paper and cram it down the P.I.’s throat. He realized he was starting to act like his brother. A frightening thought.
“I’d fire you right now, but I don’t think that would have much impact on you, would it?” Sanders said.
“No, I’d just dig a little deeper in the family’s skeleton closet.”
Sanders tossed a couple of twenties onto the P.I.’s desk. Rustan looked offended. Sanders threw down  a hundred and started to pick up the twenties, but Rustan already had them in his greedy hand. The P.I. dropped the fax on a corner of the desk and sat back, waiting for Sanders’s reaction.
 
KIT STARED at Luke in amazement. How could he sit there and feed her child, laugh with him and tease him, and not even consider Andy’s life? She felt sick. Was she wrong about the things she sensed in Luke St. John? “What about my baby?” she asked, her voice breaking.
He scraped the last of the applesauce from the baby food jar and fed it to Andy. But the mood had gone sour and even Andy seemed to sense it.
“You have to come with me,” Luke said more softly to her. “I’m sorry, but I need you if I hope to prove Derrick killed my brother. You know which room Jason was killed in. The only way we can find it is to retrace your steps. If the crowbar is still there, I have to find it.”
She heard the plea in his voice. He needed her to help him find the evidence. But it was more than that. What else did he want from her? “What about Andy?” she asked again.
Luke pushed back his chair and took the dirty spoon and baby food jars to the sink, limping. Sometimes his limp seemed more pronounced. When he was tired, she thought. When he was upset. He came back with a warm washrag.
She took it from him and began to clean the smears of applesauce and cereal from Andy’s face. He wriggled and giggled, making her smile although her heart felt made of lead. When his face again glowed, shiny and bright, she leaned down to plant  a kiss on his damp, chubby cheek and felt tears leap to her eyes.
“I won’t take my son back to Montana,” she declared and looked up, aware of the heat of Luke’s gaze on her.
“You won’t have to.” He glanced toward his aunt. “I think I’ve come up with a way to protect your son.”
“You know I’ll do whatever you ask,” Lucille said quickly.
He motioned for them both to sit down.
“I was thinking about that houseboat of Vernon’s,” Luke said as he took a chair across from Kit. “Do you think he would take you and the baby on a little trip if I asked him?”
Lucille nodded. “Vernon would do anything for you and Jason.” Her eyes welled with tears.
“Wait a minute,” Kit interrupted. “What are you thinking about doing with my son?”
Luke reached across the table and secured her hands together on the table with one of his large ones. “You and Andy aren’t safe anywhere right now. Am I wrong?” He continued before she could respond. “The only way to keep you safe is not to stay in one place too long. If Andy is with Lucille and Vernon on his houseboat, traveling around the inland waterways, Derrick won’t be able to find them. And believe me when I tell you, Vernon would die before he’d let anything bad happen to that baby.”
Lucille nodded in agreement and looked to Kit.
Kit could see Luke inspired that kind of loyalty in friends. She had sensed that in him and was glad to see that she had at least been right about that.
 But that didn’t mean she could leave her son behind. “I don’t think you realize what you’re asking me to do.”
He squeezed her hands. “You’re wrong. I understand the bond between a mother and her child. This may be the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do. But it’s also the only way you can guarantee your son’s safety for the future. Are you willing to leave him for a few days to do that?”
She looked into Luke’s gray eyes and knew the answer to her next question before she even asked it. “Do I have a choice?”
“No. But I’m trying to give you as much of a guarantee as I can that your son will be safe.” He let go of her hands. “I can’t give you the same guarantee about yourself. All I can tell you is that I will do everything in my power to keep you out of Derrick’s hands. Both are better guarantees than what you would have gotten if you’d taken the limo Sanders sent for you, or just kept running. Let’s get packed,” he said, as if that ended the discussion. “I’ll call Vernon.”
Kit couldn’t speak around the lump in her throat as she pulled her son from the high chair and hugged him to her. She felt Lucille’s arms come around them both.
“Please try not to worry about Andy,” the older woman said. “I’ll take good care of him.”
“I know,” Kit cried. “It’s just so hard.”
“Of course it is, but how else are you going to end this terrible thing? Once it’s over, you and Andy can be together and have nothing to fear.”
Kit wondered. She’d lived in fear for so long, she couldn’t imagine no longer being afraid.
 She heard Luke hang up the phone. “Vernon will be by in ten minutes to pick up you and the baby,” he told his aunt.
Lucille nodded. “I’ll pack a few things, not much, because I know you won’t be gone long.” She stepped to her nephew and hugged him. “Be careful. Take care of Kit.” Then she went to pack.
Kit took Andy to the crib to get him dressed for his trip, but tears blurred her eyes and her fingers trembled so hard that she gave up trying. Luke gently stepped in and changed Andy, dressing him in one of her favorite outfits: a little sailor suit.
She turned away to keep from sobbing and went to change out of her borrowed sweats into a pair of jeans and a light sweater of her own. When she came back, Luke handed her Andy and stepped away.
She held him, looking into his perfect little cherub face. He laughed and touched her cheek with his hand. She kissed his palm, holding it to her lips for a long moment. How could she not be with him? She couldn’t even bear the thought. They’d never been apart.
“I will miss you so much, but I will be back,” she told her son in a quiet whisper. “Be a good boy for Aunt Lucille and don’t let anything happen to you, all right?”
A horn honked out front. Kit looked up to find Luke waiting to take the baby. Lucille stood by the front door, tears in her eyes, her overnight bag in her hand.
Kit hugged her son tightly, then kissed her own tears from his cheek, before she handed him to Luke. She followed them to the door and watched, choking  back sobs, as Lucille and Andy climbed into a light blue van. She caught a glimpse of a nice-looking older man behind the wheel—and then her baby was gone.
 
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
Shortly after Lucille and the baby left, another car pulled up out front and a man, probably the same one who had disposed of the limo, appeared at the door with an armload of packages. Luke didn’t introduce him, and the man quickly left, leaving the tan, nondescript car behind.
“Here,” Luke said without preamble.
Kit opened the boxes he handed her and stared at the winter clothing inside. “What do you want me to do with all of this?” she asked.
“Wear it,” he said. “It’s December in Montana and cold. Since you left in June, I would assume you don’t have any warm clothing, right?’
She raised a brow. “How did you know my size?”
His gaze roved over her, almost intimately. “I have a good eye.” He smiled. “Actually I guessed on some and cheated and looked in your suitcase on others, like shoe size. You’d better change and get ready,” he said, opening the other boxes. “We have to leave soon.”
At Luke’s insistence, Kit put a dark brown rinse on her hair and pulled it back into a French roll. He’d had his friend pick up a pair of tortoiseshell glasses  with clear lenses for her and a beautiful hunter-green sweater and tan wool slacks that accentuated not only her figure but her long legs.
She thought she’d feel self-conscious. But when she looked in the mirror, she didn’t recognize the woman who peered back at her. Just a stranger in a beautiful outfit, a woman who looked confident and self-assured and—sexy. Not a woman who’d never owned clothing like this in her life and who’d never thought of herself as alluring.
She came out of Lucille’s studio and stood nervously waiting for Luke’s reaction.
He turned, his eyes widening at the sight of her, and let out a low whistle. “Wow. You look…sensational.”
She blushed and brushed at the hem of the sweater with trembling fingers. “You’re sure it isn’t too—”
“It’s not too anything,” he said.
She smiled at him. He’d changed into slacks and a wool shirt.
“You look…” He looked very masculine, very virile, very strong. She was at a loss for words to describe what just the sight of him did to her. But she realized he’d look masculine in anything he wore—or nothing at all. The thought shocked her. She blushed again and ducked her head, but not before she’d seen a slow smile curl his lips.
“I take it I look all right?” he said and laughed softly. “Are you ready?”
Ready? She’d forgotten for a moment why they were doing this, what would happen when they reached Montana and, worse yet, what would happen when they went back to Big Sky. It was fun playing  dress-up, pretending she was someone else, someone mysterious and sexy and self-confident.
On the ride to the airport, she felt like plain old Kit again. She missed Andy terribly and worried about what would happen when Derrick found out she was back in Montana. And she had no doubt that he would.
“Are you all right?” Luke asked as they took their seats together on the plane. He held her hand as if they were husband and wife, just another couple going to Montana for Christmas or a ski holiday.
She nodded, too close to tears to speak.
“Don’t worry about Andy. He’s in good hands.”
“I know.” She remembered her son’s immediate reaction to Lucille. And her own sense of comfort. She’d felt safe and warm in the woman’s hug, enveloped in the rich smells of her kitchen, cradled in the homeyness of the fishing cottage. It had made her realize how much she needed such a place—and not just temporarily. She needed it for her own peace of mind, but for Andy as well. And she wasn’t going to get it until Derrick Killhorn was behind bars. That much she agreed with Luke about. The only way she and Andy could ever be free—or safe—was for her to help Luke get the evidence against Derrick.
But she also knew Derrick and what he was capable of. “I just want this to be over.”
Luke said nothing. She glanced at him. He seemed deep in thought. Was he too wishing it was over? Or would it ever be over for him?
Luke played the role of attentive husband on the flight back to Bozeman. He almost looked relaxed, at ease with himself and her. And she enjoyed the reprieve, sitting with him as if they were husband  and wife. The flight attendant had already assured them that they would be having a white Christmas.
Christmas. Kit couldn’t believe it was just days away. She was thankful that Andy was so young. He wouldn’t know if she wasn’t there on Christmas morning. He would think it was no different from any other day. But Kit would know. They had only a few days. That didn’t seem like enough time to trap a murderer. Especially one as ruthless as Derrick Killhorn.
It was early afternoon when they landed at Gallatin Field just outside of Bozeman. The moment they touched down, Kit saw what she’d originally believed to be a permanent frown crease Luke’s brow again. His eyes took on that cold hard sheen of steel and she felt him draw away from her as if she were again Mrs. Derrick Killhorn, the wife of his enemy.
 
LUKE WAS SORRY when they landed. He’d enjoyed the flight, enjoyed Kit. Enjoyed talking to her. Enjoyed just looking at her. He’d known she would look beautiful in hunter green.
As she came out of the airport ladies’ room, he watched her move through the small group by the baggage pickup. She looked good. Too good. The slacks hugged her buttocks nicely and the sweater accented the fullness of her breasts. She still wore the glasses, making her blue eyes seem very large and wide. Her hair hung down around her shoulders in waves of rich auburn brown. The woman was a walking distraction.
He frowned as he handed her the ski jacket, hat and mittens he’d had purchased for her along with the other clothing. “Let’s get going,” he said  brusquely, resenting the way other men were looking at her and not really happy with the way she made him feel. All too well he remembered the jolt he’d felt when he’d brushed her arm on the plane. And she’d felt it too. He’d seen it in the way her eyes had widened. In the rapid beat of her pulse in the hollow of her throat. In the shocked, scared expression on her pretty face.
He had to remind himself that she was another man’s wife. And that no matter what the circumstances, the other man was Derrick Killhorn. That thought worked as effectively on him as a dousing with a bucket of ice water.
He led her out to his pickup, an old black Chevy, parked in the lot where a friend of his had left it for him. He tried not to think about Kit as he drove down Jackrabbit Lane, following the Gallatin River past farmland and small subdivisions. Snowfields ran across the wide valley to lofty mountain peaks. This afternoon the Valley of the Flowers, as the Indians had named it, seemed filled with the lights strung for the holiday season.
Luke hadn’t celebrated Christmas in years. Four, to be exact. He felt vulnerable, and told himself it was the season, not the woman beside him, making him feel that way.
 
KIT FELT claustrophobic. Not that the pickup wasn’t large and roomy enough. The problem was Luke. On the plane, there’d been other people around. But here in the darkness alone with him, it felt too intimate. He seemed to take up all the space, filling her senses with his presence. His scent. His body heat. His maleness. The soft rush of his breathing.
 Even his movements seemed magnified, so filled with masculine confidence. This was a man who knew who he was. And, she feared, was aware of his effect on her.
It wasn’t until they were headed south on the two-lane, that Kit realized she had no idea where they were going. She worried that someone would recognize her and tell Derrick if they went anywhere near Big Sky, and yet it looked as if that was exactly where they were headed. Just the thought of encountering Derrick sent her terror escalating.
“So where are we going?” she asked as if they’d just been discussing it. In fact, they hadn’t discussed anything. Not where they were going or what they’d do when they got there. Their talk on the plane had been conversational and very general. She knew no more about Luke St. John than she had the previous day. And that was nothing.
Luke had been quiet from the time they left the airport. Kit couldn’t blame him. Coming back here was even harder on him than it was on her. He’d come back knowing that Jason was definitely dead and probably buried somewhere in the Killhorn condo complex.
“South,” he answered after a moment.
“Even I can see that.”
He glanced over at her, appearing surprised by her tone.
“Don’t you think you should at least let me in on what you’re planning?” she asked.
He seemed to think that over and she got the impression he wasn’t in the habit of sharing his thoughts—let alone his plans—with anyone. “To a friend’s place at Big Sky.”
 Big Sky. Right into the lion’s den. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”
He shot her a look that told her he didn’t appreciate her questioning his judgment. “Going to Twodot won’t exactly help us get evidence on a murder that took place in Big Sky, don’t you think?”
She ignored his sarcasm. “Where do you live?” she asked, feeling as though she was prying, but at the same time keenly aware of how little she knew about this man.
“In the same area.”
That was specific enough. She stared out the window, her heart aching for her son.
At the mouth of the Gallatin Canyon, snow began to fall, drifting down in a hypnotizing blur of white. Her arms felt so empty without him, as if a part of her were missing. She told herself they would be together again in a few days and that they would never have to fear Derrick Killhorn again. She silently prayed that would be true. But first, she reminded herself, she had to go back to Big Sky. And that meant facing Derrick.
 
HALFWAY DOWN the Gallatin Canyon, Luke saw the flashing red and blue lights in his rearview mirror. He cursed under this breath and pulled over, reminding himself that Derrick’s uncle was the sheriff.
But the cop car whizzed on past, siren blaring. Luke sat for a moment, letting his heart settle down again.
“Whoa,” Kit said, looking pale in the dash lights. “I thought he was after us. I thought…”
“I know,” Luke said. He knew exactly what she  thought because he’d thought the same thing. He’d thought somehow they’d walked into a trap.
He studied Kit’s face for a moment, remembering his promise to try to keep her safe. As much as he didn’t like the idea, he knew he had to get a weapon. He knew he could kill Derrick with his bare hands, but only if he got close enough. A gun would help him protect Kit and possibly even increase their odds, because he didn’t need anyone to tell him that Derrick would fight dirty.
He pulled back out onto the highway, watching his speed, feeling edgy, the hair on the nape of his neck prickly, his skin hot. Yeah, he needed a gun, but he also needed his wits about him. He’d been scared when he’d seen the cop car and the flashing lights behind him. But he hadn’t been scared for himself. It was for Kit. She was his Achilles’s heel. And he knew Derrick would try his best to use her against him.
Ahead he could see more flashing red and blue lights. As he drew nearer he saw that a semitrailer and truck had overturned on one of the sharp curves on the highway that wound along with the Gallatin River through towering granite bluffs and snow-crested pines.
The semi was blocking both lanes of the highway. A half-dozen cars and trucks were backed up. Luke joined the line to wait out the wrecker.
A phone rang. Luke turned to give Kit a puzzled look. It wasn’t until the phone rang again that he realized the sound was coming from her purse.
“Sanders’s cell phone.” He vaguely remembered slipping it into her purse as they were leaving the  limo the night before. He’d completely forgotten about it, he thought with a curse.
“Why hasn’t it rung before?” Kit asked, fear in her eyes as she opened her purse and dug down to the bottom for the phone. She handed it to him as if it were a dirty diaper.
“It wasn’t on before.” He glanced at her. Had she turned it on? Maybe she’d tried to contact Sanders in the airport rest room. The fool woman still believed Sanders was on her side. Would she have called him? “Did you turn the phone back on?” He tried not to make it sound like an accusation.
“I didn’t even know it was in my purse.” Her eyes fired with irritation. So much for trying not to rile her.
“Maybe something jiggled against it in your purse,” he suggested.
The phone rang again. One word glowed on the digital readout: Call. “It seems you have voice mail too.”
He held out the phone for her to see. She pulled back as if the last thing she wanted to do was touch it again.
“Are you going to answer it?” she asked.
It had crossed Luke’s mind. But he didn’t really have anything to say to the Killhorns right now. And he didn’t want Sanders trying to con Kit. Luke needed her, and he intended to hang on to her at all costs.
“No, I don’t think answering it’s a good idea.”
“It’s probably Sanders,” she said, looking at the phone as if tempted. “I’m sure he must be worried about me.”
Yeah, sure. Luke turned off the phone, studying her in the dash lights of his pickup for a moment.  “You still trust him after everything that’s happened,” he said.
She turned away to look out the window toward the lights of Bozeman.
He had to admire her loyalty, misplaced as it was. Now all he had to do was keep her from doing something stupid because of that trust. If he wasn’t careful, she could get them both killed.
Luke considered the cell phone in his hand for a moment, wondering if there was any way Killhorn could track the device. He didn’t know anything about cell phones. He’d been living in isolation for too long. Not that it probably mattered. Derrick had to know Luke was coming for him. Luke just didn’t see any reason to give him their itinerary. But first, he’d like to hear Kit’s messages.
“Do you know how to listen to the voice mail on this?” he asked.
She nodded and gave him the code Sanders had provided her. Luke dialed it in and listened to several messages from Sanders. They were pretty much as he’d expected: “Call me, Kit. I have to talk to you. I’m worried about you.”
But the last message had a different ring to it, one that grabbed his attention.
“Kit, the man who’s kidnapped you, Luke St. John. I just found out. Four years ago something horrible happened involving his former fiancée and his best friend. He’s dangerous, Kit. Call me. It’s urgent that I talk to you.”
Luke didn’t even realize he’d let out a low curse until Kit asked, “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Luke shook his head as he rolled down his window. “Nothing. Just Sanders trying to get you back  for his brother.” Luke threw the phone high into the air out over the Gallatin River.
“He believes in Derrick’s innocence,” Kit said.
Maybe, Luke thought. Or he just does whatever Derrick Killhorn says, right or wrong. In either case, Luke couldn’t let Kit talk to Sanders. Not now.
 
ON THE PLANE flying in from San Francisco, Sanders had tried the cell phone number again and had been surprised when the phone finally rang.
He jumped, startled. When had she turned it back on? He held his breath, willing Kit to answer. But the ringing stopped and the message read: Unavailable.
Again. Frustrated, he’d started to hang up, but changed his mind. Was there a way to trace Kit through the cell phone?
After a long conversation with the cell phone company, Sanders decided he was becoming quite adept at lying. Derrick would have been proud.
He’d discovered that his cell phone signal had been picked up from a Bozeman cell site tower. Bozeman. Not Texas. If the cell phone was back in Montana, then Sanders could only assume Kit was too. And the baby. And Luke St. John. The question was why?
Sanders had hung up with only one thought in mind. Getting home. And in a hurry.
He landed at Gallatin Field outside Bozeman, Montana thirty minutes behind Kit and Luke. He’d left a message for Derrick with his flight number and time of arrival, but his brother was nowhere to be seen.
Sanders was in the process of renting a car when  Derrick showed up, in a foul mood, reeking of whiskey.
“I thought I told you to stay in Texas,” he snapped.
“I decided I’d better get back here and find out what’s going on,” Sanders said, returning the rental form to the clerk.
“When did you start thinking for yourself?” Derrick asked as Sanders picked up his suitcase and headed for the exit. He heard his brother behind him and put out his hand for Derrick’s pickup keys.
Derrick hesitated for only a moment before he dropped the keys into Sanders’s hand.
“Thinking for himself and driving too?” Derrick said, going around to the passenger side.
Sanders slid behind the wheel and started the pickup. “You’d better tell me just how much trouble you’re in.”
“Sand,” Derrick said after a long moment. His voice sounded close to tears and Sanders felt himself pulled to his brother as if dragged by a rope. Derrick hadn’t called him “Sand” since they were kids.
“I’ve got to get my son back, Sand. Tell me you’re going to help me.”
Sanders felt that last tug, their shared history, their shared blood. Brothers. “That’s why I’m here, he told Derrick.”
 
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
Kit had been so lost in her thoughts, in her worries about Andy, that she hadn’t even noticed the traffic had begun to move again. The afternoon light began to fade, the canyon to fill in with shadow. She wondered what Andy was doing right now and where he was and if he missed her. At least he was somewhere warm.
As Luke slowed the car, she looked up in surprise to see that the snow had stopped and they had reached Big Sky. The forty-mile trip from the airport had gone quickly. Too quickly.
Big Sky was one of those places you could pass and not really even know it. An unincorporated community made up of three villages, most of Big Sky could not be seen from the highway.
Canyon Village was the cluster of tourist convenience stores, gas stations, art galleries, fly-fishing shops and restaurants along the highway.
Luke turned into the Big Sky entrance and drove west a quarter of a mile to Meadow Village. Kit stared at Big Sky’s one distinguishing feature: Lone Peak. It rose 11,166 feet above the meadow, snowcapped and elegant, against the navy blue of the sky  and as dark as her memories, as ominous as her last time here.
“How are you doing?” Luke asked as he drove through Meadow Village with its assortment of condos, restaurants and ski shops.
“I’m all right,” she lied, wondering where Derrick was right now. It terrified her to be this close. She felt Luke’s gaze on her, but he said nothing as he drove along the edge of the golf course, now snow white and crisscrossed with cross-country ski tracks. Everything seemed to sparkle in Christmas lights and snow.
“I keep forgetting about Christmas,” she said, staring at a huge tree glittering in one of the large houses in Meadow Village. She had such a longing for Andy that it brought tears to her eyes.
“Andy’s all right, you know,” Luke said.
She nodded, unable to speak.
“He and Lucille will be at a phone tonight. We’ll call so you’ll know he’s fine.”
She smiled at Luke. “Thank you.”
Luke started up the snowpacked mountain road, winding through the pines and snow, higher and higher. They began to see the cars coming down the mountain, all with either skis or snowboards strapped on top, a sign that skiing had ended for the day.
“Where are we headed?” she asked again, afraid they were going straight to Derrick’s job site, straight to Killhorn Condos and the murder scene.
“To a friend’s cabin,” Luke said, and kept driving. They climbed until she could see the eighty miles of ski runs like pale white scars on the mountain, and finally the lights of Mountain Village nestled at the base of the peak.
 Luke didn’t turn into the resort but took a snowpacked unpaved road to the right. Dusk began to settle into the pines and lights winked on in the thick cluster of condos near the ski resort.
Kit felt herself tense as she realized how close they were to Derrick’s condo development. She glanced at Luke. He drove past the road to the complex and didn’t even look in that direction, but she knew he had to be thinking about it, just as she was.
A little farther up the road, Kit turned to glance back. She could see the silhouette against the sky. Killhorn Condos. The massive building sat on the edge of a cliff, odd-shaped because it was unfinished, looking out at the Big Sky resort, at Lone Peak, at her. She felt a chill and turned back to the road and to Luke.
They hadn’t gone much farther when Luke pulled off in a plowed parking area and killed the engine. Just above them, in the pines, she could make out what appeared to be a two-car garage. “We have to take a snowmobile from here,” he announced.
Kit pulled on her hat and mittens and followed him up the hill to the garage, remembering the other night when she’d followed him to Lucille’s fishing cottage. She reminded herself how little she’d learned since then about the man she’d now been thrown in with.
They walked through the deep snow into the growing darkness, neither talking. Luke opened the garage door with a key and turned on a light. Kit saw a newer model snowmobile parked inside. Luke went to it and, a moment later, the machine leaped to life, motor thrumming. Luke motioned for her to climb on behind him as he pulled out of the garage. The  garage lights went out and the door closed behind them.
They sped up a snowy path that led even higher into the woods and the mountains. The air smelled of snow and pines. The single headlight on the snowmobile flickered through the snow-laden boughs. To the west, the sun dipped deeper. Daylight faded. Shadows hunkered under the trees. She buned her face against the warmth of Luke’s back and held on to his waist as they rode deeper into the woods.
At one point, he stopped and seemed to be studying the tracks in the snow. Then he gunned the snowmobile and they shot up into the pines. Not too much farther he stopped again, this time killing the engine and plunging them into the darkness of the winter evening.
Kit let go of Luke’s waist and sat for a moment, unsure what to do next. One thing Luke St. John didn’t do was communicate his intentions. It wasn’t until he’d climbed off and handed her a flashlight that she realized they’d arrived wherever it was they’d been headed.
She swung off the snowmobile and trudged through the deep snow behind him, the beam of the flashlight pooling in his tracks as she followed.
At the top of the rise, she caught sight of a cabin overlooking the valley. Before taking the last few steps up to the wide rough wood porch, she stopped to look back and was amazed at the view. Mountains ran to the horizon. She felt as though she could see forever. No lights. Just landscape and lots of it. She marveled at the solitude. The seclusion. “What a view. It must be spectacular in broad daylight.”
Luke grunted and reached under the porch. He  pulled out a key, and Kit trailed after him. She turned to steal one last look at the twinkling valley below them before he swung open the cabin door, flicked a light and motioned her inside.
Kit stepped in, feeling as if she’d just stepped back in time. The cabin looked as though it could have existed a hundred years ago, from the worn pine floor to the stone fireplace, the log walls to the old cookstove in the kitchen.
“Make yourself at home,” Luke said. “I need to find a few things.”
“Oh, this is wonderful,” Kit exclaimed. She saw Luke turn to look at her. Surprise lit his eyes.
“You have to be kidding,” he said on his way to the bedroom. “This place is primitive at best.”
Kit brushed away his words as she walked through the cabin, looking at the antiques, the old colorized black-and-white photos of Yellowstone Park, and the huge ornate cherry-wood bed that dominated the bedroom. “It’s incredible. It’s like a museum.”
“Exactly,” Luke said from in front of an ornate oak dresser, where he was searching for something. “Who’d want to live in a museum?”
Kit mugged a face at him. “If it looked like this, I would.”
“Right. You forget, I’ve seen the house you used to live in. Villa Killhorn.”
Kit recoiled from his words. “That wasn’t my house. I never felt comfortable there.”
He looked at her for a moment as if he was having trouble believing that. “Sorry, I thought that was the kind of house a woman dreamed of.”
“Not this woman,” she said. He didn’t know her any better than she knew him, she realized. How  could he not love this cabin? she wondered, disappointed by his attitude. She’d just assumed a man who worked with wood would have an appreciation for woodwork from another era.
She wandered around, looking at all the collectibles, and wondered if he planned to stay here tonight. She checked out the overstuffed sofa and couldn’t decide if she’d rather sleep there in front of the rock fireplace or in the wonderful four-poster bed. She had a flash of Luke sitting up in that bed, the covers up to his waist, his chest bare. The image was so clear that she could see him patting a space beside him in the bed, motioning for her to join him.
Kit shook off the vision as Luke returned with a small duffel bag that he set on the floor. They weren’t staying the night here, she thought, disappointed—and at the same time a little relieved. She hadn’t been able to completely rid herself of the image of Luke in that beautiful bed.
She looked up at him and saw that he was watching her. She dropped her gaze and realized she’d stopped in the center of the room, her hand resting on the back of a large oak rocker that she hadn’t noticed until this moment.
“It’s an amazing rocker.” The beautiful craftsmanship in the ornate wood-scrolled back and arms of the chair drew her attention the way a good painting drew her eye. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“And you won’t,” Luke said almost grudgingly. “It’s one of mine.”
Her gaze shot up, but Luke had turned his back on her and was looking in another old cupboard for who knew what.
“This is yours?” She glanced around the room,  seeing the man with different eyes. “This is your cabin. Not your friend’s.” No wonder she’d pictured him in that bed.
“That’s why we can’t stay long. Unless I miss my guess, the Killhorns know about this place by now. I don’t want them catching us here.”
She stared at him. “Why did you let me believe this cabin belonged to a friend?”
He shrugged and glanced around, seemingly at a loss for words. Then his gaze settled on her. The mood changed instantly. Something sparked in the depths of all that gray. His mouth quirked a little into a grin, and Kit looked down, shocked to realize what she’d been doing: stroking the wood of the rocker lovingly, intimately. She jerked her hand back and felt herself blush under the heat of his gaze.
“I thought you were in a hurry to get out of here,” she demanded as she stalked past him and out the front door.
 
LUKE STOOD for a moment after she’d gone outside, staring at the rocker, feeling shaken and thankful she’d left him alone. The rocker was one of his favorite pieces. He’d put so much of himself into it that the chair seemed an extension of his character. Because of that, he felt as if she’d brushed her fingers across his bare skin, as if he could still feel the imprint of her touch burning into his flesh. He closed his eyes, fighting to erase her from his memory, from his thoughts, from his emotions. His reaction to Kit amazed and terrified him on many levels.
He should never have brought her here. Why had he? And why had he pretended it was a friend’s  place? To get her reaction to his home, to his life, to his work? Her reaction to him?
He glanced around the cabin, cursing his own foolishness, remembering what his life had been like the last four years. He’d lost himself in the isolation, only going down to Big Sky or Bozeman when he couldn’t get whatever it was he needed delivered—which was seldom. He hadn’t needed or wanted anyone in that life.
But now he felt a stab of loneliness in this cabin, as if her brief presence here had changed everything, had changed him. It made him angry with himself. Angry with her.
He exchanged his ski jacket for his old wool hunting coat, then took his .357 magnum from the gun cabinet and stuck it and a box of shells into the pocket of his coat. He had to keep his mind on Derrick Killhorn. He was going up against a murderer. A man who had everything to lose—and therefore a dangerous man. Luke knew he was risking not only his life but Kit’s—and ultimately her baby’s. He couldn’t fail.
And yet he couldn’t hope to succeed at the rate he was going. He had to forget about this woman. Or she would be the death of him.
As he turned, he saw something glitter near the door. A thin silver string of light. He moved to it. Wire. He gave it a tug where it had been attached to his door. At the other end, a small battery pack appeared from behind a pair of his boots. He swore loudly. The door had been rigged so they would know when he came back. He’d walked right into the trap. What a fool.
 “Luke,” Kit called from the doorway. “Someone’s coming.”
He moved to her, dousing the lights, his hand finding her arm in the darkness as he guided her out to the porch. He could hear the sound of a snowmobile coming up the mountainside, see the flicker of the light through the pines.
“Do you think they’re after us?” she asked. “You don’t think it’s Derrick…?”
He felt her shiver and drew her to him without thinking. Someone had been expecting them. Luke cursed that stupid cell phone, afraid it had alerted Derrick long before the wire job on the front door had.
“Not Derrick. I doubt he does his own dirty work.” But Derrick might make an exception this time, Luke thought. Because I outmaneuvered him in Texas and I have something he wants dearly.
“Dirty work?”
He couldn’t see her face but he could feel her body tense against his. Her cheek nestled against his wool hunting coat and her fingers clutched the fabric. Her fear of Derrick filled him with an overwhelming need to protect her. But at the same time, he felt a desperate need to face Derrick Killhorn or whomever the man had sent to stop them. Luke wanted this fight, needed it, he thought, as he watched the snowmobile light bobbing up the mountainside. He also wanted Killhorn to know exactly who and what he was dealing with.
But not with Kit here. Luke would pick his battles in places where he knew he could protect Kit. He didn’t want to risk it now, not here. Derrick had killed once. Luke didn’t doubt that he’d kill as many  times as it took to save his precious hide. Or hire someone who could.
“What are we going to do?” Her voice broke.
He looked down at her. She seemed so small, so defenseless in his arms. He knew she could be like a mama grizzly if provoked, especially when it came to her son. But her fear of Derrick was tangible.
“No reason to take any chances right now,” he said, his need to protect her winning out. And yet he had taken a chance with her. He’d brought her here to his cabin. He couldn’t believe he’d been so reckless. And for what purpose? To get his gun? No, to see what she thought of his cabin. It had been a test. And the fact that she’d passed gave him little satisfaction.
“Let’s go. I know another way out of here.”
He waited while Kit slid onto the seat of the snowmobile behind him and wrapped her arms around him, then he turned the key. The headlight came on, slicing through the darkness and the snow-filled pines.
“Hold on.” He gunned the engine and took off down a path that led behind the cabin, away from the light of the other snowmobile.
He headed back into the mountains, picking up the trail that led to Beehive Basin. His plan was to circle around and come back down near the garage and his pickup. But that plan changed when he glanced back and saw the single snowmobile light behind them, grow closer. There was no doubt now that it was someone after them.
Luke felt Kit’s arms tighten around him, felt her bury her face against his back. He wished he’d never gotten her into this. But she was in, and had been  since the moment she witnessed the murder. Now he had to get her out. Before he got them both killed.
 
THEY HADN’T gone far, when Kit felt Luke turn to look behind them. She saw the light of the other snowmobile behind them, coming fast, following them.
She held on tighter, peering around Luke to see where they were going, only to be blinded by the cold wind. She buried her face in his back again, feeling his warmth, his strength, and realized she’d put all her faith in Luke St. John from that first night on the gulf when she’d handed her son to him. She just hadn’t realized that until this moment.
She looked over her shoulder. The light grew closer. Who was chasing them? Derrick? Or had he sent someone after them, just as Luke suspected he would? What could the person hope to accomplish by chasing them on a snowmobile?
And where was Sanders? Still in Texas? She hoped so. She refused to believe that he had any part in the murder cover-up. Nor did she believe he was the one after them right now.
Behind them, the approaching snowmobile light danced wildly as it bounced over the bumpy snow, the beam splashing across her back like a torch, marking her.
The pursuing snowmobile was closer now. She thought she could almost hear the roar of its engine. She clung more tightly to Luke as he wove in and out of the trees at a speed that made her dizzy. It was obvious he knew this route and she wondered if he’d ever had to run from anyone else this way before.
 The trail widened a little. On either side of her she saw blackness darker than the night, as if the world had dropped away and left only this single ridge of snow and ice and rock. Beehive Basin. She’d heard about it. A long narrow ridgeline with cliffs and large steep bowls sweeping down on either side.
The light from the pursuing snowmobile washed over her back again, only this time she heard the vehicle coming up on her right. She could make out a figure in a snowmobile suit and helmet hunched behind the handlebars.
At first she thought he must be trying to pass them, as crazy as that seemed. The ridgeline was wide enough, but just barely. Then she realized that wasn’t his intention at all.
“Luke!” she cried as she saw the rider swing his snowmobile into them. There was a thud as the other snowmobile hit theirs, then the loud crunch of metal. A piece of trim below Kit’s feet flew into the air, cartwheeling in the lights of the machine behind them. They careened toward the edge of the cliff and the abyss.
Kit’s heart leaped into her throat.
Luke regained control of the snowmobile and swerved to the right into the path of the other snowmobile, clipping one of its ski runners. The driver seemed to lose control and dropped back—but only momentarily.
“Are you all right?” Luke yelled.
She nodded against him, unable to speak. The other rider was trying to force them over the cliff!
She felt Luke digging into his coat with one hand and trying to steer and power the snowmobile with the other.
 “He’s coming again!” she cried. Her heart thundered in her chest as she saw the snowmobile racing up, this time on their left. The pursuing snowmobile was larger, faster and, because it carried only one rider, more maneuverable.
It came up beside them, its motor a roar in her ears. She felt Luke tense. She caught the glint of cold steel and saw that Luke held a pistol in his hand.
The report of the pistol was lost in the sound of the vehicles colliding. Luke’s shot went wild and he dropped the pistol as their snowmobile shot off to the right.
The other snowmobile advanced so quickly again that Kit didn’t even have a chance to warn Luke. It hit them from the rear, clipping them just enough to send them rocking toward the edge of the ridge.
“Luke—” That was all she got out as the other snowmobile bore down on them again.
“Hang on tight!” Luke yelled and took a hard left.
Before Kit knew what had happened, she and Luke were airborne, moving through the night into nothingness as she held tight to him and he anchored them both to the snowmobile. Time seemed suspended. They hung in the cold night air, a stillness around them.
Then they were free-falling, her arms wrapped around Luke, her face pressed into his back, the air whizzing by, until they hit bottom and Kit came down hard on the snowmobile seat.
Snow filled the air, a fine white powder that exploded around them. Kit felt herself being thrown forward, but Luke held them both to the snowmobile as he hit the throttle, driving her back onto the seat. She held her breath. Then the snow cleared and she  could see that they’d landed in a wide steep basin. No trees to crash into, she thought with relief.
She looked off to her right and saw the other snowmobile’s light. Their attacker had followed them off the ridge and was now just yards away in the same snowy bowl. They hadn’t lost him!
But that wasn’t what made her heart stop. It was the snow between the two snowmobiles. It was moving. They’d set off an avalanche, and now both snowmobiles were right in the middle of it.
The top couple of feet of new snow had broken loose and was now sliding down the mountain with them. The snow gained momentum, threatening to over take them and bury them alive.
“Are you still with me?” Luke called back to her as they raced downward, the avalanche with them.
“Yes, but—”
“I know,” he yelled as he hurled the snowmobile and them down the mountain at a death-defying speed. Kit clung to him, watching the snow in the headlight accelerate in both speed and depth, so filled with fear that she felt frozen to Luke.
He stayed on the throttle as they barreled downward. Did he think he could outrun an avalanche? She held her breath, her heart in her throat.
The snowslide stayed with them…or they stayed with it. She couldn’t be sure. At one point, she felt the snow building up behind her, and knew that if Luke let up on the throttle, that fast-moving wall of white would bury them.
Luke never let up. He careened down the slope with a fearless tenacity that awed her. The snow began to grow deeper around the snowmobile. Kit could feel them losing the race against the avalanche  and realized, her heart breaking, that she might never see her son again.
Then she saw what Luke had done. They were no longer in the middle of the huge slab of tumbling snow. He’d been carefully driving them toward the left edge of the slide where the snow was less deep, less powerful. And he might have driven them out of the slide—if it hadn’t been for the rock bluffs that rimmed the side of the bowl. The first bluff dropped away only yards ahead of them. Kit watched the avalanche just beginning to tumble in a waterfall of new light snow over the rock face.
“Hang on!” Luke called back as he swung the snowmobile to the left under the rock face of the cliff, and stopped so abruptly that she smashed into his back. But he turned around on the seat to face her and quickly pulled her into his lap, burying her face in his chest as snow thundered past them and the night sky turned a suffocating white.
It had all happened within a matter of seconds and yet it had seemed forever.
Luke had buried his face against the back of her neck.
As he raised his head, the cold rushed in, leaving only the warm memory of his face and breath against her skin. Kit lifted her face to find the night again clear, the avalanche now a powerless silent heap of crumpled snow wedged high among the pines below them.
“You’re okay,” he said quietly as he pulled off her knitted ski cap and shook out the snow, then brushed the snow from her shoulders and back.
Was he reassuring her? Or himself? She didn’t feel okay. Her teeth chattered, she couldn’t seem to stop shaking and tears burned her eyes. He wrapped her  again in his strong arms, holding her until the shaking slowed a little, until the spilled tears threatened to freeze in icy rivulets on her cheeks.
She told herself that she shouldn’t feel safe locked in his arms. Safety around Luke was an illusion, one she shouldn’t trust.
“Don’t worry,” Luke whispered. “Derrick will pay dearly for this. I’ll see to that.” She could hear the lust for vengeance in his voice, the cold merciless conviction, and realized that while Derrick’s attempts to kill them had made Kit more terrified of him, they had served to make Luke St. John a more dangerous adversary. Derrick had no idea what kind of man was coming after him.
Kit thought of the soft-spoken man who’d worked with his hands to make exquisite one-of-a-kind furniture. She couldn’t imagine this man with her now, making that beautiful rocker. It filled her with a powerful sadness that brought tears again to her eyes.
“Maybe Derrick already has paid,” she said quietly and looked over her shoulder. No snowmobile light shone from the field of avalanched snow. “Did you see what happened to the other snowmobile?”
“It was buried,” he answered matter-of-factly. “I saw it go under almost right at the top.”
Kit shuddered. She knew she should have little sympathy for the person who had tried to kill them, but she couldn’t help thinking what a horrible way it had been to die, suffocating under the snow. “Do you think it was Derrick?”
“I don’t know, but we’re about to find out,” he said.
The sound of voices and snowmobile lights came  from below them, from what Kit saw was a groomed snowmobile track, smooth and wide as a highway.
“Are you all right up there?” one of the voices called.
“Yes!” Luke hollered. “Let me do the talking,” he said quietly to Kit. He put the snowmobile into gear and, circling around the snowslide, drove down to where the group of snowmobilers had gathered in the middle of the trail. Directly above them, the avalanche had curled up in the trees and died.
Several of the riders were already probing in the snow with limbs they’d broken off trees. Others with flashlights had climbed the crumpled snowfield to look for the downed rider.
“We saw the lights of the two snowmobiles coming off the top,” one woman cried. “That other one got covered almost instantly. Were they with you?”
“There was another snowmobile?” Luke asked, sounding surprised. “I didn’t see it.” He looked back up the mountain. “I thought we were goners.”
“Search-and-rescue is on the way,” said one rider with a large snowmobile and a two-way radio.
One of the women pressed the plastic cup from her thermos into Kit’s trembling hands. “Drink this. It’s hot,” she said.
Kit took it, cradling the cup in her mittened hands, but not even strong, black coffee would stop her shaking.
“Stay here,” Luke told Kit, and left her sitting on the snowmobile with the woman, sipping the bitter coffee, feeling scared and cold and in shock.
Luke joined the search, becoming one of a half-dozen dark figures probing the remains of the avalanche.  Kit could see him illuminated by the many flashlights on the snowfield.
One of the snowmobilers found the dead man before the-search-and-rescue team arrived. Kit heard the man say the body was with the snowmobile, buried under two feet of fresh snow.
Kit watched Luke walk over to where the men had dug out the snowmobiler. He stood among the small crowd of onlookers as one of the men tried to find some identification on the body.
“Here it is,” the man said. He opened the dead man’s wallet under the beam from his flashlight. He looked up. “Matthew Rustan.”
 
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Kit watched Luke come out of the pines, out of the avalanched snow and the darkness.
“Who was it?” she asked, her heart in her throat.
“A private investigator named Matthew Rustan—”
She started to feel relief. There had to be a mistake. The man really wasn’t after them.
“—from Galveston, Texas.”
Galveston? She swallowed.
Luke put his arm around her shoulder and walked her back to the snowmobile. “Let’s go home.”
Where was home? she wanted to ask. She had no home. She didn’t even know where her son was or if he was safe. All she knew was that a private investigator from Galveston had tried to kill them.
She began to shake again. She wrapped her arms around Luke’s waist and leaned into his strength, closing her eyes to the night and the truth.
Luke drove slowly the rest of the way down the mountain, taking the groomed snowmobile trail back toward Big Sky and his pickup. He backed the truck up to a snowbank and loaded the snowmobile into the bed.
 “I know a couple of places we can stay,” he assured her. “We’ll be safe.”
She didn’t ask where. She didn’t care. He headed down the mountain, kicking up the pickup heater as if he thought mere heat could take away the core of cold inside her.
It seemed inconceivable that Derrick would think killing them would solve his problems. Had her threat of evidence scared him? Didn’t he realize that if she’d had any physical evidence, she would have used it months ago? Or maybe he just knew her, knew how easily she could be swayed, manipulated, controlled, frightened—and thought if he didn’t kill her, he could at least scare her off.
“You think Derrick knows that we’re here?” she asked, watching the road twist off the mountainside in front of them. She could feel Luke’s gaze on her.
“He knows, Kit. Or he will soon enough.”
She nodded, and wondered if Derrick would think she and Luke had had something to do with Matthew Rustan’s death. She decided it probably wouldn’t matter one way or the other. The private investigator was dead. And Derrick Killhorn was still after her and Luke and Andy.
Kit looked out the window as they passed through Meadow Village, half expecting to see Derrick standing in the snow in front of one of the businesses, watching them pass, planning his next attack.
Instead of turning left toward Bozeman, Luke swung to the right on Highway 191, headed toward West Yellowstone, toward Derrick’s house. The house sat back off the highway against the foothills. The lights were on and Derrick’s pickup was parked outside. Being this close, knowing he was in the  house, that he’d hired someone to try to kill her and Luke, chilled her to her soul. She had married a monster.
Luke pulled off at a small bar down the highway. “I need to make a phone call,” he said motioning to the phone booth standing in the shadows. “I’ll leave the truck running. I won’t be long.”
He pushed open the door to the booth and stepped inside, leaving the door open so he could hear, as well as see, Kit. He dialed Derrick Killhorn’s number and waited. Derrick answered on the third ring.
“I have your wife. And your son.”
Momentary silence. “I wondered when you’d call.” Derrick’s words slurred just a little. Was he drunk? Was he sitting in that big house all alone drinking himself into a stupor? All the better. “Are you familiar with the penalty for kidnapping, St. John?”
“Are you familiar with the penalty for murder, Killhorn?”
Luke heard the tinkle of ice in crystal, the sound of Derrick downing whatever liquid had been poured into the glass. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Sure you do. You killed my brother and now you’re going to pay. By the way, have you heard that the private investigator you hired failed? But I won’t fail when I come after you, Killhorn.”
“Making threats, are you?” Derrick’s laugh had a nasty drunken ring to it. “Do you know who I am?”
“Oh, yeah, I even know what you are. That’s why it’s going to make taking you down all the more enjoyable.”
 “How do you hope to do that? You have no proof, in fact you have nothing.”
“I have your wife.”
“Like I said, you have nothing.”
Luke turned to look back at Derrick’s house. “You’re despicable.”
“Without evidence—”
“Evidence?” It was Luke’s turn to laugh. “Do you really think I give a damn about evidence? I don’t want to see you go to prison. That’s too good for you.”
“What do you want?” Derrick fell quiet for a moment. “Maybe there’s a way we could work this out.”
The bastard thought he could buy Luke off? Luke spit out his next words. “I want vengeance. I want you and I’m coming for you. Maybe it will be in that fancy house of yours tonight while you sleep. Or maybe when you get into your pickup in the morning. But believe me, I will get you and you won’t know what hit you.”
Luke slammed down the phone and turned to see Kit standing behind him. From her expression, he figured she’d heard just about everything he’d said.
“You were just trying to scare him, right?” she said, her voice thin.
Luke stepped out of the booth and pulled her back toward the pickup. “I scared him.”
He opened the passenger door for Kit, then went back around and slid behind the wheel again. He put the pickup into Reverse and backed out onto the highway. He could feel her looking at him.
“I have to try and keep him away from the job site tonight so we can look for the crowbar,” he said.
 She nodded, but she still looked worried and scared and upset with him. It surprised him how much that bothered him. But he could think of nothing more to say to her. Even if he had thought of something, it would have been a lie.
 
KIT FELT NUMB. She sat against the pickup door, watching the highway roll by. She didn’t want to feel. She definitely didn’t want to think. Too much had happened. Too many things worried her. Like Derrick. And Luke, she thought, looking over at him.
She’d seen in his photograph what he’d been like before his brother’s death. She’d seen that man feeding her son that very morning, the man who made the beautiful furniture with his hands. It was that man who haunted her. She’d come to care about that Luke St. John.
But his hatred of Derrick frightened her. She didn’t want that rage to kill the old Luke, to kill the good man she sensed in him.
He turned a couple of miles farther up the highway onto a narrow snowpacked road that led back into the woods to a row of old log cabins hidden in the pines.
He glanced over his shoulder. Kit looked back, but there were no headlights. Nothing but darkness behind them.
He drove past the cabins to the farthest one. It was the only cabin with an attached single-car garage, also made of logs.
The garage door gaped open, a small light glowing inside. Luke pulled in and cut the engine, but didn’t move to get out. A single bulb hung at the back of  the garage, making the space a little less cold, a little less scary.
“I’m sorry about that,” Luke said as he reached over to brush a lock of her hair from her cheek. He sounded as if he were apologizing for messing up her hair, not for anything that had happened earlier.
She thought about the Luke on the mountain, the one who’d outrun the avalanche and saved them. “I owe you my life. Again.”
He shook his head and looked away. “It doesn’t count when I keep risking it. We can stay here for a day or so. Then I have other friends and other places we can go if we need to.”
She said nothing, hoping it would all be over by tomorrow and she would be headed back to Texas and her son. She didn’t even try to think past that. If they could find the crowbar tonight—
Luke opened his pickup door and got out. The garage suddenly seemed too closed in without him beside her. She opened her door and slid out, feeling trapped in the tight space as she edged past the truck door, closed it, and stood for a moment. She felt a little wobbly, as if she’d just run all the way from Lone Peak.
“Kit?”
She heard his voice outside the garage and moved toward it as if sleepwalking. Nothing seemed real, not the winter night nor the sky masked with clouds nor the smell of new snow and pines.
“Kit?”
She felt the snowy ground move beneath her, twisting as if to throw her off. Luke’s arms enveloped her and she didn’t go down, but her head swam.
“Here, let me help you,” he said.
 “I’m fine,” she said, reminding herself that she hadn’t eaten much of anything all day. Her near-faint was the result of that rather than weakness, rather than fear.
“You’re not fine.” He swept her up in his arms and carried her toward the cabin door.
She started to argue, decided it wasn’t worth the effort, and, looping her arms around his neck, laid her head on his shoulder. He felt so solid, so strong. Just the opposite of how she felt right now.
She felt tears sting her eyes and fought not to cry, but the huge gulping sobs came anyway, refusing to be held back.
Luke hugged her to him, tighter, closer.
“It’s all right,” he whispered. “Let it out. It’s all right.”
She closed her eyes and burrowed into him, soaking in his warmth, his strength, breathing in the male scent of him as if it were pure oxygen. In Luke’s arms, she felt safe, secure, sexy. She opened her eyes at the first sense of alarm. Sexy? The crying stopped and Kit became intensely aware of Luke’s body, vividly aware of his maleness. This was dangerous uncharted territory. She’d gone from feeling safe and secure to sexy and…scared. Luke affected her in so many ways, some she didn’t even understand, ways that she suspected other women knew about. She didn’t.
Luke swung open the front door of the cabin and carried her inside. He turned on a light, illuminating knotty pine walls that glowed golden against the faded yellow of a shag rug and bright citrus-andgreen daisies in a white chenille spread on the double bed in the middle of the room. He approached the  bed and set her down carefully, as if she would break.
“I’m fine, really.” And she was. She didn’t feel like passing out anymore. But she did feel light-headed, as if she’d just stuck her finger into an electrical outlet.
 
KIT WAS OFF the bed and standing on the other side in an instant, wiping hastily at her tears. Luke had never seen anyone so skittish. Her cheeks flushed and she fidgeted uncomfortably as if afraid to go near the bed again. He fought a smile. He found it so incredibly appealing, her lack of sophistication. It made him wonder about her level of sexual experience. It wasn’t as though she was a virgin; she had a child. But still, he found something captivating about her ingenuousness.
“You can have the bed,” he said, trying not to enjoy her obvious discomfort. Did the thought of sleeping with him give her that much distress? Well, she need not worry. “I’ll take the floor,” he assured her.
“No, I can sleep on the floor—”
He raised his hands. “Please, all of these cabins have only one bed and I don’t want you out of my sight, especially after what happened tonight. So, you sleep on the bed, I sleep on the floor.”
She nodded as if everything he said was too reasonable to contest, and yet she looked as if she thought he’d jump her the instant she went near the bed again. He wondered idly if she was afraid of him—or herself.
“Let me take your coat.” He held out his hands and waited while she unzipped the ski jacket with  trembling fingers. He could almost hear the fine-tuned hum of her apprehension coming off her in waves. She’d seemed less nervous on the mountain with a killer after them and an avalanche trying to bury them. Well, at least she’d forgotten about Derrick for the moment.
He took her coat and hung it in the closet. Then he watched her pluck nervously at her clothing. The thin sweater had molded to her body the way none of her previous clothing came even close to doing. He could see what appeared to be a black lace bra beneath the sweater. Black lace? He felt a tug in his groin strong enough to knock him to his knees.
Black lace and skimpy, too. He told himself he shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d seen that sensual side of her in her paintings. Sensed it in her. But she kept it so well-hidden that he was surprised.
He hung up his coat in the closet. When he turned back to her, he felt something break loose inside him. Kit looked so damned guileless standing there, so vulnerable, so open. He’d never met a woman like her.
He knew when he closed his eyes tonight that he would feel the avalanche beneath him, hear the sound of tearing metal as the other snowmobile slammed into them, feel Kit’s arms wrapped around him, her face pressed into his back.
But right now it wasn’t the rush of the avalanche or the sound of tearing metal that possessed him. It was the woman. And not just her body, although he wished that was all it was.
He liked her.
He liked the way she loved her son, for one. She would do anything to protect Andy—even come back  to Montana and risk her own life. Luke didn’t kid himself. He couldn’t have hog-tied her into coming back here if she hadn’t believed that Andy would be safe in Texas with Lucille. And that the only way to keep Andy safe was to face Derrick on his turf.
But it wasn’t the fact that she was a good mother that was making Luke’s pulse race at this moment. It had more to do with the girl-woman standing in front of him. He couldn’t say why or how, but he knew Derrick had never released the latent passion he sensed in her. And no matter how hard Luke tried, he couldn’t seem to dampen the desire he felt when he looked at her. It came with a speed and force that floored him. It had been a hell of a long time since he’d felt anything for a woman, any woman. And it had never been like this.
He reminded himself that Kit was still Derrick’s wife. Married. Off-limits. Forbidden. Normally just knowing a woman belonged to another man would have cooled his desire like snow on fire. But not this woman.
“Are you hungry?” he asked, hoping his Aunt Lucille’s theory that food solved most problems covered this one. “I thought we’d order a pizza.”
She nodded, looking as uncomfortable as he felt.
“Let me guess,” he said, narrowing his gaze at her, desperately trying to lighten the mood, to still the charged air between them. He’d seen fear in her eyes earlier but this fear was different. He wanted to tell her she had nothing to fear from him. Absolutely nothing.
“You look like a veggie pizza kind of woman,” he said.
She smiled and maybe didn’t look quite so leery  of him. “Not on your life. What are you? A pepperoni-and-mushroom man?”
He returned her smile. “No way. Italian sausage, green peppers, onions and anchovies.”
He raised an eyebrow in anticipation of her reaction to anchovies.
“I happen to like anchovies on my pizza,” she said with pretended indignation.
He clutched his heart and laughed. “My kind of woman. And tonight, I feel like living dangerously.” He saw her tense. “I was talking about pizza,” he reminded her quickly. “But while we’re on the subject, we probably won’t be getting that much sleep tonight. I want to go to the condo complex.”
She actually seemed to relax a little, and he wanted to laugh She would feel more comfortable creeping around the complex looking for dead bodies with a murderer after her than she would in a room with him. What was this woman so afraid of?
He called in the pizza order, a large loaded including anchovies. It pleased him that she liked anchovies.
“I’m sure word is out about the snowmobiler who was killed in an avalanche tonight,” Luke told her after he’d hung up the phone. “I would imagine Derrick’s already taken care of the crowbar, but we have to try to find it just in case it’s still there.”
She nodded and looked around the cabin as if she’d like to sit down. But she obviously wasn’t about to sit on the bed and that was the only piece of furniture in the room.
He noticed her eyeing him warily again. “I should go out and close the garage door,” he said.
“I think I’ll wash up,” she said.
 “Great.” He edged toward the door.
 
LUKE WENT OUTSIDE, closed the garage door and stood staring up at the heavens.
In truth, he just needed to get some fresh air and the freezing December breeze felt like a cold shower. The cabin had seemed too small with both of them in there. He studied the starry sky and tried to refocus his thoughts, his emotions. He needed desperately to hang on to his anger, he told himself. It was his strength, his key to survival.
When he was around Kit, she seemed to take the edge off that anger, seemed to replace his need for vengeance with other needs that wouldn’t help him do the job he’d come home to Montana to do. She weakened his resolve, and when he thought too much about her, he made mistakes. He’d done something incredibly stupid earlier, taking her to his cabin. He didn’t want to make another mistake that could cost her her life. He’d come close enough already.
He walked out past the stand of timber and looked down the dark road toward Derrick’s house. The lights were on but he couldn’t be sure Derrick was home now. He thought about Matthew Rustan, the private investigator on the other snowmobile. Luke had never doubted Derrick would try to kill them. Kit, it seemed, had. He felt all his animosity for the man. The anger was there, just beneath the surface, ready to bubble up and boil over, ready to take control. He felt a little better, or at least a little safer, knowing it was still there and that he could still call on it when he needed it.
He stood outside until he saw the lights of the pizza delivery van coming up the road toward the  cabins. It was just a little after eight o’clock but full dark. After they ate, they’d go up to the building site at Killhorn Condos. He felt his heart quicken at the thought and the air suddenly felt colder.
Luke wished he’d grabbed his coat. But he knew it wouldn’t take him long to warm up again. Not once he’d gone back into the cabin, back into that small room with Kit.
 
KIT COULD SMELL snow in the air again by the time they left Luke’s truck in a pull-off near Mountain Village and hiked under the cold cover of darkness and the pines up the mountain toward the complex.
Only the jagged outline of evergreens and the sharp edge of the mountains against the skyline broke the great expanse of white.
Kit could see her breath in the freezing night air, hear her pulse pounding in her ears, see Luke in front of her leading the way toward Derrick’s construction site.
She smiled to herself, remembering earlier in the cabin. They’d eaten pizza, sitting on the bed across from each other. Luke had tried so hard to make her feel comfortable, making jokes, laughing, teasing her. But she hadn’t felt comfortable. She doubted that she could feel comfortable in any small quarters with the man. Then he’d called someone, and a few minutes later a man arrived with a pistol for him.
“How are you doing?” he whispered now, stopping partway up the mountain. He’d been moving fast, an urgency in him that matched the intensity of his expression. If she’d forgotten what was at stake here, one look at Luke certainly reminded her. If Derrick caught them, he would try to kill them again.  She didn’t doubt that anymore. She knew Luke never had.
“All right.” All right? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been all right. She buried her mittened hands deep in her pockets, snuggled down into the collar of her coat and looked up the mountain.
The condo complex loomed, a sinister shell, dark and foreboding against the bleak white of the snowfall.
Luke gave her a moment to catch her breath, but only that. “Stay close.” He touched his fingers to his lips and started up again. Tucked in his jacket, he carried a small tool bag. The borrowed pistol was in the bag.
Kit followed, the memory of the last time she’d been to the job site forming a weight around her shoulders. Snowflakes began to fall, spiraling down in large, lacy disks. As they drew nearer the condo, wind whipped the falling snow, making it steal around the structure like ghosts.
She was startled to see how little had changed since the last time she’d been here. Except now the building’s block skeleton had been encased in dense plastic, making it resemble a cocoon. From deep inside came a steady roar like a blast furnace. Closer, the plastic drummed in the wind, an unearthly sound.
Luke skulked down the side of the structure to the corner and peered around it, then motioned for Kit to follow. “The coast is clear,” he said, pointing toward the small trailer Derrick used for an office. No vehicles were parked near it, nor were there any near the building.
She stared into the plastic wall, trying to see what waited for them inside the opaque protective cover,  unable to make out anything. Too easily she could remember the man on the snowmobile.
Luke peeled back the plastic and motioned for her to enter. She stepped into the warm darkness and stopped, instantly convinced they weren’t alone. Derrick. It was as if she could feel his warm breath caress her cheek, as if he wanted her to know he was now standing only inches from her, waiting to surprise her. Luke collided with her back.
“What is it?” he whispered, his hands clutching her shoulders.
Unable to speak, she reached back to grab his forearm.
Luke wrapped his free arm around her and pulled her behind him. She buried her face in his back, in the rough wet wool of his coat, and steadied herself against him. Her heart drummed like the plastic in the wind, her pulse roaring louder than the heater deep within the building.
“Kit?” Luke whispered, snapping on the flashlight he’d brought.
She lifted her head and peeked around his broad back. The beam made a thin golden slice into the black, ending in a pool on the rough plywood flooring, illuminating the empty cavity of building where they stood. And nothing more.
No Derrick. And she realized that the warmth now brushing against her cheek was from waves of air moving through the vacant building from the heater. Kit let out the breath she’d been holding, feeling foolish, feeling weak with relief and fear. She felt Luke’s gaze and looked up at him, giving him a feeble shrug and an even feebler smile. “I thought I felt—”
 He nodded, his look sympathetic. He reached into the bag and pulled out the pistol, glanced at her, then stuffed it in the waistband of his jeans.
“I’m fine,” she said, straightening her shoulders, telling herself to stop being such a coward.
Luke seemed to study her for a full minute, then nodded. “Come on.”
She led the way through the dark hollows of the building, getting turned around in the maze of rooms. She was beginning to doubt that she could ever find the room Jason was killed in, when she saw something that jogged her memory like a pinprick.
A set of temporary stairs led up to a sort of secondstory gallery. She licked her dry lips and swallowed, her throat parched by the dry air circulating around her, her ears humming with the roar of the heater, her heart pounding.
It was from that gallery that she’d witnessed the murder. Only then, it had been just a plywood walkway.
She felt Luke watching her, waiting. She raised an arm and pointed to the stairs. “Up there.”
He nodded and headed for the steps, trailing the beam of the flashlight up the wooden stairs in front of her. Kit clambered up to the gallery, her gaze on her footing rather than on the view until her hands latched onto the makeshift two-by-four railing and she finally looked out.
It took her a moment to orient herself. Before, the structure had been open, the block walls only up about seven feet high, no floor, just dirt, a large pile off to one side, and, at its center, the water tank Derrick had thrown Jason into. All that was gone now, replaced by a large enclosed room with a high ceiling,  concrete floor and towering block walls with rectangular openings where windows would one day go.
“Is it coming back?” Luke asked.
She almost smiled at that. The images had never left her, as hard as she’d tried to force them away. They hovered in her brain waiting for a weak moment. She’d had a lot of weak moments.
In a hushed whisper she explained what it had looked like that afternoon, ending with where she’d seen Derrick throw the crowbar. Then she followed Luke back down the stairs, through a narrow doorway and across the great expanse of concrete floor to the block wall.
Luke bent down, shining the light on the wall, starting at eye level and slowly descending as he studied each cinder block. They all looked the same to Kit. The flashlight stopped about two feet off the floor and she heard Luke curse.
“What is it?” she asked, crouching down beside him.
“These blocks, they’ve been replaced.”
On closer inspection, she could make out the difference in coloration. Four blocks in a square looked newer, cleaner.
Luke pulled a sledgehammer from his tool bag and struck one of the newer blocks. The surface shattered and he peered inside the block cell with the flashlight.
“It’s empty,” Luke said. “No crowbar. Not even any grout or steel. He must have replaced these recently.”
Luke had been right: Derrick had rushed back to Montana to destroy any and all evidence. And it was  Kit’s fault for telling him that she had proof. “I’m sorry.”
Luke shook his head and pushed himself back up. “It was a long shot, anyway, and he could have replaced them months ago for all we know.”
The crowbar had been in there, Kit thought. If only she’d gone to the police. If only—
“Don’t,” Luke said, shifting the flashlight so the wider, softer beam shone on their faces. He reached out, his gloved hand cupped her jaw and lifted her face until he could look into her eyes. “We’re going to get him. Nothing he can do can save him at this point.”
If Luke thought his words reassured her, he was wrong. She feared that he planned to take the law into his own hands if they couldn’t prove Derrick’s guilt. He didn’t realize how much that scared her.
He stared into her eyes for a moment, then drew back as if he could tell from her expression that she disapproved. He skimmed the flashlight beam across the concrete floor. “I wonder when this was poured.”
“Why?”
“If it was poured soon after Jason’s murder, then I’d say there’s a good chance this is where his body is buried. Derrick would have wanted to get the evidence covered as quickly as possible and—” he shone the flashlight on the rough surface of the concrete “—it looks like it might have been poured in a hurry.”
Kit felt her eyes widen as she looked down at the concrete floor. My God, Jason could be under there. Quite possibly was buried beneath their feet. She felt a shudder and a wave of sympathy for Luke that  threatened to drown her. Her hand found his arm. Tears filled her eyes.
He glanced over at her and shook his head. “Come on, let’s see what we can find in Derrick’s office.” He gently pulled his arm free. “There should be records of when the concrete was poured.”
They moved in silence to the construction job office, the twenty-four-foot trailer parked at the side of the building. As they stepped through a break in the plastic and out of the heated building, large wet snowflakes floated down on them. Kit trudged behind Luke through the falling snow. She waited while he tried the door. Locked.
He was reaching into his tool bag when the sound of a motor cut through the wind. A pair of headlights flashed across the landscape on the narrow snowpacked road that led to the complex.
Luke grabbed Kit and quickly pulled her behind a forklift parked beside the trailer. “I want to see who this is,” he whispered.
They waited as the vehicle made its way to them. A dark-colored Suburban finally lurched to a stop in front of the trailer. The driver cut the engine, and the lights and darkness took back the night.
Kit heard the car door open. Then close. She watched in trepidation as a figure appeared out of the storm, headed right for them. The newcomer wore a large full-length dark coat with the hood up, and snowboots.
Luke motioned for Kit not to move as the figure sneaked along the side of the trailer to the door just feet from where the two of them were crouched.
Kit held her breath, afraid to blink an eye as she  watched the person try the door of the trailer with the same result. Locked.
A muttered curse drifted with the wind and snow. Then the figure reached into a deep pocket and extracted a set of keys that jingled softly. After a moment, the trailer door opened. The person glanced around, then hurriedly stepped inside.
The beam of a flashlight darted around in the trailer. Kit could hear the banging of what sounded like metal drawers, and more curses, the voice now definitely that of a woman.
Luke shot Kit a questioning look.
“It’s Derrick’s ex, Belinda,” she whispered.
He nodded. “Come on. Let’s see what she’s looking for.” Luke opened the door to the trailer and they quickly stepped in.
Belinda jumped a good foot, clutched a hand over her heart and swore profusely. “You just scared the hell out of me.”
Luke doubted that. In the golden beam of his flashlight, she still looked full of the devil.
She flipped back her hood. Her brassy dyed hair was cut in a severe wedge above her ears, making her mascara-lined eyes appear too large for her face. Two-carat diamonds glittered from her earlobes like trophies. But it was her large, full mouth that dominated her perfectly made-up face. She’d painted her mouth fire-engine red, and now sucked at the corner of her lower lip nervously.
She could have been pretty, Luke thought, except for the raw greed in her eyes.
“You have a lot of guts being here,” Belinda said to Kit, obviously forgetting that she too was trespassing and in dangerous territory. She snapped off  her flashlight and put it back into her purse. “Derrick is looking for you and, let me tell you, he’s way beyond furious.” She made a face as if Kit should be scared. The woman had no idea just how scared Kit was—or how afraid Belinda herself should be.
Belinda glanced at Luke and raised an eyebrow to Kit. “You hire yourself a bodyguard?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Luke answered before Kit could. He wondered what men like Derrick saw in women like Belinda. The woman he’d seen Derrick with in West Yellowstone could have been this woman’s twin, they were so much the same type.
All gussied up, his Grandmother St. John would have said. “Only birds looking to mate put on such plumage,” she would say with a laugh. “Not that there is anything wrong with mating, mind you. But the kind of woman you want won’t need all those trappings to attract her mate.”
Luke glanced over at Kit, her face flushed from the cold, her eyes bright, her hair simple and back to its natural brilliance and color. The one time he’d seen her in makeup, that day in the limo, the sparseness of it had accentuated her beauty, not created it.
No, a real woman didn’t need artifice, he thought, looking at Kit. But Derrick Killhorn needed artifice. So why had he married Kit? Was he only after the baby? Could the man really be that blind that he hadn’t even noticed what he had? Hadn’t appreciated his own wife?
“Want to tell us what you’re looking for?” Luke asked, dragging himself back to the moment. He motioned with his flashlight beam to the fingernail file in Belinda’s hand and the recently defiled file cabinet.
 She looked contrite for a moment but it passed quickly. “Derrick’s up to something.”
“Want to elaborate?”
She shot him a look as if to say, “Why should I?”
“We know something’s going on,” Kit said. “That’s why I came back.”
Her words must have been music to Belinda’s ears. “So you’ve come back to stick it to him. Good for you. Just remember, kid, he’s a mean one.” She glanced at Luke. “You were smart to get someone…big and strong and tough-looking, but Derrick plays dirty.”
They didn’t need to be reminded of that, Luke thought. “Do you know what you’re looking for?” he ventured as he shone the light into the file cabinet, looking for the condo complex invoices.
She appeared offended, but only for an instant. Her moods changed more quickly than Montana weather. “Of course, I know what I’m looking for. What are you looking for?”
Luke kept searching the files. “An invoice for concrete. I need to know when concrete was poured in one of the rooms.”
“Well, you aren’t going to find it in there,” Belinda said. “Earlier today I stopped by here to pick up my check. Derrick didn’t seem to be around but there was a folder on his desk. I just kind of glanced at it. It had a bunch of figures scrawled on the outside and bills inside, all boring stuff to do with the complex as far as I could tell.” She brushed her bangs back and took a breath. “I didn’t think anything about it until Derrick came in, caught me and threw a conniption fit. Whatever was in that folder, he definitely  didn’t want me looking at it. He locked it in this cabinet So I thought, why not check it out, you know?”
Luke knew. “Did you find it?”
She shook her head at the file drawer now hanging open. “It’s not in there. He must have hidden it.”
Luke shone the flashlight around the small trailer. “Where would he hide it?”
Belinda seemed to think for a moment. Luke noticed that the obviously expensive outfit she wore was canary yellow and everything she had on matched, including her nail polish. This was a woman with a lot of free time on her hands and obviously more money than she needed. It made him wonder how she’d managed to get alimony out of Derrick. The word blackmail sprang to mind.
“If that folder is as important as I suspect it is, he put it someplace real safe,” she said. She glanced at Kit. “You don’t happen to know the combination to the wall safe at the house, do you?”
Kit looked surprised. “I didn’t even know there was a wall safe.”
Belinda mugged a face at Luke. “She really was out of her league, you know?”
“I know,” he said, glancing over at Kit, then settling his gaze on Belinda again. “You don’t have the combination?”
She guffawed. “That was the second thing he changed right after the locks on the doors at the house.” She jingled the keys in her pocket. “He forgot about my keys to his trailer, though.”
Luke thought he heard a noise outside and flicked off his flashlight. “I think maybe we should all get out of here before someone else shows up.” He went  to the window, pulled back the curtain and glanced out. Nothing but snow and darkness.
“How are we going to get the combination to the wall safe?” Belinda asked, not easily sidetracked. “I can tell you where it is.”
Luke flicked his flashlight back on so he could see Kit. He didn’t like the idea of having her out of his sight. “Where?”
“Derrick has the mind of a gopher,” Belinda said. “He can’t remember anything so he carries any numbers he needs in his wallet—including the combination to the safe. Of course, as cheap as he is, he never lets the wallet out of his sight.”
“Then we’ll have to get his wallet,” Luke said.
“Whatever you two have planned, I want in on it,” Belinda said quickly.
He studied her a moment, wondering about her motives. She certainly seemed eager to get more ammunition against Derrick. “I don’t think you realize how dangerous it is.”
Belinda let out an oath. “You think breaking into here isn’t dangerous? You think just being married to him wasn’t dangerous?”
“You’ve already done enough just telling us about the file folder,” Kit assured her. “I don’t want to see you get hurt again because you were trying to help me.”
Belinda patted Kit’s shoulder. “Look, I owe the SOB and I want in on this. It’s my behind, all right?”
“Then you have to know,” Luke said. “Derrick killed a man, and Kit and I have come back to town to prove it.”
 “Whoa.” Belinda sat down hard in Derrick’s office chair. She blinked. “Murder?”
Kit nodded. “I saw him kill Luke’s brother, Jason, when Jason was working for Derrick seven months ago.”
Belinda glanced over at Luke as if she was just starting to get it. She put a diamond-encrusted hand to her forehead. “I knew he had a mean streak—but murder?”
“Now you know the kind of man we’re dealing with,” Kit said.
Belinda chewed at her lip. “Derrick knows that you saw him?”
Kit nodded.
She let out a gusty sigh. “No wonder he’s been out of his mind. I thought it was just you leaving him. Derrick has an ego the size of Alaska. He doesn’t take rejection well. Who knew it was something much worse?” She laughed. “Oh, you have to let me help. I’m probably one of the few people in town who really understands the terrible odds you’re up against if you think you can bring a Killhorn to justice in this county. And I’m the only person who wants to see it happen as much as the two of you. Maybe more.”
Before either one of them could respond, the sound of a vehicle bucking snowdrifts filled the trailer.
 
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Luke switched off the flashlight and reached for Kit. “Let’s get out of here.”
As they filed out of the trailer, Luke spotted Belinda’s Suburban parked nearby. In the distance, a set of headlights wound its way toward the job site, busting through drifts blown into Belinda’s earlier tracks.
“Give me your keys,” Luke ordered Belinda. “Kit, you get in the front with me. Belinda, get in the back seat and stay down.”
He took the keys Belinda handed him. Since whoever was coming up the road would no doubt recognize Belinda’s Suburban, Luke knew he had to get her, as well as himself and Kit, out of here.
Hurriedly he ushered Kit into the front seat. She huddled on the floorboards, looking up at him, and he read both concern and trust in her eyes. He heard Belinda climb into the back and slam the rear door.
Luke slid in behind the wheel, cranked over the engine and put the car in four-wheel drive. Then he swung around and headed back up the road at a speed that he hoped would brook no arguments from the approaching vehicle.
 “Stay down,” he ordered the women. “And hang on.”
As he neared the other vehicle, Luke caught a glimpse of its size, shape and color against the snowfall and recognized the make. “Who do you know that owns a newer pale green Dodge pickup?”
“Derrick,” came the answer in chorus.
Luke smiled. He’d been looking forward to this for a long time now. He revved the engine and kept the Suburban busting through the snowdrifts, driving it forward on the one-way road headed right for the approaching pickup.
When they were down to only a short, narrow stretch of straightaway between them, Luke increased his speed and flashed on his brights.
He saw the pickup slow. It was that moment of hesitation that he’d hoped for. He drove the Suburban forward, sending snow and ice cascading over the top of the car, the motor roaring in his ears as he got ready. One of them would have to go off the road into the deep, soft, snowy ditch. Luke had no intention of it being him, but he was ready just in case Derrick Killhorn had played chicken before. But Luke was betting on Derrick’s attachment to his truck to decide the fate of things.
They were within a few yards of each other, Luke refusing to back off on his speed, when Derrick, at the last minute, jerked his wheel. The pickup careened off the road, burying its hood in the deep snow-filled ditch.
Luke roared on past. But he knew Derrick had seen that it wasn’t Belinda driving the rig. When Luke looked back, the pickup was high-centered on its axle in the drift, the driver’s door was open, light  spilling out, and Derrick Killhorn was standing in the middle of the road, his posture beyond furious. Luke smiled.
 
KIT SAT HUDDLED on the passenger side of Luke’s old Chevy pickup. He’d left the engine running, the heater blasting cold air. Not that it mattered. She had her window down so she could hear what he was saying to Belinda, who’d parked next to them. The air outside the pickup seemed warmer than what was coming out of the heater.
“Tell Derrick I took your Suburban” Luke stood beside Belinda’s car, her window down, talking. “I don’t want Derrick to think you’re the one who ran him off the road.”
She snorted. “It wouldn’t be the first time. Don’t worry about me. You just figure out a way to get that safe combination. I know there’s something in that folder that Derrick doesn’t want us to see.” She sobered. “Hopefully it will be what you need to get him for your brother’s murder. I’ve always said Derrick should be behind bars.”
Kit watched Luke rub his thigh with his leathergloved palm. He looked so capable, so self-assured. She felt safe with him. And at the same time…She studied his profile, her gaze lingering on his lips. She trembled again, this time not from the cold.
“If you call Derrick and tell him to meet you somewhere, will he do it?” Luke was asking Belinda.
“Depends on what I’m offering,” she said with a coy smile.
“The Mountain Village mall will be busy tomorrow night with all the skiers and shoppers,” Luke  said. “There’s one shop that always has a crowd outside. Tell him to meet you there. I’ll get his wallet.”
“Just name the time,” Belinda said.
“What about me?” Kit asked.
“Oh, I haven’t forgotten you,” Luke assured her, flashing her a look that said he’d tried, though.
Back at the cabin, Luke dialed the number for Kit and handed her the phone. She waited, her heart a thunder in her ears. Just the sound of Lucille’s soft southern drawl made her choke back tears.
“How is everything?” Kit asked, trying to keep the panic out of her voice.
“Fine, honey, we’re both just fine. We’ve been having a grand old time. Andy’s been an angel and he seems to love boating.”
Kit held the phone, crying softly, unable to speak. Luke took the receiver from her and spoke for a moment with his aunt. Then he handed it back to Kit.
“Just give him a hug for me,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “I miss him so much.”
“Of course you do, honey. But don’t worry. You two will be back together soon. Luke will see to that.”
Kit glanced up at Luke. There was a softness to his expression, a look of compassion and concern. At that moment, she’d never seen a more handsome man.
“Yes,” she said into the phone, her gaze locked with Luke’s. “I know Luke will see that Andy and I are together soon.”
 
LUKE DIDN’T SLEEP well that night and he knew it had nothing to do with the accommodations. He’d slept on harder floors in less hospitable places.
 He didn’t kid himself about the problem. It was Kit. He’d lain awake long into the night thinking about her, cursing himself for involving her and the baby in his plot to avenge his brother’s death. If he’d never picked her up in the limo, he’d be getting a good night’s sleep right now, he’d told himself—all the time knowing that wasn’t true.
What choice had he had? Let her go to Huntsville and Derrick? He hated to think what would have happened to her and Andy if she’d gotten into the other limo.
No, he was stuck with her and it was normal that he felt responsible for her and the baby. He’d just make the best of it. They’d work together to stop Derrick Killhorn. Luke wouldn’t get any more involved in this woman’s life than he had already.
But as he lay there on the floor listening to the rhythmic sound of her breathing, he felt a connection to this woman that scared him more than all the Derrick Killhorns in the world.
 
KIT WOKE to sunshine streaming through a crack in the drapes. She could hear the shower running and Luke humming. Obviously, he’d gotten more sleep last night than she had. She got up to peek outside. The morning sun caught in the new snow, making it sparkle like the blinding brilliance of zillions of diamonds.
“I thought we’d go into Bozeman today,” Luke announced behind her, making her jump. She hadn’t heard him turn off the shower. She spun around to find him toweling his blond hair dry. He wore only a pair of blue jeans and a white T-shirt.
She hadn’t let herself think about the body hidden  beneath Luke’s winter clothing. But now that was all she could think about. All she could see. The T-shirt hugged his attributes, accenting the broadness of his shoulders, the rounded contour of his pecs, the chiseled waist. Even his muscular, smooth forearms with the light dusting of blond hair stirred something in her, awakening desires she hadn’t even known existed. She looked away, embarrassed at her own thoughts.
“We have time to kill,” Luke was saying. “We can’t get the combination to the safe until after dark. I don’t think staying here all day will do either of us any good. I know I’m lousy at just sitting around.”
She nodded quickly in agreement. How could he make her feel sexy with just a look, even a look often laced with self-deprecating humor?
“Is something wrong?”
“No.” She tried to avoid looking at anything but his face. “Nothing.”
He nodded. “I need to buy a metal detector, the kind you use to find large objects.”
“To find Jason’s motorcycle.”
He raised a brow. “We know Derrick poured concrete after Jason was killed. Now all we have to do is find the motorcycle.” He studied her for a moment. “You’re sure nothing’s wrong.”
She gulped and looked away. “What is the plan for tonight?” she asked, quickly going to the bed to make it.
He didn’t answer right away. “Am I making you uncomfortable?”
She intended to lie but when she looked up, her gaze met his and she recognized the gleam in those  gray eyes of his. “All right, maybe I’m not used to sharing a room with a strange man.”
“Strange?” He grinned. “You think I’m strange?”
“No,” she said, flustered. “I meant—” She stopped, eyeing him. “You know what I mean. I know you find it silly—”
“No, not silly,” he said, the grin fading. “I find it…you…refreshing.” He picked up his flannel shirt and pulled it on, turning away from her to tuck it into his jeans. “Is this better?”
Much. “I should get ready,” she said, hurrying past him. She could have sworn that she heard a soft chuckle as she passed.
 
THE PLAN was simple. Maybe too simple, Luke thought. But it was one he’d seen work. One he’d used himself in his misspent youth. Luke couldn’t believe he was about to use skills he’d picked up as a wild kid on the streets of Butte, Montana. Petty larceny, here I come again, he thought, as he and Kit worked their way toward Mountain Village.
They’d spent the day in Bozeman. He’d found himself studying her every opportunity he got. Her reaction to him that morning had surprised him and pleased him. That she was attracted to him and that the feeling frightened her was something new for him. What she didn’t know was that he felt the same way about her. Only, she frightened him, he’d bet, a whole lot more than he did her.
He’d felt torn all day. He’d been anxious for night to fall so they could get the combination to Derrick’s home safe, and hopefully not only find the concrete invoice but anything else Derrick might be hiding in  that file folder. But at the same time, Luke hadn’t wanted his time with Kit to pass too quickly. For a few hours, he’d forgotten everything but her. They’d walked the busy streets, looking into the holidaydecorated store windows, doing a lot more than killing time.
He’d suggested getting a present for Andy. They’d spent the better part of the morning searching stores for the ideal gift. Against Kit’s protests, he’d ended up buying a shopping bag full of gifts for the baby.
“It’s his first Christmas,” Luke had argued, and when he saw her tears, had stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to pull her to him and promise she’d be with Andy on Christmas morning to open the packages.
It was a promise he shouldn’t have made but wanted more than anything to keep. He’d found himself caught up in the excitement of Christmas for the first time in years, maybe the first time ever, and knew it had more to do with Kit than the decorations hanging from the street corners, the bell ringers or the music that played from store doorways. The season seemed to make Kit glow with a warmth that he wanted to share. She would see things in store windows that would make her eyes light up like a child’s. He found that he could make her laugh—and he didn’t want to stop.
He’d taken her to lunch at a cute, out-of-the-way Chinese food place and challenged her to try chopsticks. He laughed through most of lunch and marveled at how easy it was to please this woman. At the same time it embarrassed him that it took so little and delighted him. He found himself wanting nothing  more in life than to please her. Dangerous thinking.
Eventually, they’d gone to the metal detector shop and purchased one specifically designed to find large steel objects—such as a motorcycle under two feet of concrete or more. The mood had changed the moment he put it in the back of his pickup and headed south, toward Big Sky. Kit’s eyes had taken on a faraway look; she was no doubt worried about tonight, about the future.
Luke drove back in silence, lost in his own thoughts. When he thought of Jason, which was often, it now seemed to be with less anger and hatred and more intense pain and sadness. Jason was gone. And it broke his heart.
He sometimes felt as if he were betraying his brother’s memory by not hanging on more tightly to that hatred. He worried that this change in him would dim his desire for vengeance. He still had to bring Derrick Killhorn to justice, one way or the other. But there were moments now when he knew that no matter what he did to his brother’s killer, it wouldn’t bring Jason back. And that he wouldn’t get the satisfaction he’d once thought he would. But, he told himself, when the day came to settle the score with Derrick, he would do what had to be done.
Just like he would do what had to be done now, he thought as he and Kit made their way, through the throng of people, toward the lodge. The ski hill had closed for the day and the hallways in the lodge were packed. Beside him, Kit walked with an armful of brightly wrapped empty boxes. He carried a shopping bag filled with empty wrapped packages.
Christmas music played. “Jingle Bells.” “White  Christmas.” “Hark the Herald Angels.” Luke looked over at Kit, wisps of her brilliant red hair escaping from under her ski hat, her coat buttoned up to her chin against the cold, her eyes as shiny and bright as the winter evening. She was about to come face-to-face with Derrick Killhorn and she looked more terrified than he’d ever seen her.
Luke realized he’d lost that Christmas spirit he’d felt with Kit earlier in Bozeman. He’d come to the Village not to shop, but to shoplift. If he succeeded, it would bring him one step closer to his ultimate goal of bringing down Derrick Killhorn. If he failed—
He couldn’t even consider that possibility.
Inside the lodge, Luke began searching the faces of the crowd for one face in particular: Derrick Killhorn’s.
Belinda had been so sure that he would come. Luke glanced at his watch. Two minutes to seven. Belinda said he wouldn’t be late.
With a jolt Luke realized she was right. Derrick was elbowing his way through the crowd. He wore a ski jacket with a fur-trimmed collar, jeans, expensive boots and an air of superiority. Luke supposed some women might find him attractive. He had little-boy looks and a charm that seemed to ooze from his pores like oil. Luke reminded himself that Kit had once been one of those women. She’d found Derrick charming and handsome enough to marry him. Luke felt a painful stab of jealousy that did nothing to improve his mood.
He glanced over at Kit and nodded slightly, then he stepped away from her, skirting around the shoppers and skiers and snowboarders. Luke was banking  on Derrick’s surprise at seeing Kit—that and his own ability to keep Derrick from ever getting near Kit once that happened.
Luke never took his eyes from the man as he closed in. He wanted to see the expression on Derrick’s face when he recognized Kit coming toward him. It was a moment Luke had no intention of missing for several very good reasons. Kit’s safety was at the top of that list.
Derrick was frowning as he scanned the crowd, no doubt looking for Belinda and wondering why they had to meet here, of all places. His gaze brushed over Kit, then flicked back to her. His eyes widened and several emotions seemed to flicker across his face in an instant. Surprise. Shock. Fear. It was the fear that Luke took guilty pleasure in.
Derrick stumbled, all the superiority of his step instantly gone, leaving him fighting to keep his feet under him.
Luke smiled and moved in for the kill.
Derrick was only a few feet from Kit when she bumped one of the skiers, sending her armload of packages spilling to the floor between her and Derrick.
The crowd parted. Shoppers and skiers stopped to help pick up the packages, moving between Derrick and his wife. Kit stumbled back. “Watch that one,” she cried pointing to a large box at Derrick’s feet. “It’s breakable.”
Derrick quickly bent down to pick it up. The package and several too-helpful skiers who’d stopped to lend assistance were all that stood between him and Kit. At that exact moment, Luke jostled Derrick ever so slightly. Derrick didn’t even notice.
 Derrick straightened with the package in his hands and glanced around in surprise. The crowd flowed again around him. Kit was gone and Luke was walking away, enjoying the look of consternation on Derrick’s face. Derrick stood for a moment, shook the empty package and glared angrily about him. Then he walked to a trash can and smashed the brightly wrapped box into the can.
Luke rounded the corner. He could see Kit waiting expectantly at the far end of the hallway. He hurried to her.
“Did you get it?” she cried.
He held up Derrick’s wallet, the expensive leather still warm.
She smiled then, relief washing over her beautiful face.
“Come on,” he said, returning her smile. He took her hand. They ran down the hall and out into the night. It felt good to run. Luke knew Derrick wasn’t after them. There was no way he’d be able to find them in that crowd, but Luke didn’t want to stop running any more than he wanted to let go of Kit’s hand.
Luke ran with Kit down the wide trail that led from Mountain Village to the lagoon, the scent of pines and snow and winter filling his nostrils, his lungs. They ran until he could feel Kit slowing and he eased up, stopping beside her, still holding her hand. She leaned against him, he against her.
Luke pulled back to see her face. The laughter seemed to bubble up from deep inside her. She looked at him and the first nervous giggle spilled out. He grinned at her and they both began to laugh, the hearty laughter of children who’d just pulled off the  perfect harmless prank. Somewhere in the distance, sleigh bells jingled and Christmas music played. The snow fell around them and the air smelled of evergreen.
Their eyes met and locked and, abruptly, they stopped laughing. Snow filled the silence, falling in large floating flakes that caught on Kit’s eyelashes, on her nose, on her lips. Luke followed the lazy drift of a snowflake to her lips. Without thinking, he leaned down to touch the tip of his tongue to the side of her mouth to capture the delicate ice crystal before it could melt. Their breaths mingled, snow white in the freezing night air. Luke didn’t feel the cold or the snow. He felt nothing but Kit, as she released his hand to press her palms against his chest, her gaze still locked with his, her lips parted slightly. Somewhere close by “Silent Night” played on a car radio.
He lowered his lips to hers, barely brushing her mouth. He heard her sharp intake of breath, felt her sway against him. His arms encircled her and pulled her closer. His mouth dropped to hers, the pressure gentle, the kiss tentative. She tasted sweet, her lips cool, her breath warm, her mouth now an open invitation. He deepened the kiss, greedily seeking the pleasures of her mouth while his hands roamed over her back, her shoulders and finally cupped her bottom to pull her into him, into his kiss.
She groaned softly and melted into him, opening to him in a way that ignited his passion and stole his heart. He couldn’t ever remember wanting a woman the way he wanted her. He slipped his hand up under her coat, under her sweater until he felt the warmth of her bare flesh.
She gasped as his hand slipped under her bra and  cupped her full breast in his palm. Her eyes flew open and she drew back, a look of surprise and caution on her face.
He could feel her trembling as he let go of her warm breast. His heart banged around in his chest. They stood looking at each other for a long moment, the snow falling between them, a wall of cold white. He yearned to kiss her again, to hold her, to press his body to hers. He wanted to feel her warmth beneath him, to make love to her.
“I’m sorry.” He stopped. “No, I’m not sorry. I wanted to kiss you.”
She shook her head, dropping her gaze. He saw tears bead in her eyes and fought the urge to reach for her. “I sometimes forget why we’re here,” she said. “What it is we’re doing.” Her eyes lifted to meet his. “I forget that I’m married.”
Married. To Derrick Killhorn. He took a deep breath. “So do I.” He wanted to forget. “I have to be honest with you. I don’t just want to kiss you, Kit. I want to make love to you.”
She gazed into his eyes. “Because I’m his wife? Is this just another way to get back at him?”
She thought that he wanted her as a way to get revenge against Derrick Killhorn? “I want to make love with you in spite of that fact, not because of it.” He took her shoulders in his hands and pulled her close again. “This has nothing to do with the Killhorns, nothing to do with Jason. This is about you and me.”
“I know nothing about you,” she said, her voice filled with emotion.
“You know everything about me that matters,” he said.
 He felt her tremble, saw the raw desire in her gaze, and would have kissed her again right there if it hadn’t been for the sound of a vehicle coming quickly up the road, headed their way.
“Come on,” he whispered and took her hand again. This time they didn’t stop running until they reached his pickup.
 
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Luke wanted more than anything to kiss Kit again, but he knew that wouldn’t be a good idea. They had to hit Killhorn’s house now. It couldn’t wait. Soon Derrick was bound to realize his wallet was missing. Would he realize why and try to hurry home?
If Luke hoped to get into the safe, it had to be done immediately. While all of that was true, it didn’t make things any easier, he thought. His desire for Kit seemed a fire inside him and the kiss had only fanned the flames.
“Here, make sure the combination is in there,” he said handing Derrick’s wallet to Kit when they reached the pickup. He turned on the cab lights as he backed up and headed for Derrick’s house.
She opened the wallet as if she thought it might be full of vipers. “I think this is it,” she said after a few moments. She held up a slip of paper with a series of numbers on it.
“Let’s hope so,” Luke said. He drove the eight miles down the mountain to the highway. Ahead he could see Killhorn’s large-ranch-style home. Just the sight of it made him grit his teeth.
 “Are we going to break in?” Kit asked, sounding worried.
“Not this time.” He reached into his coat pocket and extracted a key. “Last time I was here I borrowed the back door key, duplicated and returned it.”
She nodded. “Derrick always kept an extra set of keys by the back door. Belinda’s right about him. He’s pretty predictable in some ways. But not in others.”
Luke glanced over at her, wondering what her life with Derrick had been like. Hell, he thought. Then he wondered if that was true or just what he wanted to believe.
He parked under a stand of pines up the road from the house, and they walked back following the contours of the land to keep out of sight of the highway. A yard light burned golden in the snowfall. Derrick’s truck was nowhere to be seen. Nor were there any lights on in the house. But Luke knew Derrick wouldn’t have had time to get back to the house ahead of them even if Belinda hadn’t been able to take care of her part of the plan—disabling Derrick’s precious pickup.
Luke used the key to open the back door. “Let’s make this quick.” He hurried up the stairs, headed—as per Belinda’s directions—for the master bedroom and the wall safe.
When he opened the door to the massive bedroom, he tried to ignore the king-size bed with the velvet cover, tried not to think about Kit lying in that bed with Derrick.
It took only a moment to push aside the painting and dial the numbers on the safe. No alarms went  off as he swung open the door and quickly riffled through the meager contents. He found a file folder with numbers scrawled on the outside. He glanced in it. Invoices. Bingo.
Tucking the folder under his arm, he spent a few more minutes looking for anything else that might pertain to the condo complex and Jason’s murder. A couple of insurance policies, some papers on the house, a passport, a marriage license, titles on vehicles and construction equipment. Nothing else about the complex.
Luke had started to close the safe door when one of the items drew his attention again. He pulled out the marriage license form and frowned down at it. He remembered filling one of these out four years ago but that was as far as he’d gotten. He tossed it back into the safe, and with the folder under his arm, closed the door and turned, expecting to find Kit behind him.
“Kit?” he called quietly.
No answer. He rushed out of the room, anxious to find Kit and get out of this house, hoping the plan hadn’t gone awry. That Derrick hadn’t returned.
To his relief he spotted her coming out of a room down the hall. She carried the two paintings he’d seen on the wall. He smiled and went to help her.
 
LUKE LED THE WAY down the wide curved stairway and Kit followed, glancing around the house that had been her home for a few, long miserable months.
Everything about this house gave her the creeps and reminded her how unhappy she’d been here. She’d tried to hide that fact from Derrick, who’d become  angry when she’d attempted to talk to him about it.
“No woman could be unhappy in a house like this,” he’d protested. “What’s wrong with you? Are you crazy? Look around you. This is a palace, and you’re the queen.”
He didn’t understand that she would gladly have traded the house and everything in it for a tiny shack and a husband who spent more time with her, a husband who she felt loved and cherished her and accepted her for the person she was, rather than for his image of what Mrs. Derrick Killhorn should be.
“I’d just like to be with you more,” she’d said. “Feel like you’re with me. That we’re truly husband and wife.”
“Grow up,” he’d snapped angrily. “You expect everything to be perfect instantly. It’s going to take some time. After the baby comes, after my son is born, then we’ll go on a honeymoon or something.” He walked away from her. “I have the condos to finish. It’s not like I’m asking you to do anything. Just stay here and let me get my work done.”
“And if it’s a daughter?” she’d cried.
He’d turned and narrowed his gaze at her. “If you’d have had that damn test, we wouldn’t have to keep arguing about the baby’s sex, now would we?” He’d glared at her as if he hated her. “You’re Mrs. Derrick Killhorn. Try to act like it. A lot of women would love to be in your shoes, sweetheart.”
“Are you all right?” Luke asked from the bottom of the stairs.
Kit blinked and looked down at him, surprised to see that she’d stopped partway down the steps, her mind replaying that old scene with Derrick as if she  had lived it yesterday. “Fine,” she said and hurried down to Luke.
He studied her for a moment, concern in his expression.
“I have a lot of bad memories here,” she explained, her voice sounding close to tears. She realized that they weren’t tears of remorse, but of relief. She’d never have to come back to this house. Her son would never have to live here. She lifted her chin and gave Luke a smile. “I’m fine.”
Luke smiled back. “Yeah, I can see that.”
Headlights flashed across the living room window. A vehicle pulled up in front of the house. Car doors slammed, and Kit could hear voices approaching the front door, the sound of snow being stomped off two pairs of boots.
Kit had worried that, while her luck and Luke’s had been holding, it would eventually run out. She feared that was the case as she heard the boom of Derrick’s angry voice, followed by another equally angry voice, one she’d heard only a few times before but recognized instantly—Judge J.T. Killhorn’s. Derrick’s father.
 
A KEY CLICKED in the front door lock. Luke grabbed Kit and pulled her into the closest hiding place he could see: a wide hall closet by the living room. There was just enough room between the back wall and the doors for him and Kit and the paintings, but nothing else. He felt the file folder slip from under his arm and hit the floor. Papers fluttered at his feet as he heard the front door open off to the right and the sound of raised voices.
“I want to know what the hell’s going on,” Judge  Killhorn bellowed. “And don’t give me that nonsense about nothing.”
A light came on. A thick sliver cut a swath between the double closet doors, illuminating the interior enough that Luke could see Kit’s pale face and get a pretty good view of the living room.
He heard what sounded like Derrick opening the coat closet by the front door and banging the metal hangers around as if looking for one in particular. Luke just hoped that whatever Derrick was looking for wasn’t in this closet.
“I told you—”
The judge cut his son off. “You told me a lot of things.”
Luke saw the judge move into the olympic-size living room. He seemed to be looking for a place to sit but none of the fancy furniture appeared to appeal to him. “I had a talk with John Stockwell at the bank this afternoon.”
“I’m having a little cash flow problem. It’s nothing to concern yourself with,” Derrick snapped as he joined his father in the living room. Luke saw Derrick glance up the stairs. “Maybe I should find a banker who can keep his mouth shut.”
“Don’t you blame John for this. I strong-armed him into telling me. You’ve gone and run that construction company into the ground, haven’t you? I told your brother not to get involved in any business dealings with you because you’d end up screwing him.”
“Your faith in me, Father, has always amazed me,” Derrick said. “I have to check something. I’ll be right back.” He left his father before the man could respond, and ran up the stairs.
 When Derrick came back down, he looked as though he’d seen a ghost. He went straight to the liquor cabinet and poured himself a drink.
“I’ll take one of those,” J.T. announced behind him. “Make it a double. You want to tell me what the hell’s going on?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?” the judge roared.
“I told you, I’m a little short of cash right now. Nothing serious.” Derrick made another drink and handed it to his father, then went to stand behind one of the high-back chairs as if for protection.
“Someone slashed your tires at Mountain Village tonight, your wallet was stolen, someone’s been sabotaging your job, and you call that nothing?”
“Just a little random violence,” Derrick said, and took a long swallow of the liquor.
The old man finally sat down, but didn’t look comfortable. “I didn’t give you a ride home to talk to you about money or your damn tires.”
“And I thought you gave me a ride out of the kindness of your heart,” Derrick quipped.
J.T. frowned at his son. “You know, I’d heard things about you, things I didn’t want to believe, and I ignored them. But I couldn’t keep ignoring what’s going on. For some time now I’ve been keeping an eye on you and I don’t like what I see.”
Derrick let out a nasty laugh. “Not that it’s any of your business—”
“You don’t understand,” his father cut in. “I’m making it my business. I want to talk to you about your wife.”
Luke felt Kit tense beside him.
 Derrick’s face closed in anger. “I can handle my wife.”
“Is that right?” The judge rattled his ice and stared down into the amber liquid. “I ran into Bob Haskins, my friend who’s a J.P. over in Park County. He likes Scotch, and over a bottle of the expensive stuff he got to talking about you and your so-called marriage. He just assumed it had been a practical joke and thought I knew. You want to let me in on the joke?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Dishonest, may describe it better, if not morally corrupt,” the judge said. “What exactly was the purpose of making that woman think you married her?”
Luke shot a look at Kit. Her eyes were wide, her look one of shocked disbelief. Kit and Derrick weren’t married?
“I’m waiting for an answer and I’m not leaving until I get one. You involved a friend of mine in one of your scams. That is unforgivable.”
“I was going to marry her,” Derrick whined. “I was just waiting until I was sure she was going to give me a son.”
“What?” The judge slammed his glass down on the coffee table. Derrick grimaced.
Beside Luke, Kit looked as if she might faint. Luke carefully balanced the paintings on the toes of his boots. She looked too upset to comfort even if they hadn’t been in a narrow closet. He knew she had to be furious—not only with Derrick but with herself. No one liked being duped. Especially by someone as loathsome as Derrick Killhorn. Cautiously, he took her hand in his and squeezed it  gently, hoping she’d take the gesture as one of comfort and concern.
She squeezed back with a force that told him that along with shock, she was feeling some anger. He felt the same way about Derrick Killhorn. Luke could not believe the man, could not believe the depth of his depravity.
“You’re telling me you knocked up that woman, then pretended to marry her, then waited to see what the sex of the baby was?” the judge was saying loudly.
“I would have married her if I’d known it was going to be a boy.” He shrugged. “She wouldn’t take the damn test so I could find out for sure.”
The judge let out an oath. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” Derrick cried. “I just want a son. What’s wrong with that? You got two of them.”
The judge narrowed his eyes. His expression said that having a son wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, especially right now. “There’s more to this and don’t you dare lie to me.”
Derrick shook his head and looked away. “You always want to think the worst of me.”
“You always want to take shortcuts—as if the rules were made for everyone but you.” J.T. sighed and motioned for his son to sit down. “It’s my fault. You knew you were my favorite. Sanders knew it as well. Look how he caters to you.”
With obvious reluctance, Derrick came around the chair and sat across from his father.
“So what happened?” the judge asked. “This woman find out about the phoney marriage? Is that why she left you?”
 “No, she’s just flighty as all hell, that’s all. I gave her everything but it wasn’t enough. She knew how badly I wanted a son and now she’s busting my chops, the stupid cow.”
“Someone ought to bust your chops,” the judge said in disgust. He shook his head at his son. “Is that any way to talk about the mother of your child?”
“She left me.”
“I shouldn’t wonder.” J.T. got up and went to the bar to refill his glass. “I saw your ex the other day,” he said, his back to Derrick.
“Belinda? That moronic—”
The judge swung around. “Belinda gave you every chance, and you blew it. I know that for a fact.” He walked back to the couch with his drink and sat down, leaning forward, his elbows on his thighs. “She told me something that deeply disturbs me. She says you can’t father children of your own and that’s why you’ve been acting so irrationally. You think you need this baby to prove your manhood.”
Derrick’s face turned purple and he looked as if he might explode. “She’s a damn liar.”
The judge glared at his son. “This isn’t your baby, is it?”
“Look, I don’t have to—”
Derrick didn’t get another word out of his mouth before his father was on his feet, holding Derrick’s collar. He jerked his son to his feet and stuck his face in his.
“You listen to me, Derrick. I’m sick of your lies and your excuses. Sanders tells me you’ve had him searching for that poor woman for seven months. No wonder you’re having financial problems at that  condo complex. You leave that woman alone. She’s not your wife, that’s not your son. You get your brother back here and take care of business. Sanders idolizes you. Don’t you hurt him or I swear—” J.T. let go of his son, then turned, picked up his drink and drained it. Carefully, he set the empty glass on the coffee table. “I’m not bailing you out anymore, Derrick. Not financially. Not legally. Not any way.”
Derrick didn’t say a word as his father walked out. But the instant the front door closed, he threw his glass against the wall, shattering a huge ornate mirror and sending his own image splintering into knifesharp shards.
He stood for a moment, then grabbed up the phone and beat out a number. He waited, then slammed down the phone, grabbed his coat and stormed out of the house.
The rage Luke saw in the man’s face as he left was nothing compared to Luke’s own. He couldn’t believe what Derrick had done to Kit. Luke made a silent promise to Kit and his brother Jason. This man would pay for everything he’d done. He’d pay, if it was the last thing Luke St. John ever did.
 
KIT’S WORLD tilted precariously. She held on to Luke’s hand, an anchor in a storm that she’d thought couldn’t get any worse. The marriage had been a fake. Derrick had only wanted her son.
Suddenly there was no air in the closet. Derrick had barely slammed the front door behind him, when Luke threw open the closet doors, caught the paintings before they tumbled off his toes, and hurriedly, but carefully, put them out of harm’s way. Then he swept Kit up in his arms and carried her to the couch.
 “What if Derrick comes—”
“If he comes back, I’ll take care of him,” Luke assured her in a tone that did, indeed, reassure her. “Just breathe.”
She gulped air as if fighting for her last breath. She could still hear the roar of Derrick’s snowmobile dying off in the distance. Luke pressed a glass of sherry into her hand.
“Drink,” he insisted. “It can’t hurt.”
She saw that he had poured himself a glass of whiskey. She emptied the glass as he did his own.
He let out a long sigh and looked at her, concern in his expression. “You want another one?”
She shook her head. “Derrick and I were never married.”
“Sounds that way.”
Kit couldn’t believe it. “I fell for his lies. He seemed so caring, so sincere at first.”
“You saw only what he wanted you to see.” A muscle in his jaw jumped and in his eyes she saw mirrored her own anger. “The man was a damn fool,” Luke said as he knelt in front of her. “He didn’t even know what he had.”
She smiled at Luke. The lava-hot veneer of her anger fell away and she felt such intense relief that it made her want to laugh. Not married. This explained so much about her so-called relationship with Derrick. Why he hadn’t slept with her. Why he had seemed to have no interest in her other than the baby she carried. Why he’d demanded that the baby had to be a boy—and that she have the test to prove it.
She shook her head again and did laugh. She wasn’t Mrs. Derrick Killhorn. She wasn’t married to a murderer. She didn’t have to worry about Derrick  trying to take Andy legally. She met Luke’s puzzled gaze. She wasn’t married at all. The intensity of his look stilled her laughter, stilled everything but her heart. It slammed around in her chest.
“Maybe you’d better have some more sherry,” Luke said, and started to rise.
She touched his arm, and he stopped, his gaze coming back to hers. “Thank you.”
“For dragging you back here, for making you have to hear all this? Yeah, you owe me a lot of thanks.”
She remembered the way he’d taken her hand in the closet. The gentle squeeze of his fingers. And the care he’d shown her paintings, which now rested safely by the door. Derrick had tried so hard to seem gentle, loving and caring; and Luke tried so hard to hide what was second nature for him.
She reached out to cup his jaw in her hand. It felt wonderfully rough and warm and strong. “Just knowing Derrick has no legal hold over me or my son was well worth the trip. But I’m not quitting now. After everything Derrick has done, I won’t let him get away with your brother’s murder.”
“Are you sure? I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to bail out and go be with your son.”
She shook her head. “I’ve never wanted to see anything through to the end more in my life.”
He covered her hand with his own, sliding it from his jaw to his lips. He kissed her open palm.
“I owe it to myself,” Kit whispered. “To my son. To you.”
The touch of his lips at the heart of her palm started an avalanche of feelings cascading through her.
 “You owe me nothing,” he said, releasing her hand as he got to his feet and dragged her up and into his arms. He held her tightly, his large, powerful arms gentle, protective. Her world felt solid again. “You owe me nothing, Kit Bannack. Absolutely nothing.”
She gazed up at him, hearing the emotion in his voice, the way he said her name. She wasn’t Mrs. Derrick Killhorn anymore. And Luke St. John seemed as relieved as she felt.
She circled her arms around his neck, her gaze locked with his, as he bent to kiss her.
Car lights flickered across the living room window.
Luke swore softly. “I guess it’s time to get moving,” he said, drawing back to look into her eyes. He held her a few more moments, as if he didn’t want to let go, then released her.
She watched him hurry to the open closet and scoop up the folder and papers he’d dropped. She closed the closet doors quickly behind him as he handed her the folder and went to get her paintings. At the sound of the doorbell, they slipped out the back door and disappeared into the night.
 
SANDERS STOOD outside Derrick’s house, listening. The night was quiet and cold. Where was Derrick?
Sanders had run into his father down the road. J.T. had pulled alongside him and rolled down his window. Sanders had seen right away that his father was upset. What had Derrick done now? “What’s wrong?”
J.T. had only wagged his head. He looked angry.  Sanders figured his father had fought with Derrick, which surprised him.
“I can talk to him,” Sanders offered.
J.T. laughed without humor. “Don’t waste your time. Or your life.”
“Derrick’s under a lot of strain.”
J.T. looked over at Sanders as if he was seeing him for the first time. Sanders felt the heat of his father’s gaze, felt surprised at the emotion he saw there. He’d seen this same expression on his father’s face before, but it had always been for Derrick—never for J.T.’s younger son. The face held sadness, regret, worry. But what shocked and scared Sanders was the unspoken apology he saw on his father’s forlorn face.
“Sanders—” J.T. stared at his son for a long moment. Finally he shook his head, shifted his car into gear and drove away, whatever he’d planned to say never making it into words.
Sanders rang Derrick’s doorbell a second and third time, knowing it was useless. Derrick was gone. He must have left by snowmobile. Sanders had seen his truck up on the mountain with all four tires slashed. He turned from the door and headed for his car, wondering what was going on.
But it was his father Sanders thought about as he left. He’d seen something in his father’s face tonight that had Sanders terrified something horrible was about to happen. Or maybe already had.
 
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Everything had changed. And nothing had changed. But Luke found himself feeling better than he’d felt in a long time. Kit didn’t belong to Derrick. She never had. It made him smile to himself. She’d never been Mrs. Derrick Killhorn.
He knew it was foolish. It meant nothing. But it meant everything. He wanted to kiss her again. That’s all he could think about as they left Derrick’s house and trudged through the snow and cold. Over his shoulder, he watched the house disappear behind him in the storm, then disappear from view entirely as if it had never existed any more than the marriage.
He’d heard whoever had come to visit Derrick finally leave and the night had grown still again, leaving him and Kit alone.
She walked next to him through the snow. The clouds broke above Lone Peak and the moon hung, a thin sliver of silver, the stars around it like bright sparks in the black velvet sky. The air had a bite to it that braced him.
He glanced over at her. Her breath came out frosty white. Earlier, she’d gone so pale. It had frightened him. Now her color had returned and she looked  more beautiful than ever, stronger than ever, a woman to reckon with. He liked that.
At his pickup, he stowed Kit’s paintings safely behind the seat, then climbed in beside her and started the truck.
“I thought we should change our hideout. I have a friend who owns a motel south of Big Sky. He’s expecting us.” It was a little nicer, a little more private, a lot more intimate.
Kit didn’t answer. She seemed lost in her own thoughts. He wondered if she was as relieved as he was that she’d never been married to Derrick Killhorn.
“Derrick will never quit looking for us now,” she said, her face troubled. “He’s being pushed in too many directions. He couldn’t tell his father that he had to find me because I witnessed him murder Jason. Or that now the victim’s brother was after him.” She met Luke’s gaze. “Derrick must be going crazy.”
“Can’t think of anyone who deserves it more. Can you?”
She shook her head. “But it only makes him more dangerous.” Her voice sounded small. “I’m afraid what he’ll do to you, Luke.”
“Kit—”
“There may be a way to end all of this,” she said, meeting his gaze. “I’m going to call Judge Killhorn. You heard what he said. Maybe he’ll help us.”
Luke wished he shared her faith in J. T. Killhorn. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up. Even though he came down hard on Derrick, I think when push comes to shove, he’ll protect his son.”
“I have to try,” Kit said without hesitation, and  he thought about the young woman who used to be easily swayed. Not this Kit. Not this woman that he was beginning to admire more and more.
He checked them into the Pinecone Motel, a small out-of-the-way place, and pulled up to the last unit in the row, the one closest to the Gallatin River.
“I’ll get your paintings and our bags out. Why don’t you go call,” he said, handing her the key to number nine.
When he came into the room a few minutes later she was sitting on the bed, her head in her hands. He almost hoped that she hadn’t been able to get through to the judge, but he could tell by her expression, when she looked up, that she had. “Well?”
“He listened, then he said I’d best not make accusations against his son unless I had proof to back them up.” Kit made a discouraged face. “I told him I had come back to Montana to get proof, but Derrick had destroyed it before I got here. I told him about the snowmobile accident and the man who’d tried to kill us—Matthew Rustan. Luke, he sounded like he believed me. He sounded scared.”
“But he refused to do anything,” Luke guessed.
She nodded.
“You gave it your best shot.” He had expected this. Kit, however, seemed disheartened. She still believed in justice, that life should be fair, that good conquered evil without all-out war. Luke had stopped believing in that years ago. Four to be exact. Jason hadn’t believed in war, and look where it had gotten him.
Luke put down her paintings, then stood back to admire them. They were full of life with a boldness and a passion he recognized—in both the paintings  and the artist. He felt drawn to them, the same way he felt drawn to Kit.
He looked up to see her watching him.
“You like my paintings.” She seemed pleased.
“Very much. I see you in them.”
She smiled nervously. “What? You see all the tragedies of my young life?”
He shook his head. “I see desire in them, a need and a fear of that need, of that unsatisfied longing. I recognize those feelings.”
He found that he couldn’t take his eyes from her. A slight blush stained her cheeks, making her look as new and fresh as a Montana morning. Her lips had a natural rosiness to them and her eyes shone bright as sunlight on snow.
She bit her lower lip as he moved to the bed. She tilted her head back, her gaze locking with his, and he saw everything he’d seen in her paintings. It was now in her eyes.
“There is something so sensual, so provocative, so alluring about you, Kit Bannack. I don’t think you know what you do to a man.”
She started to look away, but he touched her cheek with his fingers and held her gaze. Then he let his hand slide down, along the slim column of her neck, to the hollow at her throat, down to the rise above her breasts.
He heard her intake of breath when he stopped. He freed the top button of her shirt, skimming his fingers across the silken warmth of her skin to the next button. His gaze held hers, never wavering. Her eyes widened as he freed the next button and the next, brushing the fabric back to let his fingers trail along the smooth white tops of her breasts.
 Desire shone naked in her eyes and he felt her tremble as he let his hand skim over the outside of her thin lace bra and felt her nipple leap to his touch, rock hard.
She groaned as he brushed his fingertips over the other breast. The nipple pressed against the sheer lace as if aching for his touch, for his lips, for the feel of his wet tongue, just as he ached to feel every inch of her.
He freed the rest of the buttons and pushed the fabric aside. Only then did he break eye contact to look down at her. He felt himself catch fire at just the sight of her. The full white breasts peeked above the black lace of the bra. Nipples strained at the lace. He trailed his fingers from the brilliance of her fiery hair, down her shoulder, over her one breast to her slim waist, stopping at the buttons of her jeans. Then he looked up at her again.
Her gaze seemed to beg him to prove his desire for her.
He opened his own shirt and, taking her hand, pressed her palm against his thundering heart. “That’s what you do to a man,” he whispered. “That’s only part of what you do to me.”
She shook her head, her look still disbelieving.
He took her hand and pressed it against his maleness, now hard and full of yearning.
She closed her eyes, a soft groan escaping her lips.
“You are so incredibly sexy, Kit,” he whispered, raising her hand to brush his lips across her fingertips, then across her palm.
“Derrick never wanted me,” she said so quietly that at first he thought he hadn’t heard correctly. “He never made love to me.”
 He thought she was talking semantics.
“He didn’t want me. He said it was because he was afraid of hurting the baby, but the truth is—” she opened her eyes and met Luke’s gaze “—I never saw desire in his eyes. In fact, I’ve never seen desire like this in any man’s eyes before you.”
“Oh, Kit,” he said, understanding at last the longing he’d sensed in her paintings, in her. She’d felt rejected, unloved, undesirable. He knew that feeling only too well. He knew what that kind of hurt could do.
He pulled her into his arms, rocking her gently, his hand stroking her hair, his heart picking up her beat.
After a few moments, he pulled back to look at her. “You are so beautiful, my sweet Kit.” His gaze caressed her face. “I want you. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone, anything.”
Her gaze fired with such open desire that he thought he would die in his need to fulfill it. He ached to free the woman he saw trapped in her eyes, to show her that she was no longer that young college girl…that this body of hers was no longer that of a girl-woman…that her desires, her fantasies, her longings were all those of the woman she’d become.
“I want to make love to you. With you.” He wanted at that moment more than anything else in the world to show her the joys of her own body, to make her understand at last what a desirable, beautiful woman she’d become. And what pleasure that gave a man.
She touched his cheek with her hand. “Oh yes, please. Please make love to me.”
 KIT SHIVERED at the look in Luke’s eyes and started to draw her shirt back over her breasts, shy and embarrassed by her aching hard nipples pressing against the thin lace of her bra.
He stopped her, slipping the shirt from her shoulders.
His gaze felt as hot on her skin as his fingertips had been. And it made her feel naked. And on fire. He’d been right about the yearning in her. That yearning for him had become agony.
He reached behind her to unsnap the lacy bra and toss it aside. His gaze fell on her breasts and she closed her eyes, anticipating his touch, dying for it.
He cupped each breast in his large hands and thumbed her aching nipples to hard points. Her eyes flew open at the feel of his tongue, rough, hot and wet. He trailed across her skin with his mouth, branding her tender flesh. She groaned and buried her fingers in his hair, pulling him into her as he suckled at her breasts until she felt a burst of pure pleasure scorch her skin, melt her center.
“Oh, Kit,” Luke whispered as he lifted her head to look into her face.
She trembled as she wrapped her arms around his neck and held him close for a few moments while her heart slowed down and the sharp elation eased a little. But the desire didn’t dim. Instead it flared brighter at the feel of his chest against hers.
She pulled back just enough to slip his shirt off his wonderfully broad shoulders, letting her fingers and her gaze caress his rich, warm skin.
He smiled down at her as she leaned up to kiss his lips, then trailed kisses down to his nipples. She  flicked each with her tongue and thrilled at his immediate reaction.
He pulled her to her feet. His eyes had taken on a sheen, deepening with desire. He began to unbutton her jeans. She reached for the buttons on his, holding his gaze, trembling at just the thought of the two of them naked.
He pulled off her jeans, stopping for a moment to eye her lacy panties. He smiled up at her as if her lingerie told him everything he needed to know about her, then stripped off her panties.
She wanted to tell him how inexperienced she was, how unsure, but oh, so willing. He pulled her to him before she could say a word. His kiss, so filled with passion, penetrated her very soul. Then he dropped his jeans and swept her up and onto the bed again.
Their bodies melded soft and hard, one forming to the other in a blaze of heat. Skin on skin, they exchanged caresses. Kit thrilled to the feel of him, to his touch, to his body’s reaction to hers. She had never known such pure joy. She opened her heart and her body to Luke, rejoicing in the pleasure it gave her, rejoicing in the pleasure she seemed to give him. She had never dreamed making love could be like this.
And just when she thought she could experience no more, that no other pleasure beyond this could exist, he proved to her how little she knew about lovemaking. He caught her up in his rhythm, a primal dance, his own unique beat drumming inside her, thrumming through her veins, a steady throb that thundered in her pulse. Heart pounding to that bilateral beat, he took her to a place she had only dreamed of, a place where there was nothing but rapture. She  cried out, her release coming fast and furious, sending her spiraling out of control.
 
“WHAT IN THE HELL happened to you?” Sanders cried at the sight of his brother’s bruised and bloodied face the next morning. He’d already heard at the gas station earlier that Derrick had been in another bar fight. This time in West Yellowstone.
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Derrick said, closing the door behind Sanders and heading into the living room to the bar to pour himself a drink. “You want one?”
“It’s a little early for me,” Sanders said and dropped into one of Derrick’s living room chairs. The house felt empty without Kit. Empty and cavernous. “Why do you say I won’t believe you?”
Derrick finished making himself a Bloody Mary, then stood for a moment, eyeing him. “Because I haven’t been totally honest with you.” He sat down across from Sanders and took a sip of his drink.
I knew it, Sanders thought and braced himself.
“I’m sure you’ve wondered why Luke St. John kidnapped Kit and my son,” Derrick said.
Oh, yeah. Sanders had thought about nothing else—and Derrick’s strange reaction to it.
“Surely you must wonder why, after being abducted, Kit fell in with this…man and has now come back to Montana to try to prove I’m a murderer.”
Sanders wished now that he’d taken that drink.
“She knew him,” Derrick said and swore. “Kit knew Luke St. John before I married her, before she came to live in Big Sky. They were seeing each other here.”
“What?” How could that be? Kit never left the  house without Sanders driving her. Sanders had been her only friend. There wasn’t any way she could have been seeing another man, especially as pregnant as she was.
Derrick slammed his drink down. “I knew you wouldn’t believe me. They were involved, dammit.” He turned away and Sanders felt his heart drop.
“The baby—?”
Derrick swung back around. “He’s mine! But don’t you see? She and St. John are trying to frame me. Jason disappearing is all part of the plot.”
“Why wouldn’t she just divorce you?”
“Because she knows I will never let her have my son.”
That made a strange kind of sense to Sanders. But Kit having an affair with Luke St. John? Did she know what he’d done four years ago?
“Luke St. John is the one who slashed my tires, the one who beat me up last night.”
Sanders stared at his brother as Derrick told him how he’d gone to West Yellowstone, looking for Kit. When he hadn’t found her, he’d gone to the nearest bar for one drink. Luke had jumped him in the shadows when he came back out.
“I think he would have killed me if a car hadn’t come by,” Derrick finished.
Sanders’s heart ached at the anguish in his brother’s face. Kit had betrayed him, stolen his son. And now he’d been beaten up by her boyfriend…
“I’m so sorry.” Sanders knew he was apologizing for doubting his big brother, as much as anything.
“It’s all right,” Derrick said remorsefully. “I should have told you sooner. I just couldn’t bear to have anyone find out Not even you.”
 It explained Derrick’s protectiveness with Kit, Sanders thought. Kit and Luke St. John. He still had trouble believing it. But unless Derrick had killed Jason St. John, it was the only thing that made any sense.
“I can’t let this man get my son, Sand,” Derrick said, his voice cracking with emotion.
“No.” Sanders felt as betrayed by Kit as his brother did. “He won’t. We won’t let him.”
Derrick smiled. “I knew I could count on you, little brother.”
 
WHEN KIT OPENED her eyes the next morning, she found Luke studying her. He smiled shyly as if she’d caught him at something he hadn’t meant for her to see. She returned his smile, only a little worried about what she’d witnessed in his gaze. He rolled to one side and pulled her into him, spooning her against him, his lips next to her ear, his arms wrapping her in a warm cocoon. “How are you this morning?” he whispered.
She laughed softly. “I’ve never been better.”
He chuckled. “Me neither.”
Her skin felt hot and tender and damp. It was as if no man had ever touched her before. But one had now. He’d touched her in a way that she knew had changed her forever. She snuggled against Luke, feeling strong and confident that together they could do anything. Even beat Derrick at his own evil game. At that moment, she really believed love could conquer all—even Luke’s need for vengeance. She didn’t even question that the feelings between them were love.
 “TELL ME ABOUT Andy’s father,” Luke said softly behind her, wanting to know everything about this woman. “That is, if you don’t mind talking about William.”
Kit sighed and snuggled deeper in his arms. “He taught one of my literature classes and I had the worst crush on him. He didn’t want to get involved with me. I thought it was the difference in our ages—he was a lot older. I didn’t know about his heart. I found out that I was pregnant with his baby a few weeks after his death. He never knew. I like to think he would have been happy about it.”
Luke pulled her closer. He couldn’t believe all the loss this young woman had had in her short life. Her parents, then the first man she’d ever loved. He could see how easily she’d become Derrick’s prey. “You’ve had quite a time, haven’t you?”
“I guess this was the way it was meant to be,” Kit said. “I think it’s made me stronger. I can see things so much clearer. My relationship with William was never…passionate. I think I was looking for security. He seemed so worldly, so safe. That’s what I wanted then.”
“And now?” Luke asked.
“Now I know about passion and desire and I would never settle for anything less.”
He liked her answer.
“What about you?” She turned in his arms to face him. “Was there someone in your past?”
He shook his head and sat up. He should have anticipated this. “No one.” It wasn’t a lie, he told himself. “No one who mattered.” He leaned over the side of the bed to pick up the file folder they’d  stolen from Derrick’s safe. He opened it. And closed the discussion permanently, he hoped.
Kit sat up beside him. She said nothing as he thumbed through the contents, but he knew he’d hurt her by not talking about his past. He hated hurting her. He chastised himself for having made love to her. It had been a foolish thing to do. He would end up hurting her even more. And yet all he could think about was making love to her again.
He tried to concentrate on the invoices, studying each closely. Belinda had been right; they all dealt with the condo complex. He found what he’d been looking for at the bottom of the pile—an invoice for concrete dated the day after Jason disappeared. He felt cold with dread.
Surely this wasn’t what Derrick had been trying to hide. It proved nothing. Just that a large amount of concrete had been poured the next day, making Luke suspect that the concrete had been used to bury his brother and the bike.
But there was nothing really incriminating in the bunch of invoices, and certainly nothing worth hiding in a safe. Was he missing something?
“I can’t imagine what Derrick didn’t want Belinda to see in here,” he said after a while. “I can’t find anything out of the ordinary.”
“Maybe Belinda would know if she saw the papers,” Kit suggested.
“Could be, but she said when she was looking at them, she didn’t see anything odd about them.”
“Then there is nothing in there that helps?” Kit asked, sounding disappointed.
“Derrick did pour a large amount of concrete the day after Jason disappeared,” Luke said.
 “Oh, Luke.”
He put the invoices back and set the folder on the floor beside the bed. The room seemed suspended in silence. Slowly he turned to look at Kit. Her cheeks were still flushed from lovemaking, her hair a wild mane around her shoulders, her lips dark from his kisses. Just the thought of her naked body under the blankets made him want to unwrap her like an early Christmas present.
“Kit—”
He had no idea what he was going to say. Maybe nothing. Maybe he was going to tell her what had happened four years ago. One moment he was looking at her, the next he was kissing her and throwing back the covers so he could wrap his arms around her, hold her a little longer, make love to her one more time. Everything else could wait, he told himself.
Much later, Luke opened his eyes to find Kit smiling at him, surprised he’d fallen asleep again. Through the window, it looked like late afternoon. He couldn’t remember a time he’d spent the day napping, even though he hadn’t had a lot of restful nights in the last four years.
“Hello,” she whispered and leaned over to kiss him.
He felt her hand trail over his ribs and down to his hip, his leg. He reached to stop her but she’d already traced her fingertips along the scar that ran the length of his right thigh. He saw her frown as he pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it.
“Do you want to tell me about it?” she asked.
He shook his head. “It happened a long time ago. I don’t even think about it.”
 He could see that she wasn’t buying that, just like he was sure she hadn’t bought that there had never been anyone who’d mattered in his life.
“I know it still bothers you,” she said. “I’ve seen you rubbing it. Sometimes, when you’re tired, you limp just a little though you seem to try very hard not to.”
He didn’t like the fact that she’d noticed so much about him. “You’re very observant,” he said. Too observant. He didn’t realize he’d revealed so much of himself to this woman. Yes, woman, he thought looking into her eyes. He felt a stab of desire and knew in his heart that he’d always feel it with her. “My injury isn’t anything to concern yourself with. I try not to think about it.”
He freed himself from her, physically, if not emotionally, and threw back the covers. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, looking for his jeans. He told himself he had to take care of Derrick and that was what stood between him and Kit, but he knew it was fear—fear of the past repeating itself. He knew he was running scared.
“I’m sorry for bringing it up. I didn’t mean to pry,” she said quickly, reaching for him as if to draw him back into the bed. “What did I say that was wrong?”
“Nothing.” He could hear the hurt in her tone and cursed himself. “I think I will call Belinda.”
Just moments before, he’d been beside her, warm, sated and content. Too content. He’d felt as if he could stay in that bed with Kit forever and never have any reason to get up again because everything he needed or wanted would be there with her. That scared him. That made him feel guilty. What the hell  was he doing? He was here with her to avenge his brother’s death, wasn’t he?
“You get the combination?” Belinda asked when she answered his call.
“Got it and the folder in the wall safe at the house.”
She let out a laugh. “All right! And there’s something there that will nail Derrick’s sorry behind?”
Luke hated to tell her. “Nothing I can find. It all looks pretty straightforward to me. We think one of the invoices might indicate where he buried Jason’s body and his motorcycle, but that’s a long shot at best.”
Belinda swore. “That can’t be the right folder then. I saw his face. He was almost messing his pants, he was so afraid I’d seen something. I know a little something about construction after the years I spent with Derrick, but only because I listened and butted in. Whatever was in that folder was something he was afraid I would understand, and he thinks I’m as dumb as a door. It would have to be something pretty obvious, don’t you think?”
Luke agreed. “But believe me, there’s nothing here.”
“All right,” she said, sounding less defeated than challenged. “Then there’s another folder somewhere. Maybe I underestimated him. I’ll get back to you.” She hung up before Luke could warn her to be careful.
 
LUKE COULD feel Kit’s gaze on him. “I shouldn’t have made love to you,” he said, pulling on his shirt, his back still to her. He had no right to this woman. Not now. Maybe not ever.
 “How can you say that?” she cried.
He swung around to face her. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. You’ve already lost so many people in your life. I don’t want to be another one.”
“Then don’t be,” she said, getting up to go to him, wrapping the blanket around her nakedness.
He held her at arm’s length. “I made a promise to my brother that I have to keep, Kit. Don’t ask me to break it, please.”
“I’m not asking you to break any promises or make any to me. Just don’t pretend that something didn’t happen here tonight. Was I the only one who felt something?”
He saw the sudden worry in her face. He shook his head. “God, no, Kit.” He’d felt more than he’d wanted to, much more, and just the thought that he might never get to make love to her again nearly tore his heart from his chest.
He had to finish things with Derrick, one way or the other, and soon. Even if he lived through this, he wasn’t sure after he finished with Derrick that Kit would want him. Eventually she would learn about his past too, about him and, as hard as it was to accept, she might not ever want him again.
“Luke, I don’t know what happened to you, why you’re so sensitive about your injury or what it is you don’t want me to know about your past. But nothing that happened or is going to happen will change how I feel about you. I love you, Luke St. John.”
He felt his heart implode. “Don’t, Kit, please. You don’t know me.”
“You once told me that I knew everything about you I needed to know.” She looked up at him, her  face filled with eagerness, with love. “After making love with you, I know that’s true. I know you, Luke. I know you in my heart. Nothing is going to change that or the man I know you to be.”
He smiled at the sincerity in her voice. “Kit, don’t put so much stock in me. Desiring a man is one thing. Loving him is something entirely different.” He knew that only too well. And as much as he wanted to believe her words, he’d heard them before, from another woman, another time. The outcome was a jagged scar in his memory as ugly and painful as the one on his thigh.
“I do know you, that’s why I love you.”
He reached out to run his hand down Kit’s hair, loving the feel of it. Her gaze burned into his when he looked into her blue eyes. “If that’s true, Kit, then you know that I have to finish what Derrick Killhorn started, or I won’t be able to live with myself. Do you understand that about me, the kind of man I am?”
“Yes,” she said, stepping back to take his full measure. “But I’m afraid, Luke. I think you want more than to see Derrick in prison. I think your idea of justice means killing him—or being killed.”
He turned away, unable to look at her and he. “I don’t know what it will take, Kit. Please don’t love me. Don’t ask me to love you right now.”
She said nothing. Her silence rang louder than anything she could have said.
He glanced toward the window. It would be dark soon. “I have to try to find Jason’s bike.”
“I’m going with you,” she said behind him. “You’ll need a lookout. You won’t be able to hear  someone coming with the metal detector headphones on.”
“No,” he said harder than he meant to. All he wanted was for her to be safe. He didn’t want her near Killhorn or the condo complex. He cursed himself for forcing her to come back with him.
He turned to look at her, her hair flamed by the light, her cheeks still glowing from the exertion of making love. She pulled the blanket around her naked body and looked up at him, her eyes so filled with compassion that he thought his heart would break.
“We’re in this together,” she said, her voice pleading with him. “I came back with you because you needed me, so we could end this once and for all.”
He shook his head. “No. This is between me and Derrick now.” He didn’t like going off without her, but he had no choice. She would be safer here than any other place he could leave her.
“You plan to kill him, don’t you?” she said, shaking her head. “What is the point of looking for the bike if you don’t plan to use that evidence? And why did you need me here?” she demanded. “You want an eye for an eye. You want blood. It seems the only thing that will satisfy the vengeance in you. So why did you force me to come here with you?”
He stared at her, the truth in her words flaying him. “I thought you could keep me from killing Derrick, but I realize now that you can’t. No one can.”
“That’s why you don’t want me telling you I love you,” she said. “You would much rather hate than love.”
 “It’s not that simple and you know it,” he shot back at her.
“No. But Derrick could be punished for what he did without you throwing away the rest of your life,” she cried. “It doesn’t have to be all or nothing.”
He looked away, not sure she was right. He owed his brother. That debt was eating him alive.
“The choice will ultimately be yours,” she said, sounding defeated.
He turned away from her. “I have to go try to find my brother’s body.”
“Then what?”
He could hear the tremor in her voice. “Settle the score.”
 
LUKE TURNED from her, and she felt as if he’d been ripped from her arms. The ache for him was heart deep, soul deep. She knew it would never go away and that no other man would be able to satisfy it.
He dressed quickly and left, not looking back as he closed the door behind him. Kit sat down on the bed. It still held his heat, his scent. She buried her face in his pillow—still showing the depression his head had made—and cried.
 
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
The night was clear and cold. The river ran ice-green through the soft, smooth white of the snowdrifts. Luke drove the snowmobile up the mountain to within a few hundred yards of the condo complex. Overhead, the sky had turned cold blue, the stars like tiny snowflakes. He breathed in the night air, trying to rid himself of Kit’s scent. It seemed to be branded on his skin. Or maybe it was only etched in his memory. He wondered if he would ever be able to breathe again without her fragrance being there, tantalizing him, just as the woman herself had done…continued to do.
The pines groaned in the light breeze. Snow crystals showered down from the heavy boughs. Ahead, he could see the complex. It sat hunkered in the darkness, waiting. He drove the snowmobile a little closer and stopped.
His thoughts kept drifting back to Kit and the way she’d looked when he left. And how she’d looked earlier: her hair fanned out across the bed, her body bathed in candlelight, her eyes shiny and bright with desire as he leaned over her.
He shook off the memory and concentrated on  what he had to do as he carried the metal detector toward the building.
He’d expected the complex to be heavily guarded What he hadn’t expected was to find it wide open and not a soul around. Not even the heater ran inside the massive structure. No cars were parked by the trailer and the road looked blown in with snow, as if no one had been there for some time.
Where was Derrick? Was he so unconcerned because there was nothing to find in the building? Luke didn’t believe that, yet he couldn’t explain the absence of guards or the lack of fear on Derrick’s part. It made no sense.
Derrick had failed with the snowmobile attack, his files had been broken into, he’d been run off the road, his wallet had been stolen and his wall safe had been breached.
Derrick knew exactly what Luke was looking for. He’d gotten rid of the crowbar, but Jason’s body and the bike would have been impossible to jackhammer up out of the cement. It would be covered not only with concrete but by a mesh of steel—that is, if Jason was buried where Luke suspected he was—in the room he died in.
Luke was positive Derrick had hidden what he could. What he couldn’t, he should be guarding with his life. So why wasn’t he? Because guards would be witnesses and Derrick had no intention of ever letting Luke take the evidence to the police.
Luke stopped at the edge of the complex. His instincts told him that he was walking into a trap. His instincts? He almost laughed. His instincts had told him to take Kit to his friend’s motel. Obviously, he could no longer trust his instincts.
 Luke hefted the metal detector over his shoulder, hoping he wasn’t about to make the biggest mistake of his life. His last mistake.
And for what? Kit was right. Why did he need to find the motorcycle? Did he really plan to use the evidence to try to get Derrick convicted of murder? Or was finding the bike simply a way to put off what he had to do? He knew Derrick had killed his brother. Why did he need more evidence?
He told himself that he had to have the motorcycle. He had to know where his brother was buried before he finished with Derrick.
Luke entered the building through the hole in the plastic, wondering if Derrick was in there, waiting for him. It didn’t matter, he told himself. They would have to face each other sooner or later. He turned on his flashlight in the cavernous structure, his footsteps echoing on the concrete, sounding cold and totally alone. He knew he was about to find the motorcycle—and his brother.
Nothing could stop him now. Nothing. And nobody. But as he stepped deeper into the complex, he couldn’t shake the feeling in the pit of his stomach that something was terribly wrong.
 
WHEN THE PHONE rang, it woke Kit from the dream. She opened her eyes slowly, still caught in that other world, and reached for the phone. “Hello?”
“Is Luke there?” Belinda asked in a hurry.
“No. Why?” Kit sat up and tried to shake off the warm memory of the dream, then remembered that it hadn’t been a dream at all. She and Luke had made love. Her body still felt alive with the feel of him—and sick with missing him, worrying about him.
 “Good,” Belinda said, confidentially. “I just talked to Sanders. He said there’s something about this guy, this Luke St. John, that he needs to warn you about. Maybe you ought to give him a call.”
“Something about Luke?” she asked. “He didn’t say what?”
“No, but I’ve got to tell you, I’ve never heard Sanders sound so…desperate.”
“Luke thinks Sanders is involved with Jason’s murder,” Kit said. “He doesn’t trust Sanders any more than he does Derrick.”
“Yeah? What about you?”
“I’m not sure anymore,” Kit said.
“Well, we both know Sanders has always jumped when Derrick said ‘jump,’ but I’d check it out if I were you. Sanders is too upset and there’s something about Luke St. John that just seems too good to be true, you know? I think if anyone can trust Sanders, it would be you. He’s always had a major crush on you.”
Kit hung up and sat for a long while staring into the darkness, thinking of Luke. She knew how he made her feel. She knew she loved him. But what did she really know about him? Nothing. Was there something she should know?
Worry niggled at the back of her brain. Why had Luke refused to tell her about his past? Even when she’d asked about the scar on his thigh, he’d put her off. What didn’t he want her to learn?
Kit hugged herself, thinking about the man she’d come to know intimately. Did it matter how he’d gotten the scar? Why he limped? What had happened to him in the past? Wasn’t it enough seeing how he was with Andy, feeling how he was with her, remembering  the tenderness of his kisses, his touches, his lovemaking? She trusted Luke with her life. With Andy’s. There was nothing Sanders could say that would change how she felt about Luke. Nothing.
Then what did she have to fear? She picked up the phone and dialed Sanders’s number.
Sanders answered on the first ring.
“Oh, Kit, I’m so glad you called. I’ve been so worried,” he said quickly. “Are you all right?”
“Yes.” She said nothing else for a moment, remembering Luke’s claim that Sanders had set her up. “Derrick would have been waiting for me in Huntsville, wouldn’t he?”
“Yes.” Sanders sounded both guilty and sorry. “I thought it was the best thing at the time, Kit. Please, believe me.”
“And now?” she asked.
“Now I’m not so sure. I just know I’m afraid for you, Kit. Are you still with Luke St. John?”
“Why?”
“Kit, I think you might be in danger,” Sanders said. “Did he tell you what happened four years ago?”
She didn’t answer.
“That’s what I thought,” he continued. “Four years ago, Luke was one of the leading structural engineers in the country. He had jobs all over the world. He was at the top of his field.”
That surprised her. Luke didn’t seem like someone who’d want that kind of success, or need it. That didn’t jibe with the man who made furniture in his cabin back in the woods at Big Sky. Maybe she didn’t know him as well as she thought.
“He was engaged to be married,” Sanders said.  “He had everything—success, fame and a woman he idolized.”
Kit felt her heart drop. He’d said there hadn’t been anyone in his past. No one who mattered. She’d known even then that he hadn’t spoken the truth. Why hadn’t he?
“Then something horrible happened.”
Kit found herself holding her breath.
“The wedding was called off just days before the ceremony. No one knows exactly why. There was a rumor that his fiancée, a woman named Ashley Westford, dumped him. Some said she’d fallen in love with a friend of his, Paul Carlton.”
No wonder Luke was so afraid of her saying she loved him.
“That isn’t all, Kit,” she heard Sanders say.
“The day after Ashley broke the engagement and canceled the wedding, there was an accident at one of St. John’s buildings.”
Kit gripped the phone tighter, afraid of what Sanders was going to tell her.
“St. John was hurt when part of the building fell.”
The scar on his thigh. She felt a chill.
“Ashley and St. John’s friend Paul were both killed.”
Kit let out a gasp.
“No one knows what the three of them were even doing in the building that late at night. The cops couldn’t prove Luke was responsible, but they still think it was a double murder,” Sanders said. “St. John dropped out, pretty much disappeared. He left his high-powered, successful career to become a small-time furniture maker in Big Sky.”
Her heart ached. That explained why Luke hadn’t  wanted to talk about it. “He didn’t purposely hurt those two people. I know this man.”
“Do you? What if you’re wrong, Kit? What if you’re wrong about Derrick?”
“I’m not wrong about Derrick. Nor am I wrong about Luke. Be careful, Sanders. Please. Derrick isn’t who you think he is.” She hung up.
 
SANDERS STARED at the phone for a few moments after the line went dead, amazed at himself for staying so calm, for not giving away his feelings. Then he looked over at his brother.
“You did good,” Derrick said, and took the phone. He dialed his friend at the sheriff’s office. “Was it long enough to get a trace?” He smiled. “And where exactly is that? The Pinecone Motel. Number nine. Thanks. I owe you.” He hung up and looked at his brother. “I’m going to go get my son.”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Sanders asked, worried.
“Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing. But I have something I need you to do for me, Sand.”
 
LUKE WORKED the metal detector slowly back and forth across the concrete floor. It reminded him of water-witching when he was a kid. There was an old man who used to find water with only a forked stick. He’d called it a divining rod, and he found water when no one else could. He was never wrong.
Luke just hoped this metal detector worked as well. He only wished he were looking for water instead of his brother’s body.
He glanced up. Afraid Derrick or one of his goons would sneak up on him while he had the earphones  in, listening to the steady beep of the machine, he’d gone with the digital readout. The room had remained empty and quiet. He figured Derrick was held up in his home, thinking it a fortress Luke St. John could not scale. How wrong he was. But he would find that out soon enough.
Luke had covered a quarter of the floor when a second light began to flash, then a third, just like the man who sold the metal detector to him had said it would. Luke watched, his heart pounding so loudly that he wouldn’t have been able to hear Derrick even if he were right behind him.
Luke stared at the lights, seeing everything too clearly, seeing Jason’s motorcycle under the concrete, seeing his brother’s body in his mind’s eye.
He moved the metal detector around the spot on the floor, slower now, and felt defeat in the sag of his shoulders with the realization of what he’d found.
He turned off the metal detector and stood for a long time just sucking in the cold night air that had settled like cement in the empty building.
When he turned the metal detector back on, he’d pointed it at one of the outside walls of the condo complex. For a long moment he didn’t move; he just stared at the dial. It wasn’t picking up any metal at all. That wasn’t possible. He ran the detector along another wall. Nothing.
Then he heard a sound. Footfalls on concrete. He swung around quickly, expecting an attack. Belinda stood in the doorway behind him.
“You found it?” Her expression said she already knew.
“Yes. What are you doing here?”
“Looking for you.” She stepped into the room  and stopped as if she didn’t want to walk on whatever he’d found under the floor. “There was another folder and I think I know what Derrick is so afraid of. The invoices just don’t add up. I hid the folder. Under a flower pot behind my condo. For insurance purposes.”
He waited for her to tell him what “the invoices just don’t add up” meant, although he had a pretty good idea that he already knew. She seemed more nervous than he’d ever seen her, and it made him nervous too. “What’s wrong?”
She looked sick. “It’s Kit.”
“What?” he demanded, closing the distance between them.
“I told Kit that Sanders wanted to talk to her.” She grimaced. “About you. He sounded so afraid for her. I thought—But then the more I thought about it—”
Luke swore and dropped the metal detector. “How long ago?”
“Maybe ten minutes.”
Luke ran, fear driving him. For an instant, he considered taking Belinda’s Suburban, but decided he could get there faster on his snowmobile.
He raced through the darkness, headed for the Pinecone Motel. Kit. Oh, God. He should never have left her alone.
 
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Luke roared down the mountain, through shadows deep under the dark pines, the sky above him ablaze with stars. Kit. His heart felt close to bursting. She’d talked to Sanders. Luke didn’t doubt for an instant that Sanders told her about Ashley and Paul. Luke didn’t even want to imagine what Kit must think of him now. Worse yet, what if she trusted Sanders enough to meet him somewhere? Kit could already be in Derrick’s clutches.
The thought drove him down the mountain, all control gone. He had to get to Kit. If Derrick touched one hair on her head—
He could see the Pinecone Motel sign as he came up over the ridge and picked up the road. In the distance, a pair of headlights raced toward him. Derrick? Luke slowed, afraid it would be Derrick’s pickup and that Kit would be inside.
The pickup drew nearer and he felt himself tense. As it passed, Luke saw that it wasn’t Derrick’s. It was his own truck, and Kit was driving. She threw on the brakes and jumped out, running back toward him. He stepped off the snowmobile and stood watching her, afraid.
 She ran into his arms. “Luke. Oh, God, Luke,” she cried. “I had to come to you. Sanders told me. I know what happened four years ago. I know it was an accident. I know you wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
“Kit,” Luke breathed into her hair as he hugged her to him. “I thought I’d lost you. I should have told you myself—”
“It doesn’t matter. None of that matters now.”
He hugged her tightly, promising himself he would never let this woman go.
They stood in the middle of the gravel road, the lights of the pickup and the snowmobile pointing across the expanse of snowy white, the night clear and cold, the stars looking on.
After a few moments, she pulled back to look up into his face. Her expression saddened. “You found Jason, didn’t you?”
He nodded.
“Oh, Luke, I’m so sorry. I wish there was something I could do or say.”
He hugged her to him, wishing he could tell her that he no longer needed to avenge his brother’s death. He felt such relief that Kit was safe, that she didn’t think he could have hurt his ex fiancée and his friend. But there was still so much hatred in his heart for Derrick. He glanced up and saw the Big Dipper hanging over the dark purple rim of the mountains etched against the sky, and felt as if his heart were being pulled apart.
“With the motorcycle and the body, we have proof,” Kit said gently.
He pulled back and nodded. “We might even know why Jason and Derrick argued. Belinda found some papers.”
 “What did she find?” Kit asked.
“A possible motive for Jason’s murder. She says she’s discovered another file folder, this one with invoices in it that don’t add up. I told her we’d meet her at her house at Mountain Village. I have a pretty good idea what those papers will prove.” Then they’d have enough evidence to at least get Derrick thrown behind bars. But for how long?
“I just want this to be over.”
“Me too.” But when he released her, Luke saw something that turned his blood to ice. Below them, the light from the Pinecone Motel flashed in neon, and Luke saw that Derrick’s pickup was parked by the end unit.
“Thank you,” he said, relief in his voice.
“What for?”
“For believing in me.” He pointed down the mountainside at the motel. If Kit had hesitated just a few moments after her call with Sanders, she would be in Derrick’s hands right now. Luke couldn’t believe how lucky she’d been…how lucky he was.
“Sanders. He betrayed me again,” she said, her voice soft with hurt.
“I’m sorry, Kit. I know you hoped you could trust him.”
“You were right about him,” she said, shaking her head. “I wonder when I’ll quit being so naive?”
“Never, I hope,” he said, lifting her chin to gaze into her eyes. “I like you just the way you are.” Then he released her, wishing like hell that this was over, worrying how it would end. “Let’s load up and see what Belinda’s got.”
Luke backed the pickup up to the snowbank, and Kit drove the snowmobile into the bed. When she  climbed in the passenger side of the truck, Luke pulled her over close to him, wrapped his arm around her.
He wanted to tell her everything was going to be fine. He wanted to believe it. But he couldn’t get the words past his lips. He couldn’t lie to her. He loved her too much.
He drove toward Mountain Village, watching the road behind him in his rearview mirror. He spotted another set of headlights, but they pulled off just before the road to Belinda’s.
As Luke turned onto the lane that led up to Belinda’s house, Kit noticed there were no lights on. The house sat on a small rise overlooking the ski resort. “Are you sure she said she’d wait for you here?”
Luke nodded and slowed the pickup. Snow now fell, silent and thick. “Her Suburban’s in the garage.” He pointed to the tracks in the fresh snow that had drifted in front of the door. One set of tire tracks showed her vehicle had entered the garage not long ago. It hadn’t come back out.
Luke parked, and they climbed out of the pickup. Kit walked up the rock steps, glancing back over her shoulder. The lights of Huntley Lodge glowed golden against Lone Peak.
Luke rang the doorbell. It rang inside the house, but Kit heard no sound of footsteps coming to answer it. He rang the bell again. Then he tried the knob. The door fell open.
Kit glanced over at Luke. He gave her a concerned look, then stepped inside and turned on the lights.
A soft moan came from within. Kit moved toward it, Luke at her side. As she turned the corner into the  kitchen, she caught sight of something on the floor. Belinda lay sprawled on the floor.
“Quick, call 911,” Luke cried as he hurried to Belinda. He knelt beside her, and Kit grabbed the wall phone and started to dial.
“The line’s dead,” she said.
Belinda moaned again.
“Belinda, can you hear me?” Luke asked.
Her eyes flickered open. “Substandard.” Her eyes closed. The next words came out like a curse. “Derrick.” Her head fell over to one side and she didn’t move.
“What did she say?” Kit asked, not sure she’d heard correctly.
“She said, ‘Derrick,’” a voice announced behind them. Kit spun around to find a man silhouetted in the doorway, but she’d already recognized the voice.
“Get to your feet slowly. Both of you. And no fast moves, St. John, or Kit pays the price,” Derrick said as he stepped into the light and Kit saw the pistol in his hand. It was pointed at her heart.
“Do as he says,” Luke whispered.
Derrick smiled. “Oh, dear Kit, if only you had done as I said. We wouldn’t be in this predicament, now would we?”
Luke tensed, but he didn’t move. And Kit knew he didn’t retaliate only because he was afraid of risking her life.
Derrick grabbed Kit and pulled her in front of him, holding the pistol to her head. Then he motioned Luke back and dragged her over to Belinda, kneeling down to check for a pulse. He smiled and straightened, and Kit felt sick inside. “Come on. Try anything, St. John, and I kill Kit.”
 Luke led the way out the back door to where Derrick’s pickup was parked. Derrick motioned Luke in the passenger side, then he dragged Kit around to the driver’s side.
“You drive,” he told her. “One wrong move and I shoot you, then your boyfriend.”
She didn’t doubt him for a moment. He slipped behind her into one of the king cab seats and pressed the barrel of the pistol to her temple.
“We’re going to the complex,” he said. “Take the back way, I’ll show you a shortcut.”
Kit started the truck and put it in gear. The truck lurched forward, and she felt Derrick’s arm come around her throat, the barrel of the pistol press hard against her temple.
“I wouldn’t do that again, if I were you, sweetheart,” Derrick said through gritted teeth.
Luke let out a low growl. “Let her go, Killhorn.”
“Don’t push me,” Derrick snapped at Luke, but slowly let up the pressure of his arm around her throat. She took a couple of breaths and, this time, got the pickup going.
Kit could see Luke’s face out of the corner of her eye. He looked like he could kill and she feared that if he got the chance, he would.
“I found my brother’s body where you’d buried him in concrete,” Luke said quietly. “I think I know why you killed him. He found out about the substandard construction in Killhorn Condos. Just like Belinda did. What were you doing, trying to cut costs? Leaving out a little steel here, a little concrete there?”
“Aren’t you clever,” Derrick said. “Not that it’s done you any good.”
 “I wondered how you got the crowbar out of that wall so easily,” Luke continued as if he hadn’t heard Derrick. “When I ran a metal detector along the walls, I realized you hadn’t been reinforcing them according to building codes. Jason would have been worried about the people you planned to sell the condos to.”
“Your brother shouldn’t have butted into my business,” Derrick snapped. “And you shouldn’t have either. Turn here.”
Kit turned and started up the hill. “The building isn’t safe?”
Luke let out a snort. “Not even close. This whole area of Montana is rated four, the same earthquake danger as San Francisco, California. One good quake and Killhorn Condos will crumble like sand castles.”
“By the time there’s an earthquake, I will have made my money and won’t be around here to worry about it,” Derrick snapped. “Neither will you.”
As Kit topped a hill, the condo complex appeared on the horizon. It loomed dark and sinister: a death trap.
“Stop here,” Derrick demanded. He reached up to open the door and slid out to pull Kit with him, the gun to her head. “Now you, St. John.” Luke got out, and Derrick ordered him to the lead the way.
Kit stumbled along with Derrick toward the complex. He kept a tight grip on her.
The moon had crested the mountains and now cast a brilliant golden sheen over the snow, making the night bright.
As they neared the structure, she heard an odd sound that she’d heard before but couldn’t place. A motor was running on the other side of the building.  But it was the odd rhythmic swooshing sound that pulled at her memory. She had a bad feeling that she needed to remember where she’d heard it before, because Derrick seemed to be dragging her toward the sound.
When they reached the plastic-walled building, Derrick pushed Luke back as he maneuvered himself and Kit up to the opening. He released Kit for a moment to take a flashlight from his coat and hand it to her.
“Light the way for your boyfriend,” he instructed as he latched on to her again, the pistol pointed at her temple.
Kit took the flashlight, her gaze darting to Luke. In the moonlight she saw him nod almost imperceptibly. For a moment, she pretended to have trouble, because of her mittens, pushing the switch.
Derrick cursed and started to reach for the flashlight to help her, releasing his grip on her.
She snapped on the light with the beam aimed directly into his eyes. At the same time she brought her elbow up into his stomach as hard as she could and dropped away from the cold barrel of the pistol into the cold darkness of the building.
“Run, Kit,” Luke cried as he flew through the air and caught Derrick in the chest, driving him back. They fell, hitting the concrete hard. The gun skittered across the floor and away into the darkness of the massive empty structure.
Kit hesitated only a moment, then ran deeper into the building, the flashlight beam bobbing on the concrete floors in front of her. She had to get to the trailer and the phone. She had to help Luke.
 
 



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Luke got to his feet. He could see nothing. He stared at the pitch blackness, trying to pick up Derrick’s shape, expecting the man to come barreling into him at any moment.
But nothing hit him. He listened. Off in the distance he could hear footfalls on the concrete. Kit’s? Or Derrick’s? His heart raced for a moment, then he realized he could hear only one set of feet. It had to be Kit. Run, Kit.
The plastic behind him flapped in the breeze, and he spun around, anticipating Derrick’s attack. Derrick hit him hard and low, sending them both tumbling deeper into the darkness of the complex until they rolled into a block wall and stopped, Luke on top.
Luke had planned for the day when he would come face-to-face with Derrick Killhorn. He’d looked forward to the moment when he would avenge his brother’s death.
Then Kit had come into his life and everything had changed. Or had it? This man had murdered his brother. This man had hurt Kit.
 “Killhorn,” Luke said, amazed at how calm his voice sounded as he pulled Derrick to his feet.
Derrick stood stone still, but Luke felt him look toward the darkness where the gun had gone as if considering his chances of finding it in time. Nil. Luke tightened his grip on Derrick’s collar and slammed him back against the block wall. He could smell fear coming off Derrick in waves.
“Why did you have to kill Jason?” he demanded. “Don’t you realize it was for nothing?”
“Nothing?” Derrick repeated. “Everything I own is tied up in this building. Everything. And your brother threatened to destroy me.”
Luke shook his head, remembering a time when his whole life had been tied up in huge buildings. When material things had mattered more than people.
“You killed my brother for money?” he demanded in disgust.
“I killed him because he dared to tell me how to run my own business,” Derrick snapped. “I offered him money to shut him up, but the damned fool refused it. He would have gone to the authorities. He would have destroyed me if I hadn’t stopped him first.”
Luke felt a surge of anger so powerful that his body seemed made of steel. He lifted Derrick and flung him across the room. Derrick hit the floor. Luke heard him scamper toward the sliver of light in the thick plastic.
 
KIT RAN, weaving her way through the empty building, knowing she was hopelessly lost. All the rooms suddenly looked the same. She stopped, fighting to catch her breath. Her pulse thundered in her ears but  she could still hear that odd sound coming from the far end of the building.
She picked up a foot-long piece of board and tried to bust her way out of the plastic, but the material was too thick, the fibers in it too strong. She gave up, threw down the board and began to run again, this time away from the strange sound—as if she knew instinctively that the noise meant her harm.
Behind her, she thought she heard someone calling. She stopped to listen, thinking it was Luke looking for her. She heard it again, only this time she recognized the voice. Sanders’s. He was calling for Derrick.
What was Sanders doing here? Where were Derrick and Luke? She fought back the horrible feeling that Luke was in trouble. She had to get to the trailer and a phone, even if it meant backtracking.
That’s when she heard it. A flapping sound. Plastic snapping in the breeze. She followed the flapping and spotted the gaping hole in the thick plastic. Just wide enough for her to force her way through and out into the winter night.
 
LUKE CAUGHT Derrick before he could slither through the plastic doorway. They rolled out of the building and into the snowfield. Luke felt the hatred drive him, the way it had driven him for seven months, as he fought Derrick in the snow.
“I’m going to kill you, Killhorn,” Luke spat when he got the upper hand and had Derrick pinned to the ground. “Just the way you killed my brother.”
To his surprise, Derrick quit fighting. He lay back in the snow, breathing hard. With the moonlight reflecting  off the snow, Luke could just make out Derrick’s expression: a smile.
It took Luke a moment to register the smile and realize what it meant It was a moment too long.
All he heard before he felt the blow to the back of his head was Derrick saying, “About time, Sanders.” Then everything went black.
 
“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?” Sanders cried, helping his brother to his feet.
“He tried to kill me again.” Derrick looked around. “We have to find Kit. God only knows what he did with her.” His gaze fell on Luke lying in the snow, facedown. “We’d better take care of him first.”
“You don’t think he’s dead, do you?” Sanders asked.
“No, he’s not dead,” Derrick snapped impatiently. “Let’s lock him in the tool shed though, where he can’t kill one of us when he wakes up, all right? Hurry, we have to find Kit.”
There were a dozen questions Sanders wanted to ask but he realized this wasn’t the time. Kit was missing, and Derrick seemed to think she was in trouble—that Luke might have done something to her. That didn’t make a lot of sense to him, but Sanders concentrated on finding Kit first and asking questions later. He forgot about her betrayal, forgot everything but how much he cared for her. Derrick, too, seemed to have put his differences with Kit aside.
Derrick grabbed Luke by the ankles. Sanders went around to pick him up under the arms. They hauled him around the back of the building to the shed and  they lowered him to the floor. Derrick grabbed a couple of flares and slammed the door, snapping the padlock, locking Luke inside.
“We’ll find Kit, then call the police and let them handle Luke St. John,” Derrick said as he handed Sanders a flare. “Let’s split up and meet at the trailer. If you find her, set off one of these flares. I’ll do the same.”
Sanders wondered why they didn’t call the police first, but Derrick’s fear seemed to be catching. He took the flare and started back through the building, calling for Kit.
 
KIT GLANCED around as she burst through the plastic, trying to see where she was. The trailer. She could see Derrick’s pickup parked in front of it on the far side of the complex. She ran along the front edge of the building where the snow wasn’t quite so deep. The wind whipped the falling snow around her, blinding her. But ahead was the trailer and a phone and help. She prayed Luke was all right and that help would arrive in time.
But when she reached the trailer, she saw that the door stood open. She slowed her steps, fear clamping down on the back of her neck like a hand.
“Hello?” she asked in a hoarse whisper as she peered inside. What did she expect—Derrick to answer if he was waiting in there for her?
She took a tentative step and tried to see into the darkness. She didn’t want to turn on the light, but saw no other option. It was much too dark to find the phone and she had to know whether she was alone—or not.
She turned on the light and blinked into the bright  blindness, her heart in her throat at the thought of Derrick sitting behind his desk smiling that horrible knowing smile of his, that gee-you’re-a-stupidwoman smile.
To her utter relief he wasn’t there, although she could feel his presence like a nasty headache. She picked up the phone and quickly beat out 911.
When the dispatcher answered, Kit frantically told her there’d been a murder at Big Sky in the Killhorn Condos complex under construction across from Mountain Village, and that the murderer was still in the building.
“There’s another man in there too,” she cried. “The victim’s brother, and I’m afraid—”
“Calm down. A deputy is on his way. Where are you? Are you safe where you are? Can you stay on the line with me?”
“No, I’m in the job site trailer, but I can’t stay here. He’ll be looking for me.”
“Hide somewhere until the deputy—”
The line went dead.
“Hello?” Kit felt him behind her, and swung around to find Derrick framed in the trailer doorway, the telephone cord he’d just jerked out of the wall in his hand.
She screamed and dropped the phone.
“Well if it isn’t my sweet wife,” he said, advancing menacingly toward her. “I ought to—” He held up the phone cord as if he planned to strangle her with it.
Kit stumbled back against the desk, momentarily intimidated by him. But the fear left her at the thought of Luke. “What have you done with Luke?” she demanded.
 One eyebrow shot up. “He’s under lock and key.”
“If you hurt him—”
“Who do you think you’re talking to?” Derrick demanded.
“A murderer.”
“No wife of mine talks to me like that.” He grabbed her arm.
“I’m not your wife, I never was,” she said, wanting to spit in his eye. She jerked free of his hold and, reaching behind her, picked up the lamp and swung it hard.
It struck him on the side of the head and he stumbled back, but he didn’t go down and he didn’t offer her any escape. He wagged his head and looked at her sadly. “Killing you is going to be a pleasure.” He grabbed her again, this time with both hands, and hauled her out of the trailer and into the night.
“The police are on their way,” she said as he dragged her toward the back of the building.
“By the time they get here, you and Luke will have disappeared just like Jason.”
She glanced back. “Where is Sanders?” He had betrayed her, but still she couldn’t believe he’d let Derrick kill her. Could she be so wrong about him?
“Sanders will do whatever I tell him to. He always has. Who do you think took care of Luke for me?”
“I don’t believe that.”
“You always were a fool, Kit. Do you really think I carried Luke’s body all the way from the building to the shed by myself?” He pulled her around the corner of the building, his flashlight beam slicing through the snowfall. She could see the shed in the moonlight.
 “Come on, I have something special planned for you and your boyfriend,” Derrick said.
He dragged her toward the odd noise she’d heard earlier and feared. It seemed to take shape as they neared it, growing in both form and volume. She finally recognized the sound. A truck was parked at the back of the complex, its engine running, the drum full of concrete on the back turning, the concrete inside making a rhythmic swooshing sound as the blades stirred it.
Derrick drew her closer and she saw that the truck sat at the edge of a deep pit. He pulled her to the rim and she knew what he intended to do. The hole looked to be four or five feet wide and at least eight feet deep. The chute from the mixer had been placed to empty its contents into the pit. He planned to bury her under the concrete just like he had Jason.
She glanced toward the shed. In the moonlight she could see the double set of footprints in the snow. Sanders had helped Derrick put Luke in there.
“Luke!” she cried, struggling to free herself. But Derrick held her in an iron grip. No answer. “My God, tell me you didn’t kill him.”
Derrick laughed. “And ruin my plans to bury you both alive in concrete? Not likely.” He tightened his hold on her, his face twisted in a hideous smile of satisfaction.
“Luke!” she screamed, only this time instead of pulling away from Derrick, she shifted her weight toward the pit—and pushed. It was enough to throw Derrick off balance. He loosened his grip. In that instant Kit brought her knee up into his groin. He let out a groan and stumbled backward, toppling into the hole he’d dug for her and Luke.
 Kit scrambled away from the pit and Derrick, almost falling in herself. She rushed to the shed, only to find it padlocked.
Hurriedly she glanced around in the moonlight for something to break the lock. What wasn’t hidden by shadow was covered with snow and Derrick had taken the flashlight with him when he fell into the pit.
She dropped to her knees and dug in the snow with her mittened hand until she felt something round and hard. She brought the rock up and was about to slam it down on the padlock when the sky lit like the Fourth of July around her.
She spun around. Fire blazed from the pit. Derrick held a flare in his hand, the light blinding.
Kit knew he was signaling for Sanders, and Sanders couldn’t have missed the flare. She lifted the rock and brought it down hard on the lock. Once. Twice. Three times.
The fourth time, the wood around the padlock splintered, but the lock held. She raised the rock to strike again. Sanders grabbed her from behind and twisted the rock from her hand.
 
“SANDERS!” Derrick cried. “Get the ladder and get me out of here.”
Sanders held Kit to him, his arm around her waist, as he pulled her over to where the ladder rested against the building.
“Sanders, listen to me,” Kit pleaded. “If you let him out, he’ll kill us.”
“You’re in love with this St. John guy,” Sanders said, sounding hurt. “That’s why you’re trying to frame Derrick for murder.”
 “Is that what he said?” Kit couldn’t believe the lies Derrick had told. “I’d never seen Luke until he picked me up in Galveston. Luke brought me here because I knew the exact room where Jason was killed. Luke found the motorcycle under the concrete—proof that Derrick killed Jason.” She felt a little hope as Sanders’s steps slowed.
Kit hurriedly told Sanders about the fake marriage and the fact that Andy wasn’t Derrick’s baby.
“Derrick said you would lie and say the baby was St. John’s,” Sanders said, grabbing the ladder with one hand and keeping his hold on Kit as he dragged her toward the hole.
She struggled, fighting him, knowing that once Derrick got out, she and Luke were as good as dead. “Sanders, Derrick plans to bury me and Luke in the concrete the same way he did Jason. You have to believe me.”
Sanders dropped the ladder into the pit, his hold on her tightening.
Derrick climbed out of the hole and pulled the ladder up after him. He stepped to where Sanders held Kit and shone the flashlight on the ground, a hot circle of light at her feet.
“I can handle this now, Sanders. Go up to the trailer and wait for the police.”
He grabbed hold of Kit, his face so full of rage and vengeance that she recoiled, stumbling back against Sanders.
Sanders let go of Kit and took a couple of steps away, then stopped, turning to look back at his brother, who now had an arm around Kit’s neck. “What are you planning to do with her and St. John?”
 “Look, we don’t have time for this now,” Derrick snapped. “You’re my little brother. You’ve always helped me. Help me now. Go stall the police.”
Sanders shook his head. “This is why you wanted the truck here tonight? Not to pour a slab. You planned this all along.”
In the distance, Kit could hear sirens coming up the mountain.
“Sanders, listen to me,” Derrick pleaded.
“No, I can’t let you do this,” he said, and reached to pull Kit from his brother’s grasp.
Derrick moved quickly. He grabbed his brother’s arm and swung around to shove both Kit and Sanders toward the black opening of the pit. At the last moment, Sanders turned his body so he was the one who hit first, breaking Kit’s fall as they both tumbled into the hole.
Kit heard a loud crack beneath her. She rolled off Sanders as Derrick shone a light down into the hole. She could see the rock beneath Sanders’s head and she could see the blood.
He didn’t move as she stumbled to her feet.
“Your own brother,” she spat at Derrick. “You’d kill your own brother!”
“Shut up,” he yelled down at her. “This is all your fault. Yours and that—”
Derrick disappeared from view and she thought for one heart-stopping moment that he’d gone to the shed. An instant later, concrete began to flow down the chute and drop into the pit. She tried to pull Sanders up to keep the concrete from covering him, but finally gave up, realizing she was trying to save a dead man.
She moved as far from the chute as she could to  avoid the concrete that splattered thick and heavy into the hole and began to grow deeper, rising first to her ankles, then to her calves. She looked up into the falling snow to see that Derrick had returned. Where was Luke? Still locked in the shed? Had he managed to escape or was he lying in there injured? Or dead? She couldn’t bear to think that.
Derrick smiled down at her. “I will find my son. I’ll raise him to be a Killhorn. I’ll raise him to hate his mother.”
“You’re sick, Derrick. You need help,” she said, praying that Luke was still alive and that somehow he’d gotten out of the shed. “The police will be here soon. Don’t do this.”
He laughed. “My uncle will be here eventually. But by then all trace of you and Luke St. John will be gone.”
“What about my 911 call?” she asked incredulously.
“A prank call. I caught some kids in my office.”
“And Sanders? How will you explain that?” she demanded, watching the concrete rise. All she could think about was Luke and Andy and the possibility that she might not see either of them again.
“Sanders will be off searching for you and my son,” he said confidently. “No one will miss him. No one has missed him this last seven months.”
She would, Kit thought, heartsick. She looked down. She couldn’t see him anymore. The cement was up to her knees and steadily climbing. She told herself Derrick would never get away with it, but knew she was only kidding herself. Look what he’d gotten away with so far. If anyone could convince his uncle that he was innocent, it was Derrick.
 The concrete seemed to come faster. It rose past her thighs. She couldn’t move. The weight of the concrete pushed against her and she knew it would crush the life out of her before it drowned her.
“About time to get St. John,” Derrick said. “You’re so fond of him? Spend eternity together.”
 
LUKE CAME OUT of the darkness, moving fast and furiously. He hit Derrick with a force that sent the man slamming into the side of the concrete truck. Then Luke was on him with only one thing in mind.
Destruction.
Again Luke smashed Derrick against the truck, holding him there by his throat. All the hatred and vengeance he’d felt for the man seemed to explode inside his head. Derrick’s flashlight lay on the ground, the beam like an arrow pointing at the two of them through the snow and darkness. But for Luke, the night had turned red with his anger. He could see nothing but Derrick’s face in that red haze, and he knew he was going to kill him.
Over the thunder of his pulse in his ears, Luke was vaguely aware of the sound of the concrete sliding down the chute, the steady slap, slap, swoosh, swoosh of the mixture inside the drum as it turned, and the truck motor running, running. But those sounds were far away, just like the sound of someone calling his name.
“Listen to me,” Derrick rasped, gasping for breath as he fought to free himself from Luke’s hold. “You don’t want to kill me.”
“That’s all I want to do,” Luke said between clenched teeth. He thought of his brother Jason and his heart swelled with such rage that he thought it  would burst from the pain. “No one deserves to die as much as you do.”
Luke looked into Derrick’s face and squeezed his fingers. He watched the dark eyes widen in fear, then horror. Derrick fought frantically to pull Luke’s fingers from his neck. Nothing could save him. And Derrick Killhorn and Luke St. John both knew it.
“Luke!”
From a great distance, Kit’s voice seemed to come out of the red haze. Luke heard the frantic tone of her cry, heard his name. He looked down at his hands around Derrick Killhorn’s throat as if he didn’t recognize them as his own.
“Luke!”
He shook his head and let go. Derrick slumped to the ground in a heap and Luke stumbled back, disoriented.
 
“LUKE!” KIT CRIED as the concrete reached her waist, growing rapidly deeper. “Luke!”
Just when she thought there was no hope, Luke’s face appeared at the rim of the pit. He disappeared again. Concrete slowed to a trickle down the chute; the engine died on the truck. And there was Luke with the ladder. He threw it across the hole, then crawled out on it and lay down. He reached a hand toward her.
“Grab hold,” he said and with a great effort, he pulled her up and out. The next thing she knew she was in his arms beside the pit.
The sound of sirens filled the air. Sirens and snow. Beside her, Killhorn Condos stood etched into the skyline, dark as sin.
 “It’s over,” Luke whispered against her hair as he held her. “It’s over.”
She clung to him, wanting desperately to feel relief instead of fear, happiness instead of horror.
Then the truck engine started up again, the drum began to turn and concrete began to slide down the chute.
She and Luke both turned, but too late. “Luke!” Kit got out only that one word as a figure burst out of the darkness.
Derrick made a running dive at them, no doubt hoping to drive them both back into the pit and the concrete. But Kit and Luke, still in each other’s arms, moved too quickly. Together, like people who had danced with each other all their lives, they swung away from him and fell back from the pit.
Derrick sailed through the air, a human projectile on a deadly mission. Kit felt the air stir as he brushed past, barely missing them. He made one final desperate attempt to save himself, arms flailing. Luke grabbed for him, but Derrick was beyond his reach.
Derrick toppled backward, falling under the full power of the chute and the concrete, and disappeared.
Luke crawled over to Kit and pulled her into his arms, holding her as if he never planned to let her go again.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty
 
In a room at Huntley Lodge, Luke stripped Kit’s clothing from her chilled wet body and pulled her into the shower, not taking the time to remove his own clothing.
She stood shaking, her teeth chattering. Her skin where the concrete had touched it was pink and burned. He soaped her, rubbing the skin where he could to warm it and washing the cement away quickly and gently so as not to hurt her.
Then he stripped off his own clothing and they stood under the hot water, just holding each other.
“I almost killed him,” Luke said against her wet hair.
“But you didn’t.”
He shook his head, still amazed. “I came so close. I thought it was the only way I could live with Jason’s murder. But then I heard your voice calling to me and I knew I couldn’t do it.”
He’d fought his demons, he thought, looking down at Kit. And he’d won. But it wasn’t over yet.
 
THEY MADE LOVE, and later Kit lay in his arms, warm and safe. She wished Andy were sleeping beside  their bed, but Luke had promised he’d get them a flight out the next day so she would be with her baby again.
“I want to tell you about Ashley,” Luke said. “I need to before I can move on.”
Kit snuggled closer and waited, afraid Ashley had been Luke’s true love, only love. And that Luke would never let himself love again.
“I met her at college. At the time, I thought she was everything I ever wanted. Smart. Wealthy. From a blue-blooded family. My dreams became her dreams, and she had big dreams for me.
“She talked me into going back east to live after graduation although she’d professed to love Montana—that’s why she’d been going to college here. Later I realized Montana had just been a passing fancy, as most everything was with her.”
He took a breath and pulled Kit closer. She snuggled against him, listening to the steady beat of his heart, the deep softness of his voice as he continued.
“I drove myself to find a high level of success so I felt I deserved Ashley. I felt I had to be ‘somebody’ for her.
“The truth is, I’d been having some doubts about my career. I missed Montana, I yearned for something, although I wasn’t sure what it was. Ashley and I hardly spent any time together alone. She loved parties and knew a lot of people. I knew I would have preferred a quieter, simpler life, but I never said anything, I was so busy trying to please her.
“Then, out of the blue, just days before the wedding, she said she couldn’t marry me because I had turned out not to be what she wanted. I was devastated. I had tried so hard, and failed.”
 Kit closed her eyes, hurting for him.
“The night of the accident, I went to the building I’d designed and climbed up onto one of the steel beams.”
Kit held her breath.
“I guess Paul thought I might be suicidal. I just needed to be by myself, and that was the only place I could think of that I could be totally alone.”
She leaned her cheek against his chest, his skin warm and soft and scented with the smell of him. She thought she would burst with love for this man.
“Paul brought Ashley with him. I guess he thought between the two of them, they could talk me out of doing something stupid. He knew I’d go to my building. He knew me too well.”
Luke took a breath, and Kit waited, wanting to stop him but knowing he had to do this.
“Paul started to climb up to where I was. It was my fault. I tried to stop them but…”
Kit could feel the tension running through him, the anguish.
“It happened so fast. There was a stack of beams on the second floor. I tried to get to them before—” he closed his eyes for a moment “—the beams fell and took me and Paul with them. Ashley was standing below us.”
Kit wrapped her arms around Luke. “I know they were killed, Luke, and I know the police thought it was murder and you were a suspect,” she told him quickly. “It was an accident, Luke. A horrible accident.”
He raised his head to look at her, his handsome face twisted in agony and grief. “Then you really do believe me?”
 “Oh, yes, Luke.” She cradled him in her arms, hoping her love could heal his hurt, his grief, his guilt.
 
THE NEXT MORNING, Luke let the deputy sheriff into their room so they could answer his questions. When they’d finished making their statements, the deputy closed his notebook. “I thought you’d like to know that Belinda is in the hospital, doing fine.”
Luke could see the relief on Kit’s face. Too many people had died at Derrick’s hands. He was glad Belinda was going to be all right. Now she could also be free of Derrick, although he wondered if she wouldn’t be one of the few people to mourn his loss. What would she do with all her time without him to torment?
The deputy hesitated. “We found your brother’s body. It was with his motorcycle, just as you thought. I’m sorry.”
Luke felt Kit squeeze his hand.
The deputy got to his feet. “I suppose you’ve heard about Judge Killhorn.”
“No,” Luke said, but could have guessed.
“He took his life early this morning after he’d heard about his sons,” the deputy said. “I guess he blamed himself.”
Luke nodded. He understood guilt better than almost anything. Guilt and loss, sorrow and regret.
The deputy turned his hat in his hand and said nothing for a moment, as if searching for the right words. “If your brother hadn’t found out about the problems with the construction up there, a lot more people could have died. You know that, don’t you?”
Luke nodded. “Thank you,” he said and shook  the man’s hand. Then Luke let the deputy out and closed the door behind him.
“It’s over,” Luke said and looked up at Kit. It was time to tell her how he felt, as much as that frightened him. But if he didn’t, he would most surely lose her. “Kit, I came so close to losing you too many times,” he said as he crossed the room to her. “For a while, I lost track of what was important.” He cupped her face in his hands and looked down into the clear blue of her eyes. He felt tears fill his eyes and realized that he hadn’t cried in years. “You’re all that matters, Kit. You and Andy. I love you. I want us to be a family. I want us to make babies. I want to marry you.”
She smiled up at him, tears flooding her eyes, then spilling down her cheeks.
“But I have to warn you. I like living up here, making furniture. I’m never going to be rich or famous, but I will take care of you and the kids. Can you live with the kind of man I am?”
“Oh, Luke,” she cried, throwing her arms around his neck. “I love the man you are. The man who makes beautiful furniture. And beautiful love.”
He hugged her for a long moment, unable to believe his luck. “Let’s go home.”
Luke took Kit to his cabin—the cabin she’d loved when she hadn’t even known it was his. And he made love to her in the big bed he’d built. He made love to her slowly, lovingly, cherishing her for the woman she was and giving thanks that he hadn’t lost her.
Afterward, Kit lay in his arms and he told her his plans for adding on to the cabin.
“I think it’s fine the way it is,” she said.
 He laughed. “We’re going to need a studio for you to paint in. And a nursery. And more bedrooms. I want us to start a family right after the wedding—or maybe before the wedding.”
Kit laughed. “What makes you think we haven’t already started one?”
He smiled over at her, amazed that so much good could come out of so much sadness. “I’ll always love you, Kit Bannack. Always and forever.”
“And I, you.”
And Luke knew right then and there what he had to do.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Kit woke to what she thought were sleigh bells. She opened her eyes to find Luke beside her in the cabin, lying naked in the wonderful bed he’d built. She hoped they’d conceived a child in this bed, but she knew even if they hadn’t yet, they would.
“Do you hear that?” she asked.
He smiled over at her. “I think you just hear my heart beating.”
She grinned. “Oh, yeah? Sounds like bells to me.”
“Bells?” He frowned. “What day is today?”
She couldn’t be sure, too much had happened. All she knew was that they would be flying out this afternoon, and by this evening she would be once again holding her son in her arms. Luke had made all the arrangements, having to pull a lot of strings to get them tickets at this time of year.
“Kit, it’s Christmas Eve,” he said when she didn’t answer. “And unless I miss my guess, that would be Santa Claus.” He hopped out of bed, pulling on his jeans as he rushed to the window. “Quick, come here!”
“What?” she asked suspiciously as she got up,  wrapped herself in his robe and joined him at the window.
“You aren’t too old for Santa, are you?” he asked and pulled her closer.
She giggled. “Depends on what Santa has in mind.”
It was snowing, huge flakes that floated down from the heavens making everything white and clean and new and beautiful. Like a new beginning, she thought. A rebirth. She could hear the bells, closer now, but could see only snow.
“Come on,” Luke said, taking her hand. “We don’t want to disappoint Santa.” He stopped at the door to slip on his boots, and waited while she pulled on hers. Then he opened the front door and pulled her out onto the porch.
She took a deep breath of the mountain air and snuggled against his bare chest. “Aren’t you freezing?” she asked.
He laughed and hugged her. “I’m never freezing when you’re around.”
Bells jingled and she looked up to see the sleigh. It was bright red and led by two beautiful white horses wearing red bows. Santa sat on the front seat, the reins in his hands, and behind him…
Kit blinked, tears rushing to her eyes, blinding her. She caught her breath as she saw what Santa had brought in his sleigh. The best present she could ever have hoped for.
“Oh, Luke,” Kit said, crying and throwing her arms around him.
“I guess that means you like my present?”
“Oh, yes,” she said as she rushed through the snow to meet the sleigh.
 “Merry Christmas!” Aunt Lucille said as she handed Kit a brightly wrapped baby boy in a Santared snowsuit.
Kit hugged her son to her. Andy laughed as she covered his face with kisses. Luke joined her, wrapping them both in his arms.
“Merry Christmas, sweetheart,” he said, gazing down at her and Andy, his eyes so filled with love that she thought she would burst.
“This is the best Christmas I’ve ever had,” she cried, and saw Luke wink at his aunt.
“It’s only the first of many,” he promised.
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