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CHAPTER ONE

ZANE LOVED THIS OLD HOUSE. It represented everything that he’d never had as a child. Love. Warmth. Security. Happiness. The massive, three-story structure had once been in the family, but had been sold after the death of his grandfather fifteen years ago. Zane owned the house now, and he intended to make up for the years of neglect it had suffered.

He leaned against the support column on the wide veranda that circled the grand home. As it had in his childhood, the view of Lake Michigan mesmerized him, calming his spirit. There was peace here, something that had been sadly lacking in his life up to this point. He was a man who’d willingly involved himself in war, and over the years he’d been paid handsomely for his services.

Almost unconsciously, he rubbed the ache in his injured leg. The pain worsened as the day progressed, not that he minded the discomfort. It reminded him that he was alive and that two of his men, two of his friends, were not. It reminded him that he had yet to seek his vengeance.

Zane walked to the end of the porch, recalling his days as a child when he’d raced with careless abandon across the lush green lawn. There would be no more children chasing butterflies and dreams here. No children who would hide on the limbs of the maple tree and imitate the chatter of the birds. At least none he would father.

The state of disrepair that had fallen upon the house had shocked Zane. The housekeeper he’d hired five months earlier to care for the place had said little of its condition. Upon his arrival three months ago, Zane immediately ordered repairs. It soon became evident that a new furnace and updated electrical system would only scratch the surface of what was required.

That was when he’d decided to call Jordan Larabee, a good friend and a well-known Chicago contractor. Jordan had recommended that Lesley Walker, an architect, have a look at the house and offer suggestions. Zane agreed to talk to the woman.

He had to admit that he was going through a lot of trouble and expense for a house he didn’t plan to live in long enough to enjoy.

A car turned off the main road and into his driveway. Zane checked his watch. Lesley Walker was punctual—he’d say that for her. The car slowed and pulled to a stop in the circular driveway in front of the house.

The door to the driver’s side opened and one long, shapely leg appeared. The body that followed fulfilled the promise of that one leg. The woman was tall, agile and strikingly attractive. She wore a gray business suit: jacket and pencil skirt. Zane approved. Her chestnut-colored hair bounced against the top of her shoulders as she turned toward him. Her deep, dark eyes met his and she was unable to hide her shock.

Occasionally Zane forgot about the scar that marked his face. It started at the corner of his left eye and cut a jagged line that crisscrossed down his cheek, ending below his lip. The scar, like the ache in his leg, was a reminder of a debt yet to be collected.

In the past year, he’d discovered how uncomfortable the general public was with physical deformities. He shouldn’t expect Ms. Walker to react differently than anyone else. In her eyes, like in those of the children in the nearby town, he was a monster.

Zane was mildly surprised when she didn’t look away as others routinely did. Instead, she held his gaze. Most people, he’d discovered, were uneasy with less than perfection. Her eyes softened and something passed between them. Something warm. Something gentle. Something strong.

Zane was uncomfortable with softness. He’d known little of it in his formative years, and avoided it by choice as an adult. It was a luxury he could ill afford in his chosen profession. As a soldier for hire, he had learned early on to freeze out his emotions. Out of necessity, he held back any part of himself that made him vulnerable.

“Ms. Walker?” Zane asked crisply and moved toward the porch stairs.

“Yes, and you must be Zane Ackerman.” She stood in the center of the walkway to examine his home. He noticed the way her gaze widened with appreciation as she took in the front of the house. “This is beautiful.”

“Thank you. I appreciate you making the drive,” he continued, his voice clipped and businesslike.

Her gaze turned back to him, and against his will he was drawn into the warm gentleness that surrounded her. “I enjoyed it.”

She returned to her vehicle, reached inside her car and brought out a thick writing tablet. “I’ll admit Jordan’s phone call piqued my interest.”

Once again she looked toward the house, and Zane had the opportunity to study her. She was lovely in ways he found difficult to define. If ever he was tempted to get to know a woman, it was now. But Lesley Walker was an emotional luxury he dare not indulge himself with—not while Schuyler lived.

Zane smiled to himself as he watched the appreciation Lesley felt for his home reveal itself in her eyes. With all its flaws, after years of neglect and indifference, she saw the beauty it had once been and would be again. Lesley Walker looked beyond the superficial—she saw beneath the obvious. Without being aware of what he was doing, his hand went to his face. Only when his fingers touched his scarred cheek did he realize what he’d done. Unnerved by the effect she had on him, he dropped his hand and returned his attention to the architect.

“I’m so pleased Jordan thought to contact me,” Lesley said with enthusiasm as she walked up to the porch to meet him.

They exchanged brief handshakes and she handed him a business card. Zane noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring and wondered how it was that a woman he sensed to be as wholesome and maternal as Lesley would not be married.

“Would you like to see the inside first?” he asked, struggling to maintain emotional distance. It would be far too easy to lower his guard with her, but that was something Zane couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow.

“I’d love to see the house.”

Zane led the way through the front door. Many of the rooms were small and he had thought to take down wall open up the living area. He mentioned his ideas for the remodeling project. Without comment, Lesley wrote down his suggestions, then asked a series of pertinent questions, taking note of his responses.

“I found the original plans for the house tucked away in a cabinet in the library.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to take them with me and study them,” she said, as they walked from room to room. Every now and again she pointed out small details he’d barely noticed himself even after a few months.

When they came to the library, he rolled back the double-wide mahogany doors and waited for her reaction. This was Zane’s favorite room. Rooted in his memory was a picture of his grandfather sitting by the fireplace and reading. It was something he often did himself. Zane spent more time in the library than in any of the other rooms.

“Oh, my,” Lesley whispered as though she were standing on holy ground. “This is perfect just the way it is—I wouldn’t change a thing.”

Zane felt that way himself. He wanted nothing altered in this one room, and that she immediately sensed his feelings boded well for her working on this project.

“Mr. Zane, I was thinking about dinner and—” His housekeeper, Mrs. Applegate, sauntered toward him and stopped abruptly when she realized he wasn’t alone. “Oh, I do apologize. I didn’t realize you had company.”

“It’s no trouble,” he answered, quick to reassure the older woman.

His cook was a round, gentle soul who made it her mission in life to spoil him, despite his protests. Nothing he said seemed to discourage her from mothering him. After a while, he gave up trying.

Mrs. Applegate’s eyes twinkled with delight when Zane introduced her to Lesley. “It’s time Mr. Zane brought a woman into this house.”

“Ms. Walker is the architect I mentioned earlier,” he said, rankled by the way the elderly woman linked him romantically with Lesley.

“Oh, what a shame.” She looked disappointed. “Once you finish looking over the house, you let me know,” the housekeeper insisted. “I’ll set the tea to brewing and bring it to the library. I’m sure you’re going to have lots to talk over, and there’s no better place to do it than right here with a spot of tea.”

Zane might have declined if Lesley hadn’t said, “That would be lovely, thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure.” Mrs. Applegate’s eyes were filled with devilment as she skirted past Zane. Knowing his housekeeper, there would be far more than tea on that tray. He swore the woman baked enough sweets to keep a dentist in practice. Not a day passed when she didn’t set some new confection before him. She seemed to make it her mission in life to put a “little meat on his bones.”

“What a sweetheart,” Lesley commented, her gaze following the housekeeper.

Zane’s reply was unintelligible on purpose. He was grateful to Martha Applegate, but he didn’t like the subtle way the woman attempted to work her way into his life. He had a mother, one he preferred to forget, as it happened.

He’d hired Martha Applegate sight unseen a week after he’d decided to take up residence. He needed someone to open up the house and get things in order before he moved to Sleepy Valley.

After viewing the library, Zane led Lesley up the stairs to the six bedrooms situated on the second floor. It was difficult for him to make the trek with his bum leg. Pain shot through his thigh as he climbed. He gritted his teeth, unwilling to show his discomfort.

Once again, as they toured the bedrooms, Lesley made a series of notations and asked him a number of questions. Standing in the narrow hallway outside the master bedroom, she turned full circle, made a note on the tablet and then glanced his way and smiled.

“How about the kitchen next?”

“Sure.” It might have been his imagination, but it seemed that her walk slowed as they descended the staircase. Despite the pain, he increased his step, unwilling to accept allowances for his injuries.

When they entered the kitchen, Mrs. Applegate was nowhere to be seen, which was just as well. Lesley seemed to be filled with enthusiastic ideas. She quickly started to write, her hand moving in a blur over the page. Again she didn’t share her thoughts.

She happened to look out the kitchen window and then turned to him.

“Those are the stables,” he explained.

“And the man?”

“Carl Saks. He lives in the guest house.” Carl was a friend and a former soldier who’d decided to retire in the same area. He’d been looking for property himself. Unable to sit idle, Carl had become a handyman of sorts around the place. Because of his physical limitations, Zane was grateful for the help.

When Lesley finished writing, she pressed the notepad against her breast. “I think that about does it, unless there’s something else you’d care to show me.” Her eyes landed on the pot of tea Mrs. Applegate had set out, along with a plate heaped high with a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies.

Over the years, Zane had developed a sixth sense about danger. It had served him well and saved his sorry butt more times than he could count. A half hour with Lesley Walker and he realized this woman was double jeopardy. The best thing he could do for them both was to get her out of his life. And fast.

He made a show of looking at his watch. “I believe you’ve seen everything necessary. If you’re finished, I’ll see you to the door.”

A look of surprise and disappointment showed in her expressive face. The friendliness drained from her eyes and she stiffened into a businesslike stance. “Of course. Thank you for your time, Mr. Ackerman.”

He escorted her out of the kitchen, stopped in the library long enough to retrieve the blueprints he’d mentioned earlier and then led the way to the front entry.

They exchanged swift handshakes.

“When can I expect to see your ideas?” he asked, and the eagerness with which he posed the question surprised even him.

“I can have a rough draft to you next week. Would that be soon enough?”

“Perfect,” he answered, the lone word abrupt.

He stood on the porch and waited until she was inside her car before he turned away. The urge to slam the door was almost more than he could resist. The anger that festered inside him was sharp, raw and completely irrational.

He’d only met Lesley Walker, and if the Fates were with him, the necessity of seeing her again would be minimal. She had yet to pull out of his driveway, and already he was worrying about how long it would be before he could see her again.

This woman was dangerous. Instinctively Zane recognized the threat she represented to his sanity. It was unfortunate. He would have enjoyed getting to know her but he could see no purpose in developing any kind of relationship when he fully expected to be dead within the year.

* * *

Lesley caught her reflection in the rearview mirror and saw that her mouth had formed into a tight line. “That, my dear,” she whispered to herself, “was a brush-off.” She wondered what she’d said or done to offend the great and mighty Zane Ackerman.

One thing was sure, he was by far the most unusual man she’d ever met. Compelling. Forceful. Handsome. Even with the scar that ran down one side of his face. And the limp seemed to enhance the sense of overwhelming masculinity.

When Jordan Larabee had contacted her about this project, he’d been uncharacteristically closemouthed about the man he was sending her to meet. All Jordan had said was that he’d appreciate it if she’d look over the project and get back to him.

The request was unusual in itself. The fact that it came from Jordan made it more so.

Lesley worked for one of the largest and best-known architectural firms in Chicago. Remodeling projects were not her expertise. Most recently, she’d worked on the plans for a high-rise apartment complex. She was responsible for the design of a new city library and the year before, a large government building. Jordan knew all that and yet he’d personally requested she be the one to look at Zane Ackerman’s home.

Lesley’s relationship with Jordan was finally back on an even keel. They’d once dated while Jordan had been separated from his wife, and had gotten serious enough to discuss the possibility of marriage.

At the time, Lesley had agreed to Jordan’s stipulation that there be no children. After the death of his infant son to SIDS, Jordan had refused to consider a family. But, as it turned out, Jordan had reunited with his wife.

It had never set well with Lesley that she was dating a man who remained technically married. When their relationship had progressed to the point that they were serious enough to contemplate making a commitment, Lesley had insisted Jordan go ahead with the divorce. Unfortunately he hadn’t a clue where his wife, Molly, was.

Then Jordan discovered that she was working as a nurse in the politically unstable country of Manuka in Africa. And despite Lesley’s protests, he had insisted upon going after her himself.

Far more than a rescue had taken place the day Jordan found Molly. Less than three months after the other woman’s return to Chicago, Lesley learned that Molly was pregnant. Their daughter was born six months later and within the last year they’d had a son.

Lesley was happy for the couple, and wished them her best. In retrospect, she recognized she hadn’t been in love with Jordan Larabee. Instead, she had been in love with the idea of being married. The idea of being a wife. Frankly, it appealed to her now as much as it had three years earlier, but she wasn’t as desperate as she’d been the year she turned thirty. If she met the right man, she’d be thrilled. Ecstatic. But frankly, she had given up hope of that happening.

In the time since her breakup with Jordan, she had dated a number of men. But they seemed to fall into two distinct classifications: the disillusioned and the unfit. She wasn’t interested in either group.

As she drove down the long driveway that led back to the highway, Lesley realized that because she was interested in the house, she hadn’t paid any attention to the view of Lake Michigan. Now the view flashed before her like a shooting star blazing across a velvet night. She literally slammed her foot on the brake.

The car jolted to an abrupt stop. For a moment she did nothing but sit and stare, the view as spectacular as any she’d seen. The blue sky reflected upon the water’s white-capped surface like a shiny mirror. Gulls circled overhead and fluffy clouds billowed past.

Hardly aware of what she was doing, Lesley turned off the engine and climbed out of the vehicle. She didn’t mean to trespass as she walked across the large expanse of manicured lawn, but she couldn’t help herself.

She’d wandered some distance when she stumbled upon a viewpoint. A stone bench sat at the edge of the drop-off. Clusters of blooming red roses scented the afternoon air.

After standing and admiring the view for several moments, Lesley sat down and breathed in the calm beauty of the scene before her. Water stretched for as far as the eye could see. Sailboats with their bright spinnakers dotted the surface. Motorboats zoomed past, their wakes rippling wider and wider swells.

For no reason Lesley could understand, emotion clogged her throat. It was as though this house, this property…this man lured her very soul.

She’d sensed it the moment she’d turned into the driveway. Felt it to the very marrow of her bones. The house had called out to her like a wailing spirit. A small voice buried deep inside her heart had welcomed her home. Because she was practical, she’d refused to believe, refused to listen.

That was when she first noticed Zane standing on the porch, waiting for her arrival. One look at the forceful, enigmatic man and she had felt as though all the oxygen had emptied from her lungs. Never had she reacted to a man quite this way.

Even now she was left to wonder what had happened between them those first few moments. Neither chose to voice whatever it was, and both seemed equally uncomfortable with the force of the attraction.

Later, Zane couldn’t seem to get rid of her fast enough, and Lesley was convinced that whatever had transpired had all been one-sided.

Now she wasn’t so sure.

A sound behind her alerted her to the fact that she was no longer alone. Lesley stood and turned to face the man who’d dominated her thoughts from the moment they’d met.

Zane sat atop a black gelding, his dark gaze focused on her. “I thought you’d left.”

Embarrassed to have been found trespassing, Lesley cleared her throat and licked her lips before she forced herself to smile. “Hello again,” she greeted. Zane made an intimidating figure sitting atop the sleek Arabian, staring down on her. Because the sun was behind him, it made it all the more difficult to read his expression, but she couldn’t help feeling that he was displeased to find her still on his property. “I hope you don’t mind that I stopped to admire the view.”

The temperamental gelding jerked his head, and shifted his two hind legs in an impatient two-step. With a flick of the reins, Zane quieted the imposing beast.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Lesley added, hoping that was explanation enough. She glanced at her watch, startled by how much time had passed. It seemed she’d only been a matter of minutes, but she’d been sitting there nearly an hour.

She should say something, anything, but it was as if his happening upon her had frozen her thought processes. She knew that had she tried to explain, she would have made an even greater fool of herself, which was something she wasn’t eager to do. She didn’t know what Zane must think of her.

“This was my grandmother’s favorite spot,” Zane surprised her by saying. He didn’t sound displeased with her. If anything, she heard puzzlement in his voice, as if she were the last person he expected to find on his property.

“Your grandmother?” she repeated, not realizing that there was a family connection with the house.

“The house belonged to my grandparents,” he admitted gruffly, as though he resented her knowing even this small bit of information. The Arabian’s impatient jig continued. “How much longer do you intend to stay?”

“I really must get back to the office. I should have left right away. I’m sorry if I did something I shouldn’t have.” She backed away from him.

“It’s fine, Lesley,” he said so softly, she wasn’t sure Zane was the one who’d spoken or if it was that small voice she’d heard earlier. The voice in her own heart. The one that had welcomed her with open arms.

* * *

Lesley didn’t sleep that night. Every time she closed her eyes, it was Zane Ackerman’s face that came into view. He’d been both abrupt and unfriendly, and yet she was physically drawn to him with a force so powerful, it left her senses reeling.

The next morning the first thing Lesley did when she reached the office was put a call through to Jordan Larabee.

“How do you know Zane Ackerman?” she asked without so much as greeting him.

“Good morning to you, too,” Jordan said, his amusement echoing over the line. “I take it you drove out to meet Zane yesterday.”

“Yes.”

“How is he, by the way?”

“Fine. I take it he’s a friend of yours.”

“We go way back.”

“Tell me about him.” After a sleepless night, Lesley wasn’t up to playing cat-and-mouse games with Jordan.

“What do you want to know?”

“Is he married?” That this would be the first question she put before him shocked her. Although the question had been paramount in her mind, she never intended to blurt it out. She hoped to ease into it with far more subtlety.

To her dismay, Jordan laughed outright. “So that’s the way the ball bounces?”

“What do you mean by that?” She sounded defensive, and that irritated her all the more.

“You’re irresistibly drawn to his bad-boy image. Well, Lesley, I hate to say it, but you aren’t alone. I’ve never met a woman who wasn’t intrigued by Zane Ackerman. I don’t know what it is about him, but whatever it is, he’s got it in spades.”

“I’m not interested in him that way,” she said with far less conviction than she felt.

“And pigs fly.”

“He was rude and he couldn’t seem to get me out of his house fast enough.”

“That’s Zane all right.”

Her comments seemed to amuse Jordan.

“What happened to him? The injuries look recent.”

“He never said,” Jordan answered, “and I never asked.”

Lesley bit her lower lip. “I fell in love with the house. I’m working on another project now, but I’ll look over my notes and get back to you by the end of the week.”

“Perfect,” Jordan responded, but he sounded distracted. Like her, Jordan was a busy man. Neither one of them had time for chitchat. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will,” she promised.

“Thanks, Les,” Jordan said affectionately. “I appreciate you doing this, and I know Zane does, too.”

“I’m glad to help.” As she replaced the receiver, Lesley wondered if she’d feel the same way later. She had the distinct impression that this assignment wasn’t going to be like her normal projects.

* * *

Zane wandered down to the breakfast table early the following morning. Mrs. Applegate was humming cheerfully to herself as she stood in front of the stove.

“Such a nice young woman,” she said, smiling over at Zane as she poured him a cup of coffee.

“Who?” he asked, pretending not to know.

“That architect who stopped by yesterday afternoon.”

Zane didn’t respond one way or another. An achy, restless feeling had come over him the moment Lesley Walker had driven away. The sensation had stayed with him all night. Generally, the pain in his leg was what kept him awake. Not thoughts of a woman. Especially one he barely knew. One thing was certain, he had no intention of furthering the relationship.

The back door opened and Carl stepped inside the kitchen. “Morning,” he grumbled with a decided lack of friendliness. He walked over to where Zane sat and pulled out a chair. “I’ve been thinking of changing feed stores,” his friend announced starkly. Carl had taken over ordering the supplies and other duties to keep himself from going stir-crazy.

“I thought we got a good price at Hoffman Feed.”

Mrs. Applegate delivered plates heaped with crisp fried bacon, eggs and toast to the two men.

“The prices are fine,” Carl answered before digging into his breakfast. He ate like a man who feared this would be his last meal.

Zane knew the man well enough to realize something was troubling Carl, and he suspected it had little to do with the local feed store. To the best of his knowledge, Carl had been buying whatever he needed from the same place since the horses had been delivered. Their prices were fair and Zane preferred to do business locally. But if Carl wanted to drive another twenty miles to another feed store, Zane figured that was his business.

“You got a problem with Hoffman Feed?”

Carl paused, the fork poised in front of his mouth while he analyzed the question. “I don’t much care for sassy women.”

Zane lowered his head in an effort to hide his amusement. So Carl had clashed swords with Candy Hoffman again. It wasn’t the first time the two had created sparks.

“I saw a woman wandering around the grounds yesterday. Who was she?” Carl asked.

“The architect,” Zane answered without elaborating.

“A real sweetheart, too, if you ask me,” Mrs. Applegate called from the other side of the kitchen.

Zane hadn’t asked, but he knew if he mentioned it his housekeeper would ignore him, and so he said nothing.

“She was a pretty thing,” Carl said. “Will she be visiting again anytime soon?”

“I don’t know.” Zane eyed his fellow soldier, disliking the interest Carl revealed in Lesley.

“If she does, how about an introduction?”

Zane wasn’t keen on that one bit, but before he could say so, Mrs. Applegate approached the table and set down a plate of hot-from-the-oven cinnamon rolls. “She isn’t the one for you.”

“Who isn’t?” Carl barked the question as he reached for a roll, burning his fingers in the process. He licked his fingertips and cursed under his breath.

“Candy Hoffman has her eye on you,” the housekeeper informed him.

Carl didn’t bother hiding his irritation. “That woman’s meaner than a beaver with a broomstick up her butt.”

Mrs. Applegate chuckled, and shook her head. “That’s not the way I see it. It seems to me you’re just as sweet on her, only you don’t like it. Come to think of it, Candy isn’t all that pleased about it neither.”

Carl snorted loudly. “I’d rather be skinned alive than have anything more to do with that woman. She’s unreasonable, irrational, pigheaded, and that’s just for starters. If I never see her again, it’d suit me just fine.” Having said that much, Carl leapt up from the chair and headed out the door. He turned back abruptly and reached for the cinnamon roll. “I’ll be buying the feed elsewhere,” he said in a way that challenged Zane to defy him.

“Get it wherever you want,” Zane told him.

Carl cast a triumphant look toward the housekeeper and headed out the back door. To his surprise, Mrs. Applegate burst out laughing. “Life’s too short for green bananas.”

Baffled, Zane studied the older woman. She had a habit of saying the most nonsensical things, and then looking for him to agree with her.

Zane raised both hands. “I’m staying out of this,” he announced.

The housekeeper didn’t seem to mind.

One thing she’d said did make sense. Life was too short, and for him, it was getting shorter every day.





CHAPTER TWO

“I SAY HE’S LIKELY A GANGSTER.”

The words struck Lesley as odd, and captured her attention. She’d stopped to fill up her car with gas in Sleepy Valley, the community closest to Zane’s home.

The gas station attendant filling the vehicle in the space next to hers slowly shook his head. “Just because he’s up there in that huge house all alone doesn’t make him a hit man.”

“It ain’t normal, living up there the way he does.” The middle-aged man in the car parked in the space close to Lesley wasn’t so easily swayed. “Makes me wonder if anyone asked the right questions before letting him move into our community. We’ve got a responsibility to the good people in this town.”

“He isn’t alone,” the attendant contradicted. “Martha Applegate is keeping his house, and from what Candy Hoffman said, there’s another man there, as well.”

“Yeah, but it isn’t anyone we know.”

The station attendant scratched the side of his head. “I can’t say that I’ve talked to him, but he minds his own business, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, but exactly what type of business is he minding?” the man standing by the car asked. “That’s what worries me.”

The men exchanged knowing looks.

“When was the last time he came into town ?”

“I haven’t got a clue. Personally I’ve only seen him the one time.”

“That’s what I thought. He mostly keeps to himself. It ain’t natural—that’s all I’m saying.”

The attendant who took Lesley’s credit card paused in the middle of his task. “My guess is he’s involved in drugs.”

“Drugs,” the customer repeated as if this were a new thought.

Lesley managed to smother a giggle. She could well imagine what Zane would say if he were listening in on this conversation himself. He’d be as amused as she was. Amused or outraged, she wasn’t sure which.

“Some people say he’s a monster,” Lesley said, unable to keep quiet any longer.

The man in the space opposite hers turned and stared at her. “It makes one wonder what happened to his face, doesn’t it?”

“I can’t understand why he doesn’t have reconstructive surgery,” the attendant said. “Seems to me that someone who could afford to live in that house wouldn’t be hurting for money.”

“Maybe he likes the idea of frightening children.”

“Children, nothing. He makes my blood run cold every time I see him.” The customer closed his eyes and cringed.

Lesley finished paying for her gas. It was difficult to keep a straight face, but she managed. And people thought women gossiped!

By the time she arrived at Zane’s house, Lesley’s amusement had turned to resentment. It irritated her that people could be so cruel. Zane was no more a drug lord than she was, and as for him keeping to himself…well, everyone was entitled to privacy.

She rang the doorbell and waited. Mrs. Applegate opened the front door. The moment she saw Lesley, the housekeeper’s face brightened with a warm smile.

“It’s so good to see you again, dearie. Mr. Zane’s out, but he’ll be back any minute. You make yourself comfortable in the library and I’ll bring you a spot of tea.” She led the way into the room that Lesley had loved best.

“I’m sure Mr. Zane will be along shortly.”

“It’s no problem, Mrs. Applegate. I’m early.” Lesley had given herself plenty of time to make the drive in from the heart of Chicago. Being that it was Friday, she had fully anticipated running into heavy weekend traffic.

But her eagerness had a lot more to do with seeing Zane again than with any traffic problems. Far more. She needed to see him. Needed to test this strange attraction. The fact of the matter was that she’d left the office far earlier than necessary, and very little of her reason had to do with the renovation project.

In the past week, Lesley had devoted hour upon hour to this remodeling project, far and above what time she’d originally allotted. She studied the original blueprints, blending her ideas for the renovation in with the original work, modernizing the house so that the new merged naturally with old. Her goal was that anyone who stepped into the house for the first time would never guess that part of the home had been changed.

True to her word, Mrs. Applegate returned a few moments later with a cup of tea and a thick slice of chocolate cake. She chatted briefly then quietly slipped away.

Carrying the teacup with her, Lesley walked over to the bookcase and read the titles. Many of the books were ones she’d read and enjoyed herself. More than any other room of the house, she sensed Zane’s personality strongest here. The furniture was leather, new and stiff. There were no pictures, no artwork—just the leather sofa, two chairs and more books than small town libraries.

When Lesley least expected it, the mahogany doors glided open and Zane entered the room, closing the panels behind him. She turned, certain that she’d embellished his impact on her in the days since their meeting. If anything, she found him even more compelling than she had the first time. He was a hard man—whether from necessity or nature, she couldn’t be sure. Intuitively she recognized he was an honorable one, as well.

His eyes revealed none of his feelings, but she sensed that he was pleased to see her again, the same way she felt toward him. No one needed to tell her that Zane didn’t want to feel anything for her. But he did, and she gained a good deal of pleasure in the knowledge.

“Hello, Lesley.”

“Zane.” She sounded slightly breathless; indeed, that was the way she felt.

“You brought the blueprints?”

It didn’t escape her notice how eager he was to get down to business. The sooner she was in and out of his house and his life, the better. He all but painted a banner to tell her as much.

“I have several ideas to show you.”

“I’m anxious to get started remodeling,” he said matter-of-factly.

A polite knock sounded against the library door.

“Yes,” Zane called out.

Mrs. Applegate slid open the door. “I’m sorry to disturb you but Candy Hoffman is here to see you.”

Lesley watched as Zane frowned. A woman. Lesley’s stomach clenched with what she could only determine to be an unflattering form of jealousy. It was crazy to feel any such thing, especially over a woman she had never met.

“I’m sure this won’t take long,” Zane offered apologetically to Lesley.

“Can I show her in?” Mrs. Applegate asked.

Zane nodded, but Lesley could see he was none-too-pleased with the interruption.

A lanky blonde walked into the room, and looked around nervously. She wore faded jeans, a checkered shirt and cowboy boots. Her short hairstyle didn’t complement her looks. Lesley guessed the other woman to be in her late twenties, perhaps early thirties, close to her own age.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Ackerman,” the other woman said nervously. Her blue eyes appeared apologetic. “I learned this morning that you’ve decided to buy your supplies elsewhere.”

“That’s right.”

“I was wondering if there’s been a problem with the goods or service Hoffman Feed has given you?”

“On the contrary,” Zane said matter-of-factly. “As far as I can tell, both have been excellent.”

Candy opened her mouth as if to argue, then promptly snapped it shut with a look of surprise. “Then, if you don’t mind my asking, what made you decide to give your business to another feed store?”

Zane didn’t hesitate. “I can’t rightly say. Carl makes those kind of decisions. He asked me about it recently and I told him the decision was his.”

“Carl Saks?” Her eyes rounded with what Lesley would best describe as distress. She lowered her head. “I was afraid of that.”

“Afraid?”

Candy nodded. “Carl and I seem to have a personality conflict.”

“Carl isn’t unreasonable,” Zane offered. “Perhaps you should talk to him.”

Candy shook her head adamantly. “I’d rather peel grapes than deal with that man. He’s stubborn and irrational.”

A hint of a smile eased up the good side of Zane’s mouth, “As I recall, Carl said much the same thing about you.”

Candy’s head shot up, and her eyes flashed with outrage. “Maybe I will talk with him after all. All I’m asking, Mr. Ackerman, is that you don’t make a rash decision about not giving us your business. You have a big account with us and we don’t want to lose it.”

“I hope you can work things out with Carl, then,” Zane said.

“I’ll do my best,” she muttered as she spun around and headed out the door.

As soon as the other woman was out of sight, Zane chuckled softly.

Lesley wasn’t sure what was happening, but she had a pretty good guess. Zane turned back to face her and smiled. “You know, I almost feel sorry for Carl. It looks to me that at long last he’s met his match.”

Carl wasn’t the only one, Lesley mused. If she had anything to say about it, Zane Ackerman had found his equal in her, as well.

* * *

Candy Hoffman hadn’t a clue what she was going to say to Carl. She never had been fond of crow, and knowing the man, he’d make sure she swallowed it, feathers and all. Candy wasn’t sure what had happened, but the two of them had started off on the wrong foot and it had gone steadily downhill from there. The last straw had come when he stopped off at the feed store a few days ago, asking about his order. Candy had seen to it herself only that morning and sent it out. Or so she thought. When Carl insisted it hadn’t been delivered, she swore it had been. Later she found the order in the back. She’d sent it out right away, but apparently that wasn’t good enough.

As she expected, she found Carl working in the barn, mucking stalls. Great. Just great. He was bound to be in an ugly mood.

“Hello, Carl,” she said, tucking her fingertips in her back jean pockets.

He glanced over his shoulder, saw it was her and then without a word went back to shoveling.

Candy swallowed tightly. She’d be tarred and feathered before she’d grovel to this man, but there might be a way around that.

“It seems you and I don’t see eye to eye,” she said, hoping that would suffice.

Carl said nothing.

“I’m here to mend fences. I regret the argument we had the other day about your order. I was at fault, and I apologize.”

Again he pretended not to hear her.

“What is it you want from me?” she asked, losing her limited patience.

“You’re here because you don’t want to lose this account.”

“All right,” she shouted, kicking the toe of her cowboy boot against the floorboards. “I don’t want to lose this account.”

“Let me ask you something.” He turned around and glared at her.

“All right.” She was eager to do what she could to right the wrongs committed.

“Are you a man or a woman?”

The anger that burned inside her was fierce, but she managed to hold on to it. “I don’t understand the question.”

Carl leaned against the shovel handle. “When I first met you, I thought you were a man. It wasn’t until you spoke that I realized you were a woman.”

Candy bristled. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Your legs aren’t bad, either.”

From another man, Candy might have found the words complimentary, but not from Carl. “My being male or female has nothing to do with the feed store. We give you good service and excellent prices.”

“I don’t like your attitude.” Carl slapped the shovel against the side of the stall and advanced toward her.

Candy didn’t budge an inch. She refused to allow him to intimidate her.

“You’ve got a temper.”

“Me!” she protested.

“You’re bossy as hell.”

“I most certainly am not!” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. True, she’d crossed swords with Carl every time he was in the store, but that wasn’t her fault. At least not entirely.

“The fact is, I don’t like you.”

“The fact is, I don’t think much of you, either. You can forget I came by. It was an obvious mistake. Feel free to take your business elsewhere.” She spun around, eager now to make her escape. Pride was the only thing that prevented her from running out of the barn.

She hadn’t gone more than a couple of steps, when Carl reached out and grabbed her by the upper arm. Against her will, she came whirling back around with such force that she collided against his chest.

Carl seemed as surprised as she was herself, and now that he’d trapped her, he didn’t seem to know what to do with her. Fierce pride filled his eyes until they glittered with bronze fire. He drew her more firmly up against him and then lowered his mouth to hers.

Candy was too shocked to react, too stunned to respond. She meant to protest. No man in all her life had ever made her more angry. No man had defied her the way Carl Saks had. No man had stood up against her the way he had, either.

Against every dictate of her will, she parted her lips. He deepened the kiss, slanting his mouth one way and the other, pressing hard against her own.

Squirming, she protested, but he plowed his free hand into her hair and held her head prisoner while he dominated her in the most primitive of ways.

It didn’t take Candy long to realize she was waging a losing battle. She didn’t want this, and at the same moment, she was working her mouth against his, giving as well as receiving.

Before she was aware of what was happening, the intensity of the kiss changed. All the fight seemed to go out of them both at precisely the same moment.

Carl groaned and Candy melted against him.

The kiss went on and on until Candy wasn’t sure she ever wanted it to end. Carl was the one who came to his senses first. He eased his mouth from hers, dropped his arms and stepped back.

Candy raised the back of her hand to her mouth and pressed it there, all the while staring at him. Tears blurred her eyes. Tears of anger. Tears of outrage and denial.

Earlier pride had dictated that she not run from him. He’d stripped her of that. He’d claimed far more than a kiss. He’d robbed her of her dignity. With a lump in her throat, she reeled around and raced out of the barn as fast as her legs would carry her.

She thought she heard Carl call her name, but she didn’t stop running until she reached the truck. Never, she silently vowed, would she ever return.

* * *

“I like what you’ve done,” Zane told Lesley. Liked was an understatement. Her ideas for the renovation were incredible. Better than he dared hope. That she’d spent an incredible amount of time and effort on the project was evident on every sheet.

“Once I have your approval I’ll give Jordan a copy. He’ll look them over and give you a rough estimate the first part of next week.”

Zane’s original intention had been to be as quick with this meeting as humanly possible. He’d look over the drawings simply to be polite and then explain that he had a pressing appointment and send Lesley back to the city. When he was alone, he’d review the drawings again.

The minute Lesley had shown him her ideas, Zane had been enthralled. She had captured the very soul of this home, taken the best of what he loved about the place and made it better. Some of the changes were dramatic. Walls removed. Rooms created. Others changes were subtle.

Zane pored over the prints, and each time he studied them he saw something more. He should be alarmed, he told himself. This woman, who knew little more about him than his given name, had captured the very essence of who he was. With that knowledge, she’d created for him a home any man would treasure. A home meant for a family. The family his vengeance would cost him.

Zane had insulated his life and yet, Lesley, after one brief encounter, had seen through the protective barrier he’d placed around his heart as if it were as clear as cellophane.

Alarm bells buzzed, but he ignored them.

“I have a decorator friend I’d like to recommend,’ Lesley was saying.

They were both leaning against the table. Zane turned to listen and realized something. He wanted to love to Lesley. He didn’t want her to matter to him. Couldn’t afford the extravagance of falling in love. Especially not now. Not ever, if he was going to follow through with his plans. But the need to hold her, to feel her mouth under his, was nearly overwhelming.

He didn’t want to care about her, and in that same instant realized he was too late. He already did care.

A knock sounded behind him and Mrs. Applegate let herself into the library. “Dinner’s ready,” she announced with a smile so big, it looked as if she’d tried to eat a banana sideways. “I took the liberty of setting a place for Lesley,” she said.

“It’s dinnertime?” Zane didn’t realize how late it was.

“I must be going.”

“Please stay for dinner.” He wasn’t sure what he felt. It went without saying that he would like for her to stay, but he also knew that the less time they spent together, the better.

“I should be getting back to the city,” Lesley murmured, rolling the prints back up and inserting them in the cardboard tube.

“Nonsense,” Zane found himself telling her.

She hesitated. “You’re sure?”

“Positive.” He was equally confident that he was about to make the biggest mistake of his life, but even that didn’t seem to be enough to keep him from leaping off the edge of the cliff.

Mrs. Applegate had set the dining room table, and Zane nearly groaned aloud when he saw there were only two place settings.

“Carl is having dinner in town tonight,” his housekeeper informed him even before he could voice the question.

That was just hunky-dory.

“I’m sure you’d like to freshen up before dinner,” Martha was saying to Lesley.

The two women disappeared. Zane walked over to the window and looked out. It usually didn’t get dark until after eight this time of year. But it was just after six and already the sky was black.

He looked toward the water and realized a storm was brewing. Angry, forbidding clouds threatened the sky and the wind was picking up.

Zane thought to warn Lesley and suggest that she start for the city now, then thought better of it. He’d worry if the storm broke and she was on the road. It was best to ride it out and send her off when the worst of it had passed.

Lesley returned a few minutes later and they sat opposite each other at the dining room table. Mrs. Applegate had outdone herself. There was roast chicken, mashed potatoes and country gravy, fresh green beans and biscuits still warm from the oven. Zane swore his housekeeper’s buttermilk biscuits melted in his mouth.

When they’d finished, Martha brought in two cups of coffee. “That meal was scrumptious enough to completely ruin my appetite.”

Zane laughed, enjoying her joke. He stopped when he realized she was staring. He didn’t laugh often and forgot about the scar that twisted his face and what his amusement must look like to her.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded. “It’s just that was the first time I’d ever heard you laugh. You should do it more often.”

Lesley smiled at him—a soft, intimate smile. The kind a woman gives a man she loves. Being with her made him feel happy deep inside. He’d sensed that danger earlier, and chose to ignore it. Now it stared him straight in the face.

The discordant sound of thunder crashing outside fell like a hammer against an anvil into the center of the room.

Lesley gasped at the unexpectedness of it.

The lights blinked. There’d been a number of storms in the few months following his arrival. Such a storm as this was what had convinced Zane to have the house rewired.

Lesley stood and walked over to the window. She edged forward and examined the angry sky Zane had viewed thirty minutes earlier.

He’d forgotten to mention the incoming squall over dinner, and wanted to kick himself. The omission hadn’t been intentional; he’d gotten caught up in their conversation and the matter had slipped his mind.

The lights went out with the second peal of thunder. Luckily it was light enough inside the house to locate the candles.

Lesley helped clear the table.

When the rain started it pounded like angry fists against the windows. “I better check the horses,” Zane said. Since Carl was away for the evening, someone would need to quiet them.

“You go with him,” he heard Mrs. Applegate insist. Rather than argue with them both, Zane let her.

He started out the back door. Lesley found a sweater on a hook just inside the porch. She held it over her head as they hurried toward the barn.

The horses whinnied and stomped their front legs when he stepped inside the large structure. It was darker in there.

“Carl?” Zane called, thinking his friend might have returned, but there was no response. He lit a couple of lanterns that he kept for just such emergencies.

The animals needed quieting and Zane did so with the skill of one who is more comfortable with equines than with people. To her credit, Lesley stayed out of his way and let him deal with the horses. She didn’t offer to help, since she was a stranger, and right now his stock needed reassurances from someone they were familiar with.

When he’d finished getting them into their stalls for the night, refreshing their water and giving them an extra scoop of oats, Zane turned and found Lesley studying him.

She gave him a slow, sweet smile. Earlier, Zane had realized how badly he wanted to kiss her. In that moment, the need increased tenfold. His chest lifted with a deep, sharp intake of breath.

“We better get back to the house,” he said, fearing if they stayed in the barn any longer, he wouldn’t be able to resist taking her in his arms.

By the time they extinguished the light, it was pitch-black. Zane opened the door and watched as the rain pelted the ground as if it were a means of punishment.

“Maybe we should stay in here for a while,” Lesley suggested, staring into the pulsating rain. It was coming down in sheets now.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Zane said quickly, fearing the level of intimacy would increase beyond his ability to withstand being this close to her. At the moment he would have welcomed the entire community of Sleepy Valley into his home if it would help him take his mind off touching Lesley.

The temptation grew stronger each passing minute, and their being alone didn’t bode well. Already he could feel his level of resistance weakening.

“You think we should make a run for the house?” She sounded uncertain.

“No,” he said, groaning inwardly. To do so would be foolish. Lesley would get drenched in a matter of seconds. The thought of her undressing and him finding warm, dry clothes for her to wear—his clothes—created an equally disturbing picture.

“Zane.”

Just the way she said his name told him what she wanted. It was the same thought that had been hounding him from the moment they’d sat down for dinner. He needed her touch. Needed her in his arms. This kind of longing didn’t respond to logic.

They reached for each other, clumsy in their efforts to hold one another. The instant her lips slid over his, a hot excitement filled Zane. It felt as if his body were on fire. Empty. Aching. Wanting.

Lesley would never know the level of self-control it demanded not to bury himself hip-deep inside of her right then and there. It wouldn’t have taken much to back her against a wall and make love to her.

Something was wrong. Something was very wrong for him to have allowed his control to slip this badly. To cause this ache. This physical frustration would only grow worse. He had to put an end to it now, otherwise the consequences would be more than he could afford to pay.

He ground his lips over hers, wanting to punish her for making him want her like this. Even that tactic didn’t work. Her mouth softened, opening under the force of his.

By the time he broke off the kiss, the rush of blood to his head—and other body parts—made him feel as if he were about to explode.

Lesley braced her forehead against his shoulder; her breathing was uneven, and as heavy as his own. Neither spoke, and Zane suspected that they weren’t quite sure what there was to say. He’d never meant for any of this to happen, but it had, and God help them both, he didn’t have a single regret.

He kissed her again, gently this time. Her mouth met his, her lips warm, wet and pliable. His body reacted instinctively to hers. He braced his hands on the wall on each side of her, uncertain that he could withstand the pleasure and not embarrass them both.

She stilled immediately and Zane guessed that she hadn’t realized what she was doing to him.

A noise at the other side of the barn told him they were no longer alone. He broke away from Lesley, and when she stumbled forward, he caught her by the shoulders.

“Who’s there?” he barked, resenting the intrusion.

“Carl.”

“Where have you been?” he called into the darkness.

“Town.” They remained on opposite sides of the barn, and neither one seemed pleased to happen upon the other.

“Who’s with you?” The question came from Carl.

“Lesley Walker.”

“Who?”

Zane heard Lesley’s light laugh.

“Lesley Walker,” she called out herself. “The architect.”

“Is everything all right with the horses?”

“Yes,” Zane snapped, wishing his friend would leave.

“All right, all right,” Carl muttered. Zane heard the door open and close and heaved a sigh of relief. He’d been angry and impatient with Carl when he should be grateful his friend had intervened when he had. He didn’t know how much longer he would have been able to hold on to his control. He’d sensed from the first that Lesley had the power to make him weak, but he hadn’t realized just how compelling she was.

“Let’s get inside the house,” he said, taking her by the hand. Guided by the candle Mrs. Applegate had left burning in the kitchen window, they raced into the night. The distance wasn’t great, but by the time they reached the back steps, Zane’s thigh felt as if it were on fire. He made it up three steps before his leg gave out on him.

“Zane,” Lesley cried, coming back for him.

“I’m all right,” he snapped, not wanting her help. With difficulty, he righted himself, using the railing for leverage.

Lesley stood in the pounding rain, ready to assist should he need her. He bit back the words to tell her to stay away from him and would have uttered them had he found the strength.

Blinded by pain, he stumbled onto the back porch. Moisture fell in droplets down his neck. The water ran like cold fingers down his back.

He made it to the kitchen and into a chair before he collapsed, his shoulders heaving with the effort. Lesley was there in an instant with a towel. That she would be witness to this weakness deeply upset him.

The kitchen door swung open and the housekeeper stepped inside. “You’re back,” she said cheerfully. “I was beginning to wonder what was taking so long.” It was then that she noticed Lesley was soaked to the skin. “Oh, dear, look at you two. You’ll catch your death of cold.”

“I’m fine,” Lesley insisted.

“I insist you get out of those wet things this instant,” his housekeeper continued. “Mr. Zane must have something that will fit you, dear. And don’t you dare think about driving back to the city on a night like this. I’ll have a bed made up for you in a jiffy. We absolutely insist that you spend the night. Isn’t that right, Mr. Zane?”

He glared at the older woman and noticed that her mouth was wreathed in the biggest smile he’d ever seen. This was exactly what she wanted. Exactly what she’d planned from the first.





CHAPTER THREE

LESLEY WOKE WITH A START, AND sat up in bed. Her heart pounded solidly against her chest as she surveyed her surroundings. She remembered immediately that she was in Zane’s home, and that Mrs. Applegate had insisted she spend the night because of the storm. Lesley hadn’t needed a crystal ball to realize that Zane wasn’t nearly as eager as his housekeeper for her company.

Lying back, her head nestled against the feather pillow, Lesley reviewed the events of the evening. Zane had approved of her remodeling ideas. They’d pored over the plans for two hours without either one of them aware of the time. Zane had asked her to stay for dinner and then the storm had struck with a vengeance. Because of the thunder and lightning, they’d gone out to the barn to quiet the horses. That was when Zane had kissed her.

Lesley closed her eyes at the memory, longing to recapture the incredible sensation his kisses had aroused. She doubted that she would ever fully understand her immediate and intimate response to this man. Logically, she reminded herself she knew little more than the bare facts about Zane. He knew nothing more of her, either. They were strangers, fighting an attraction as powerful as the strongest magnets. It seemed that a force greater than either one of them was pulling them toward each other. For what purpose, Lesley could only speculate.

A glance at the illuminated dial of her cell phone told her it was ten minutes after three. It would be hours yet before anyone was up and about. Yet, Lesley doubted she would be able to sleep any longer.

She slipped out of bed, and as quietly as possible opened her bedroom door. Briefly she wondered if the electricity had come back on. The question was answered for her. The soft glow of a gentle light showed below, coming from the library.

Lesley donned the housecoat Mrs. Applegate had left for her. It nearly went around her twice. Looping the sash closed, she padded barefoot down the stairs.

Standing in the library doorway, Lesley realized the dancing flames of the fire provided what light was available. Flickering shadows danced against the walls. A moan captured her attention before she noticed Zane. He sat in the chair with his head tossed back. He gritted his teeth as he rubbed his hand down his injured thigh.

Had she given any thought to what she should do, Lesley realized later, it would have been exactly the opposite of what she did, which was to rush to his side.

“Zane.” She knelt on the floor, next to him. “What’s wrong? Can I get you anything?”

He opened his eyes and seemed startled to find her there. “No. Just go away.” He ground out the order between clenched teeth.

“No,” she returned just as adamantly. “Tell me what to I can do.” She felt nearly frantic, unable to bear seeing him in this amount of pain. Earlier in the kitchen, she realized that his leg was hurting him, but it was nothing like this.

“Nothing. You can do nothing,” he insisted coldly. He glared at her, silently willing her to leave him, but Lesley refused to budge.

She watched the muscle of his thigh spasm, and because she felt helpless and utterly useless, she placed her hand over his. Her relief was great when he didn’t push it aside. Together they worked, vigorously kneading the knotted flesh, working out the cramp. Gradually she could feel the muscle relax.

Breathing heavily, Zane went lax. He dropped his arms and she continued to gently massage the muscle. When she happened to glance up, she noticed he was studying her. His gaze, which had been cutting and angry seconds earlier, was tender now.

“I woke you?” he asked, his voice little more than a whisper. The spasm seemed to have drained him of all strength.

She shook her head. “I don’t know what woke me. I thought the lights had come back on.”

“Not yet.”

“I came down to read. I didn’t realize you were here.”

Zane’s hand briefly cupped her cheek, his touch light and tender. “I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

She leaned back on her haunches. “I understand.”

“My leg does that sometimes, without rhyme or reason, but the spasms don’t generally last this long.”

She remembered their dash from the barn to the house and realized the physical exertion had probably contributed to this seizure. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, thinking she was probably responsible for this. He would never have felt the need to run for cover if it hadn’t been for her.

“You’re sorry for my leg?”

She nodded and explained her reasoning. “You haven’t been to bed yet. Has your leg ached all evening?”

“No.” His intense look held hers for a moment before he sipped from a glass of amber liquid. “I didn’t trust myself to go upstairs.”

Lesley didn’t understand. “Trust yourself?”

A smile that wasn’t one of amusement edged up the good side of his mouth. “You tempt me, Lesley, almost more than I can resist.”

The low, seductive lilt to his voice made his words the most incredibly beautiful ones Lesley had ever heard.

“I don’t know what would have happened if Carl hadn’t come into the barn when he did.”

“I know,” she whispered. “I don’t generally…I mean—”

He stopped her before she completed the thought. His voice was hoarse and low. “I realize that.”

Lesley wasn’t sure who moved first. It was like it had been earlier, both needing each other, both throwing off their restraints and giving in to the impulse. Only, the impulse was fast becoming a compulsion.

His mouth found hers, his lips warm and moist. He tasted of fine brandy and tenderness. It seemed they were barely able to get enough of each other. Her need was as greedy and demanding as his. Shivers shot down her spine as she leaned into him. She felt warm and wonderful. Loved and needed.

“I was afraid something like this would happen,” he whispered against her ear. His warm breath stirred her hair. Her knees ached from kneeling on the carpet, but she didn’t want to move. Their position was awkward for him, too, but neither of them was willing to move.

“Is it true?”

“What?” he whispered.

“You said I tempt you.”

He moaned softly and kissed her with a wild kind of hunger.

When Zane abruptly ended the kiss, Lesley moaned in protest. He stood and led her to the sofa. He undid the sash completely and peeled open the robe. Mrs. Applegate’s pajama top was several sizes too large.

“Zane,” Lesley whispered, her hand stilling his. This was happening too fast and she needed a clear head.

“Shh,” he whispered, and bent forward and buried his face in the gentle slope of her neck, kissing her there. An electrical jolt of sensation shot through Lesley. She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip. The emptiness inside her began to ache. The desire she felt was physical as well as mental. All these months, all these years she’d been telling herself that she was perfectly content without a man in her life. She had her career, and wonderful friends. She found satisfaction in her outside interests.

Within the space of one evening Zane had proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that she’d been kidding herself. The longing for a husband and eventually children went soul deep and could no longer be denied.

Zane made a low rough sound as he sought her mouth once more in a tumultuous kiss that left them both breathless. Lesley wasn’t sure how much more of this foreplay either of them could take without giving in to their physical needs. The question had just formed in her mind when the electricity returned. The lamp snapped back on, the force of the light momentarily blinding her.

Zane froze, then swore quietly under his breath. When he eased away from her, Lesley could tell how hard he battled to control his body and his frustration.

“Zane…”

He silenced her with a gentle kiss. “A little reality is what we both needed just then. The timing couldn’t have been better.”

“I want you.” It embarrassed her to be so bold. Seconds earlier she’d been the one to put a stop to what was happening and now she was almost begging him to make love to her.

“No.” His response was flat and hard. “We barely know each other.”

“I know enough.”

“No,” he said again with the same degree of firmness. “You don’t know me, and once you do, I can guarantee you won’t like the man I am.”

Lesley objection was immediate. “I’m crazy about you already. There’s something between us, Zane. Don’t try to deny it. I felt it the first time we met. You did, too. I realize it sounds crazy, but it’s true. I haven’t stopped thinking about you. You haven’t stopped thinking about me, either. Admit it.” She was desperate to have him say the words. When he didn’t answer her right away, she said it again, louder this time. “Admit it!”

“Yes,” he said forcefully. “But that changes nothing. You’re the architect I hired for a remodeling job. I didn’t bring you here to satisfy my baser needs. Not when that kind of thing can be so easily bought elsewhere.”

Lesley gasped at the hard edge to his words. She fumbled in her efforts to close the overly large robe.

“For the love of heaven, Lesley, go back upstairs.”

She leapt away from him as if someone had pried her with a cattle prod. Certain now that her cheeks had heated to a deep fire engine red, she pressed her hands against her stomach, afraid she might be sick.

“Is it necessary to insult me?” she asked in a whisper.

His face hardened. “Go upstairs. Please.”

“We’re going to talk about this in the morning,” she insisted, pivoting on her heel. By then she would have reasoned everything out and made sense of what was happening.

“Good night, Lesley.”

He couldn’t wait to be rid of her, but it wasn’t because he didn’t want her. He hadn’t fooled her by claiming another woman would serve him just as well. He wanted her and it was eating him alive. Furthermore, he seemed to think that once she left the room, his need would slowly dissipate. But he was wrong. Zane wouldn’t be able to forget her, not after what had passed between them. He wouldn’t be able to forget her any more than she would him.

Upstairs and alone once again, Lesley was convinced she wouldn’t be able to return to sleep, but time proved her wrong. Her dreams were filled with Zane.

She woke at eight, feeling refreshed and excited. Lingering in bed, she kept her eyes closed as she held on to the last dredges of her dreams, which had been wonderful.

She pictured herself on the front lawn with Zane and two small children. The four of them appeared deliriously happy.

Had she shared her fantasy with a counselor, Lesley was sure the mental-health professional would suggest she was a candidate for therapy. She’d seen Zane all of two times, and already her mind had conjured up marriage and two children. Talk about projecting one’s desires into dreams!

After she’d dressed, Lesley came down the stairs and found Mrs. Applegate in the kitchen.

“Good morning, dearie,” the housekeeper greeted brightly. “Did you sleep well?”

“Like a log,” Lesley confessed as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

“What would you like for breakfast?”

“Orange juice and toast,” Lesley answered absently. “Where’s Zane?” She hadn’t seen him on her way down the stairs, not that she expected him to be waiting for her, but she’d hoped.

“Mr. Zane had to leave early this morning.”

“Oh.” She didn’t bother to hide her disappointment.

Mrs. Applegate opened the refrigerator and took out a plastic container filled with orange juice. “He asked me to tell you he made several notes on the remodeling plans.”

Lesley took a sip of the juice the housekeeper poured for her. “Great. I’ll look them over and get back to him directly. You wouldn’t happen to know which day would be best for me to stop by, would you?”

“Mr. Zane…”

“Yes?” Lesley prodded.

“He said it would be best if you mailed any changes to him. He wanted me to tell you that his schedule is full, and that he doesn’t have any time to meet with you again.” The housekeeper looked decidedly uncomfortable. “I know for a fact that isn’t true. Mr. Zane has plenty of time. All he thinks about is this project.”

Lesley swallowed down the bitter pill of rejection. “I see.”

“I’m sorry, dear.”

“No, no,” Lesley responded with false enthusiasm. “Tell him for me that I’ll be happy to mail the plans. And—” she hesitated and set the glass of juice aside “—tell him goodbye for me.” Her voice faded to a thin thread of sound.

“It’s his leg,” Mrs. Applegate insisted. “Some nights it hurts him something fierce, and he isn’t himself. He must have had one of his bad nights because he didn’t look like he’d been to bed. Be patient with him.” The older woman’s eyes pleaded with Lesley.

“I can only do as he asks,” Lesley said.

“But he doesn’t know what he really wants,” Mrs. Applegate insisted. “Not when his leg’s aching. Now, you listen to me, dearie, life is much too short to give up so easily.”

“Thank you for the hospitality, Mrs. Applegate, but I need to get back to the city.” She smiled at the older woman and left the kitchen.

Zane had made his feelings clear. He didn’t want to see her again.

* * *

Candy Hoffman hated to admit it, but Carl’s words had hit their mark. His question about whether she was male or female had hurt far more than she’d wanted to let on. She’d driven away with a lump in her throat that felt as if it would choke her. But she refused to give Carl the satisfaction of reducing her to tears. By heaven, she was a woman. All right, she didn’t dress in fancy frilly things the way others did, but that didn’t make her something she wasn’t.

Leave it to Carl Saks to find her weakest link and verbally attack her. Well, she was going to teach that man a lesson. The local Grange was sponsoring a dinner and dance Saturday night and for the first time since her father died and she took over running the feed store, Candy planned on attending.

Although she felt awkward, she put on makeup and dressed to the nines. The skirt, the same one she’d worn in college, was a little snug around the waist, but it still fit. She tried to remember the last time she’d worn it and realized it must have been five or more years back. The black leather boots went well with the outfit. She hadn’t done much with her hair in the past couple of years and was surprised how easily it took to a curling iron.

When she was finished, she squirted on a little perfume and coughed when the fumes got in her nose. She’d had the bottle for ten years or better and was amazed it hadn’t completely dried up, although it was about as potent as moonshine.

When Candy pulled into the Grange meeting hall parking area, she looked around at the cars parked in makeshift rows across the thick grass. Although she told herself she wasn’t looking for anyone in particular, it wasn’t the truth.

She was hoping Carl would be there. She wasn’t sure how she felt once she realized he hadn’t come. At least his truck wasn’t in sight. It was just as well, really. She didn’t know if she could look the man in the eye, especially after the insolent way he’d kissed her. Especially after the brazen way in which she’d responded.

Candy parked her truck and climbed out of the cab. Music blared out from the open doors of the meeting hall, the country-and-western song loud and discordant. The sun had set and cast a golden glow across the horizon in a swan song.

Inhaling a deep breath, she swung her purse strap over her shoulder and headed toward the meeting hall. From the corner of her eye she saw three men sitting on the open tailgate of a truck. They companionably shared a bottle of cheap whiskey. She made a path around them. Not that she expected trouble. In fact, if they asked her to join in, she just might be tempted and avoid the stupid social altogether.

The dancing was in full swing when she stepped inside the Grange. She paused in the doorway, feeling out of place, and glanced around. No one appeared to notice that she’d arrived and none of her friends seemed to be around. Rarely had she felt more alone.

“Candy?” Slim Daniels, one of the men who worked at the feed store, strolled past and did a double take. “Is that you?”

“Shut up, Slim.”

“My, but you look…” He hesitated as if he wasn’t sure how she looked. “Pretty,” he concluded.

“I said keep your mouth shut,” she snapped.

He chuckled and moved on.

She made her way to the punch bowl, hoping someone had had the good sense to spike it. She wished now that she’d joined the men on the tailgate. Mrs. Doughtery, a local widow and well in her eighties, was serving up the drink. She smiled sweetly and handed Candy a small glass cup.

Candy hadn’t taken more than a swallow when she saw Carl Saks walk through the doorway. He’d come. He’d actually had the audacity to show up. He stood there bold as could be, hands on his hips, looking around. Whether he expected to find her or not, Candy didn’t know. When he did see her, she sure didn’t want him to find her standing next to the punch bowl, looking like a dejected wallflower.

Slim had the misfortune of strolling past. Candy knew a gift horse when she saw one and latched on to his arm. “Dance with me,” she instructed.

Slim looked at her as though she’d suggested they mud wrestle together.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to step on your toes.”

“Maybe not, but my wife may not take kindly to me dancing with another woman.”

“I’ll explain everything to Patty later,” Candy promised, half dragging him onto the dance floor.

He went with a decided lack of enthusiasm. He shuffled his feet back and forth while Candy threw herself into the dance as if she were auditioning for a Broadway musical. She kicked up her heels, threw her arms in the air and twirled around until the room spun hopelessly.

When the music stopped, she clapped boisterously and kissed Slim’s cheek.

Her partner’s face flushed red and he whispered, “You better go tell Patty you were the one who insisted on the dance, otherwise I’m gonna be in all kinds of trouble.”

“I said I would,” Candy muttered under her breath, and then with a good deal of show, she stepped off the dance floor, greeting people as she went. With her hand over her heart, breathing heavily, she made her way toward Slim’s wife. Patty Daniels glared at her husband.

“How about a dance, Candy?”

She looked up to find Derrick Showberg looming over her, preventing her from reaching Slim’s wife. Derrick had a problem with booze and was known to have a bad temper. His wife had recently divorced him and claimed spousal abuse. Candy didn’t doubt it was true.

“It shouldn’t be such a hard decision,” he said, his eyes holding hers.

Candy froze, not knowing what to do.

“I believe this dance is mine.” Carl positioned himself between her and Derrick. “Candy promised it to me earlier. You can dance with her another time.”

Derrick’s eyes grew hard as flint. “I asked her first.”

“I…I don’t think it’s necessary to—”

Carl cut Candy off before she could say anything more. “I said this dance is mine.”

“That’s too bad,” Derrick said, his eyes narrowing, “because Candy seems to have forgotten all about her promise. She prefers to dance with me.”

“Candy isn’t easily bullied,” Carl said evenly. He reached for her hand.

Candy jerked it free. She could see a fight in the making and stepped between the two men, her back to Carl. “I don’t think it would be a problem if I had one dance with Derrick,” she said, willing to comply if it meant avoiding a scene. Already the three of them had generated interest in the room.

Derrick tossed Carl a triumphant look and steered Candy toward the dance floor. After the fast pace of the previous number, the four-piece local band opted to play a slow dance. Her partner securely wrapped his arms around her waist.

His grip was uncomfortably tight as he snuggled up to her, nuzzling her neck with his nose. Against her will, Candy was forced against his hard, unyielding chest.

“You’re lookup real pretty,” he whispered in her ear.

“Thanks,” Candy answered without enthusiasm.

“I always said you’d be one heck of a woman if you ever decided to be one.”

Candy stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

“Don’t go getting all riled up on me now. I meant it as a compliment.” He pressed his cheek to hers and she smelled the liquor on his breath. Great, just great. Derrick had been drinking, and he was a mean drunk.

“You and me have a lot in common, you know.”

For the life of her, Candy couldn’t think of a solitary thing she shared with Derrick, or that she would ever want to.

“Both of us have got hot blood running through our veins,” he explained.

“Hot blood,” she repeated. She’d never thought of herself as having a violent temper, nor was she necessarily quick to take offense. The one exception to that was Carl Saks. The man irritated her more than anyone she’d ever known.

“Yeah,” Derrick continued, breaking into her concentration. “We’re both physical people.”

“Physical?” She realized that she was beginning to sound like an echo, but she didn’t catch his drift.

“Right. The lovin’ between us would be so hot, it’d set the sheets on fire.”

His words shocked her so much, she snapped back as though he’d physically hit her. “There isn’t going to be any lovin’ between us, so you’d best get that in your head right now.”

Derrick laughed and slid his hand down the small of her spine. Abruptly he brought her back into his embrace. His grip tightened until she was plastered against him. “Don’t be so quick to turn me down. It’s apparent you’re looking for a little action, and I’m pleased you chose me over the new fellow in town.”

“I didn’t choose you.” She didn’t know where he was getting that message.

His hand dipped farther downward. “Sure you did, sweetheart. Trust me. You and me could have a real good time together. Real good.” He cupped his hand over her buttocks and shoved her forward.

Candy swallowed tightly and frantically glanced around, looking for help. Any port in a storm, as the saying went. Every time she tried to put some distance between herself and Derrick, he took pains to press her more intimately against him. She searched the crowd, looking for someone—anyone—who could rescue her.

She found Slim but he appeared to be involved in a deep conversation with his wife, who didn’t seem to be any too happy with him. Biting her lower lip, Candy continued her frantic search until her gaze collided with Carl Saks’s. With a single flicker of her lashes she apologized and at the same time asked for his help.

Carl, however, seemed far more interested in drinking a glass of punch. He leaned against the wall, and braced one foot against the floorboard and the other against the wall.

She held his look while he raised the cup to his lips, downed the punch in one long swallow and then headed toward the dance floor, easing his way between the couples, moving in her direction.

Candy was so relieved, her knees went weak.

Derrick misinterpreted what was happening. “Hold on, sweetheart,” he whispered thickly in her ear. “I’ll get us out of here in a minute. If you want, we can go directly to my car. I’m as impatient as you.”

“No,” she said with all her strength.

“Okay. If you insist on a bed, we can go to your place, but I don’t know if I’m gonna be able to hold off that long. You might have to—”

Carl tapped Derrick on the shoulder. “I’m cutting in.”

Derrick ignored him.

“Let go of me,” Candy insisted, struggling.

Derrick stopped dancing and wore a stunned, disbelieving look.

“Let her go,” Carl insisted in words so frigid, they made Candy’s blood run cold just hearing them.

“Are you going to make me?” Derrick challenged in a loud voice that attracted the attention of the others.

Candy squirmed free, or so she thought. It soon became apparent that Derrick hadn’t released her and was looking to prove his claim on her.

The music stopped, and it seemed the entire room focused their attention on the two men and Candy.

“We don’t allow any fighting at the Grange,” Ronald Bader, a community leader insisted. Ronald made his way across the crowded dance floor.

“Let ’em settle it,” someone shouted.

“Take it outside,” another advised.

“No,” Candy cried, but no one, least of all Carl or Derrick paid her any mind. Both ignored her as if she’d vanished, or was of little consequence.

It seemed everyone inside the Grange hall followed Carl outside. Several of the men raced toward their cars, started their engines and then arranged the vehicles in a wide circle, keeping on the headlights so that a makeshift arena was formed.

“The winner gets Candy,” Derrick shouted.

“I refuse to be anyone’s prize,” she said in a huff, but the only ones who listened appeared to be the other women. Most of them tossed her disparaging looks as if to say this was all her fault.

Candy was willing to admit she’d made a terrible mess of this, but she couldn’t think of any way out of it now.

She didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t keep from watching, either. The two men squared off. Derrick raised his fists and snarled at Carl.

As if this matter were of little concern to him, Carl removed his hat and rolled up his shirtsleeves. From the corner of her eye, Candy saw money being exchanged and realized that several of the locals were placing bets. From the bits of conversation she heard, Carl was the underdog.

She groaned inwardly. Carl didn’t have a chance of defeating Derrick. The other man outweighed him by fifty pounds, and was at least four inches taller. In addition, Derrick had been drinking and everyone in town knew he was a unscrupulous drunk.

Carl hadn’t finished rolling up his sleeves before Derrick threw a punch. The crowd booed. Carl’s head snapped back and his nose started to bleed.

Candy gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “Stop them,” she cried. “Someone, please stop than.”

No one listened.

Candy watched, amazed at what happened next. Carl wiped the blood from beneath his nose with the back of his hand then stepped toward Derrick.

The bully swung again, and missed.

With four rapid fire punches, Carl sent Derrick to his knees. A cry went up from the crowd and once again Candy saw a fistful of dollars being traded.

Derrick staggered to his feet and shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. Growling, he roared toward Carl. Candy was convinced if he could, Derrick would have killed Carl. She cried out a warning, but none was necessary. Carl easily sidestepped the other man, which only provoked Derrick further. He whirled around and went after Carl with his fists, swinging randomly, punching thin air. Carl deflected each blow and delivered a couple of his own.

Incensed, Derrick raged at him again and fell flat to the ground. When he stood, he had a knife. The steel blade glinted in the light of the cars’ headlights.

The crowd gasped, and someone called foul, but neither man paid any heed.

Candy screamed, certain Carl was about to be seriously injured, and all because of her. She’d been so stupid. She should never have come to the dance. She didn’t belong here. Didn’t belong anywhere.

Carl straightened, wary of the weapon.

Derrick taunted him with the knife, jabbing it at Carl in jest, laughing as if he thought himself clever. A low, disapproving murmur came from the men and women gathered around the two men. One thing was certain, Derrick wasn’t making any friends.

Candy wasn’t sure how Carl did it, but the next thing she knew, Derrick was on his knees, holding his crotch with both hands and groaning. The knife that he’d used seconds earlier was now in Carl’s hands.

It had happened in the blink of an eye. She had seen Carl raise his foot and noted the general direction it traveled. Then the knife flew into the air and seemed to disappear.

The crowd stood in speechless wonder as Carl handed the blade over to Ronald Bader. “I’ll trust you to properly dispose of this.”

“Yes, sir,” Ronald said, looking grateful.

Having dispensed with the weapon, Carl searched the crowd and stopped looking when he found Candy. A path was cleared as he stepped toward her. Everyone seemed to be waiting and watching for what he’d do next.

With the entire Grange community looking on, he walked over to her and reached for her forearm.

“You’re coming with me,” he said evenly.

How dare he speak to her this way. “I most certainly am not.”

“You don’t have any choice,” he announced in the same cool, measured tone. “I just won you fair and square. From here on out, you’re mine.”





CHAPTER FOUR

“MORNIN’,” ZANE MUTTERED as he sat down to breakfast.

Carl acknowledged him with what was best described as a low growl. Zane noticed the bruise beneath Carl’s left eye had started to fade to a sick shade of yellow. He never had learned how Carl came by the injury, but then, he hadn’t asked. Carl hadn’t been all that anxious to volunteer the information, either.

It used to be that the two of them had plenty to talk about, but recently they’d done little more than snarl at one another. Zane was well aware of the reason for his own general state of disagreement: Lesley.

His mood certainly hadn’t improved since the revised plans for the remodeling project had been delivered to the house the day before. He’d taken the blueprints and spread them across the table to study the alterations. As he had been the first time he’d seen the plans, he was awed by what she’d done. With a few strokes of her pen she’d captured the very heart of his home.

She’d captured his heart, as well, Zane reminded himself.

A muscle jerked in his jaw, just thinking about her. It was something he’d vowed he wouldn’t do. Proof again of how weak she made him—and weakness wasn’t a trait Zane tolerated, least of all in himself.

After the kissing incident in the barn, he had sworn he wouldn’t touch her again. At the time, he knew it would be difficult to keep that promise but not impossible.

Within a matter of hours, Lesley had proved him wrong.

The night of the storm, his leg had burned like fire. When he was at his weakest, she’d come to him like a vision. An angel sent from heaven above to torment him. Her hair was mussed, her skin pale and translucent, her eyes soft and loving.

He couldn’t believe she was there, and attributed it to a mind fogged with brandy and pain. Then, just when he was convinced she was a figment of his imagination, her hand had joined his to massage the spasming muscle. And her gentleness touched a space deep inside him, a spot he rarely acknowledged and chose not to expose.

Her delicate fragrance reminded him of his grandmother’s roses, and when her eyes found his, Zane’s body had ached with a longing that was impossible to ignore. Gone were the promises he’d made himself right along with the consequences. His desire had knotted his insides tighter than the constricting muscle in his leg. He longed to touch her. Longed to taste her. What he hadn’t understood was that those moments had condemned him to a deeper level of hell than what he already suffered. In that brief time with Lesley, his need left him more crippled than the explosion that had nearly cost him his leg.

Even now, Zane was convinced he would have taken her right there in the library if the electricity hadn’t come on.

Talk about the cold light of reality.

Eventually he had found the strength to send her back upstairs. But after she’d left, he’d been alone to battle his own private demons. As dawn inched its way over the skyline, Zane had made his decision.

Because he was weak, because he didn’t have the sense the good Lord gave a duck when it came to this woman, there was no help for it. He refused to see her again. Refused to let her dawdle in his thoughts. Refused to care about her.

Only, his dictates hadn’t worked any better than his vow not to touch her. Thoughts of Lesley had hounded him from the moment he’d watched her drive away that morning. And the matter hadn’t improved with time—not even after a week.

Nothing would change, and he knew it. Not in two weeks. And not in a month.

Zane stood, and slammed his mug on the kitchen table. Coffee sloshed over the edges, staining the place mat.

Mrs. Applegate gasped and placed her hand over her heart. “Is something wrong?”

“Not a thing,” he said with a snarl. He glared at Carl, half expecting a reaction from his friend, but the former soldier gave him none.

To irritate him further, Mrs. Applegate chuckled. Apparently she found something amusing. She faced both men and shook her head. “If wise men play the fool, they do it with a vengeance.”

Zane hesitated. He didn’t like being referred to as a fool, especially by the motherly housekeeper he considered a friend. “What does that mean?” he demanded.

“What do you think it means?” Carl answered, sounding none-too-pleased himself. “You’ve got a burr up your butt about something. That much is obvious.”

“Look who’s talking! You haven’t said a civil word in days. Not since you showed up with a broken nose and a black eye. What going on with you?”

“Same as you,” Carl snapped. “I’ve got woman troubles.”

“Who said this had anything to do with a woman?” Zane asked and wondered when he’d become that easy to read.

Carl took a long, thoughtful drink of his coffee, then shrugged. “I can’t think of anything else that would put both of us in such foul moods, can you?”

“Hell, no.”

Carl smiled for the first time in days. “That’s what I thought.”

Zane stormed out of the kitchen, unreasonably angry and not sure why. He had what he wanted. He’d made certain he wouldn’t be seeing Lesley again. He should be happy.

He walked into the library, drawn once more to the blueprints that had been delivered the previous day.

The phone rang, and with his eyes still on the plans, he reached for the receiver.

“Zane Ackerman,” he said briskly into the mouthpiece.

The person on the other end of the line hesitated. Just when Zane was about to replace the receiver, she spoke. “Zane.”

His eyes slammed shut and he gritted his teeth in frustration. He didn’t want to talk to Lesley, especially when his defenses were already weakened. The woman wasn’t stupid; she knew the power she held over him.

“Did the plans arrive?” she asked hesitantly.

“Yes.” He relaxed. So this was the reason for her call. He would assure her everything was fine and be done with it. “I looked them over first thing and couldn’t be more pleased.”

“I didn’t mean to trouble you, but I thought I should check since I’m going out of town for a few days.” She sounded as weary and formal as he did himself. “I’m pleased that everything met with your satisfaction.”

She was leaving town. Zane nearly choked on the questions that popped into his mind. Ones that were none of his business. Ones that would readily reveal the extent to which she dominated his thoughts.

“Business or pleasure?” he asked before he could stop himself.

“Business. I’m flying to Washington, D.C., this afternoon to meet with a budget committee.”

He relaxed, unreasonably relieved to know she wouldn’t be lazing on some Caribbean island with a lover. “Have a good trip.”

She laughed shakily. “Thanks. I’ll try, but I’m not that fond of flying. I know it’s ridiculous to worry, seeing that it’s the safest means of transportation, but I hate it.”

“Will you be flying alone?” There. He’d done it again. Asked a question to which he had no business knowing the answer.

“Not this time. Philip Wong, another architect, is accompanying me.”

He hadn’t so much as met the other man and already Zane hated him.

“I’m sure Jordan will be in touch with a bid for you soon,” Lesley concluded.

The anger inside Zane intensified because he couldn’t allow this woman’s softness into his life. Because that was what he desperately wanted. Now more than ever.

“Is that everything, then?” He knew he sounded brusque and unfriendly but he needed to get off the phone before she weakened him further.

“Yes.” Her soft voice sounded unbelievably hurt.

“Goodbye, Lesley.”

“Goodbye.” He waited for her to hang up, but neither of them seemed willing to sever the connection.

“Zane.”

He strained to hear his name. “What?” he demanded. This was what he got for playing silly mind games with himself.

“Thank you.”

She was thanking him? It made no sense when he’d rudely sent her out of his life. “For what?”

“For proving to me that I’m alive. For showing me that I can’t ignore my heart. I thought I was happy—I really did. I believed that my job and my interests were all I’d ever need. A friend told me what my real problem is and—” She stopped abruptly, as though she’d said more than she’d intended.

“A friend,” he repeated.

“It’s nothing.”

Zane smiled. He could hear the embarrassment in her voice and it intrigued him. “You’ve come this far—you can’t stop now. Tell me what it was your friend said.”

“She said…” Again Lesley hesitated.

Zane waited, not understanding why he continued to badger her when he should have ended the conversation five minutes earlier. “Yes?”

He heard her soft intake of breath. “Lucy says I’ve hit the snooze alarm on my biological clock one too many times.”

“You want a baby?” he asked before he had time to analyze the question.

Lesley’s voice revealed her longing. “More than anything.”

A pain he could neither explain nor identify sliced through him.

“I have to go. Goodbye, Zane.”

The phone line buzzed in his ear.

* * *

Carl had avoided going into town for the past week, and with good reason. Someone was bound to ask him about his black eye.

He suspected most folks in Sleepy Valley had heard about his fight with Derrick Showberg the night of the Grange dance. That much was general knowledge. The s.o.b. had broken his nose, but Showberg wasn’t the one responsible for his black eye.

He’d gotten that from Candy Hoffman, the woman who was anything but sweet.

A punch in the eye was his reward for coming to the fair damsel’s rescue. He’d have been better off lending a hand to a frustrated porcupine.

One would think Candy would be grateful for his help. She had stood there on the dance floor struggling against that ape, Showberg, tossing Carl pleading glances like greased balls in a fast-pitch baseball game. And what did Carl get for his effort? A nose that was permanently bent out of shape. Well, he could live without her gratitude.

Carl parked the truck and glanced around self-consciously before heading toward Buckwald Pharmacy. When Mrs. Applegate had learned he was driving into town, she’d asked if he’d pick up her prescription for blood pressure medication. Carl could think of no logical reason to refuse, although he didn’t relish the thought of someone asking about his black eye.

“Carl.”

He tensed at the sound of Candy’s voice behind him. He whirled around, none-too-pleased to see her. It was just his luck to run into the little she-devil.

“What do you want now?” he demanded.

Everyone in the entire pharmacy turned to stare at him.

“There’s no need to yell at me.”

Carl decided the best thing to do was ignore her. He’d extended a hand of friendship to her once and had come away with a bloody paw. More the fool if he tried it a second time.

“I’d like to talk to you a moment,” she said, sounding all sweet once more. Carl had been buffaloed by her one too many times to be tricked again.

As he recalled, the last time he’d talked to her, he’d ended up wearing a beefsteak as an eye patch. There was nothing she could say that would interest him now.

Ignoring her, Carl made his way to the pharmacy counter. “I’ve come to collect Martha Applegate’s prescription.”

Elvira Buckwald, whose husband served as the pharmacist, rushed to deliver the order. She seemed as eager to get him out of her establishment as he was to go. Carl wasn’t two steps out the door when Candy shouted, “You’re the rudest, most arrogant man I’ve ever had the displeasure of knowing.”

“Stupidest, too,” he added, “since you’re keeping tabs.”

“You asked for that black eye, Carl Saks.”

Wonderful. Now the woman had decided to stand in the middle of Main Street and publicly announce that she was the one responsible.

“How dare you think you could win me in a fight!”

Carl groaned. It’d been a joke. Well, it was clear to him the woman didn’t have a sense of humor. He should have picked up on that earlier.

“I…I didn’t mean for that to happen,” she admitted, her voice dropping several decibels. “It was a mistake.”

Carl snickered. “You’re telling me. Getting within a five-mile radius of you is a mistake.” Having said that, he took off down the street, anxious to make his escape.

“Would you kindly stop? I have something I want to say,” she shouted from behind him.

They’d be shoveling snow on the equator first.

Undeterred by his lack of interest, Candy raced ahead of him, then turned to face him, walking backward. “Would you please listen?”

Since they were already attracting a fair amount of attention, Carl stopped. “What?” he asked, and clenched his hands into fists. He was convinced nothing she had to tell him was going to make the least bit of difference. But he knew she was stubborn enough to peck away at him until he did as she asked.

Her shoulders heaved as she caught her breath. The movement was unfortunate because it brought attention to a part of her anatomy he’d rather ignore. Which, despite everything, were probably the finest pair he’d seen on a woman. Okay, so thinking such things would probably be enough to get him arrested. He couldn’t help it.

“I want to apologize,” Candy whispered, her eyes avoiding his.

She announced at the top of her lungs that she was the one responsible for my black eye, Carl mused darkly, then apologized for giving it to him in a voice so low it needed to be dug out of the asphalt. “Okay, you’re sorry. As well you should be,” he said.

Her mouth thinned.

“Oh, so you aren’t sorry?” How like a woman to apologize and not mean a word of it.

“Not about the black eye. You deserved that.”

There was no logic to Candy Hoffman and therefore no reason to talk to her. Shaking his head, Carl sidestepped her and continued down the sidewalk.

He’d gone a half a block or more when she pulled the same trick, jogging ahead of him and then whirling around to face him. “Now what?” he asked icily.

“Please,” she said breathlessly, “just hear me out.”

The frustration was getting to him. “Is this really necessary?”

“Please, Carl, hear me out.”

It wasn’t the please that convinced him, but the soft, sexy way she’d said his name. He decided he must be getting addle-minded in his old age.

“All right. Just hurry up about it, will you? I got better things to do.”

“All right.”

For having made such a big deal about it, she didn’t seem to know what she wanted to say. “It’s about what happened at the dance last week.”

“I already guessed that much.” He tried to look bored, but if the truth be known, he wasn’t opposed to having Candy grovel a little. The way he figured it, she owed him that much.

“I should never have accepted the dance with Derrick in the first place.”

“Amen to that.”

“I…I don’t know why I was so foolish.”

If she hadn’t figured it out, he had. She’d wanted to thwart him, and by heaven, she’d succeeded. He’d be jailed before he let her or anyone else at that dance know, but he’d been madder than blazes when she opted to dance with Showberg over him.

“I knew the minute Derrick got me on the dance floor that I’d made a terrible mistake. Then he started making sexual innuendoes and touching me in places he had no right to touch.”

Carl hadn’t seen that. Showberg had better count his blessings because if he’d seen the ape so much as lay an unwanted finger on Candy, he would have taken delight to dragging the bum outside and beating the snot out of him. Which, as a matter of fact, he had.

Candy rubbed her palms together and appeared to be studying the lines in the sidewalk. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t stepped in when you did.”

He shrugged, making light of his contribution.

“I mean it, Carl. I’m more grateful than words can say for your help.” She glanced up nervously. “I feel bad about the black eye—really I do. It’s just that…well…” She hesitated. “We’ve already gone over that.”

“I accept your apology.” All right, all right, he was a sucker for a pretty face, and other body parts. Once he’d given Candy the chance, she’d done a good job of making amends.

“You do?” She sounded shocked.

“I’m not an ogre.”

She stared at him wide-eyed as if seeing him for the first time in her life. When she realized what she was doing, she quickly closed her mouth and thrust out her arm, “Friends?”

He glared at her proffered hand and sighed, knowing full well she would take all wrong what he was about to say. “I don’t mean to offend you, Candy, but I don’t think there’s a snowball’s chance that you and I could ever be friends.”

The hurt look that bled into her eyes was painful for Carl to watch. Candy stiffened, withdrew her hand and blinked hard several times.

To his surprise, Carl experienced a curious pain all of his own. He didn’t mean to hurt her feelings, but this way he was doing them both a service. In time she’d thank him.

* * *

Lesley let herself into her high-rise condo and left her briefcase and mail in her small office. Slipping out of her heels, she walked into her living room and literally slumped into her favorite chair. The drapes were open, offering her a sweeping view of the Chicago skyline.

Tossing back her head, she released a deep, pent-up sigh. She was exhausted, both mentally and physically.

Her plane was three hours late due to a runway accident at O’Hara. Two passenger planes had collided. There were said to be fatalities, but she couldn’t be sure. The airport itself was a madhouse with emergency vehicles, news reporters and camera crews.

Catching a taxi had been a nightmare.

All Lesley could think about was how pleased she was to be home. Although she loved her job, these business trips had long since lost their appeal. In the beginning they had been fun—even when she was required to fly—but lately, she dreaded every assignment that took her out of town. Plopping her feet on the ottoman, she crossed her ankles and reached for the remote. She was much too keyed up to go to bed, so she might as well catch the ten o’clock news.

Her phone rang with an urgent discordant sound that broke into the silence like a buzz saw. Groaning, she was tempted to let the answering machine catch it. After four rings, her machine clicked on, but whoever had called, decided not to leave a message.

A half hour later, while Lesley stood in the shower, letting the pulsating spray revive her, she thought she heard the phone ring again.

When she’d finished, she wrapped herself in a thick terry-cloth robe and walked barefoot into her office to check for messages. The red light blinked at her urgently. But when she checked, all that was there was a series of irritating beeps.

Disgruntled, Lesley moved to her kitchen and poured herself a glass of milk. Leaning back against the kitchen counter, she folded one arm around her middle and stared across the condo.

A sadness settled over her. An empty kind of loneliness. A lump formed in her throat, making it grow thick with the need to cry. Although what she had to weep over, Lesley didn’t know. How anyone could be surrounded by such luxury and feel this miserable, she couldn’t figure out.

A loud peal from the phone startled her. She swallowed a couple of times to help loosen her throat before answering.

“Lesley, thank God.” Whoever was calling was deeply relieved.

She frowned. If she didn’t know better, she’d say it was Zane on the other end of the line.

“I didn’t know what to think. The airlines refused to release the names of the deceased until family had been notified. I’ve pulled every string I know and couldn’t find out a thing.” He sounded frantic.

“Zane?”

“You’re home?”

Lesley nearly laughed at the absurdity of the question. “Of course I’m home.”

“You’re safe?”

“At the moment, I’m more concerned about you.”

“You weren’t injured?” The question was brutal with anger.

“In what?” she snapped back. The man was talking in riddles.

“The accident at O’Hara.”

“Oh.” She’d forgotten about that. “No, I was on another flight.”

“But the same airlines,” he said, and his voice evened out.

“Yes, but Philip and I caught the later flight.” How Zane knew which airline she’d flown, she could only speculate. “You were worried.” The words were more statement than question.

He didn’t respond, as if doing so would insinuate he cared about her, which was clearly something he’d rather she not know. But she did.

Zane couldn’t kiss her with such tenderness if he felt nothing for her. Nor would he have refused to make love to her when she’d all but thrown herself into his arms.

He cared, but for whatever reasons, he’d made the decision to push her out of his life.

It hadn’t been easy for Lesley to accept. Instinctively, she recognized that the harder she pushed, the tighter his resistance would be. And so she’d followed a hands-off policy, and hoped something would happen to change his mind.

“I’m sorry if I woke you.” The edge was off his voice and if she heard anything, it was an embarrassed kind of regret.

“How was the trip?” The question was friendly, as if their relationship was on a smooth, even keel.

“Long. Dull. Boring. I’m glad to be home.”

“Did I wake you?”

“No. I’m generally so wired by the time I arrive home that sleep is impossible.”

The line was silent, and for a moment, Lesley feared she was talking into thin air.

“When I heard about the accident,” Zane said, his words low and barely discernible, “I didn’t know what to think. You’d mentioned how afraid you were to fly—” He stopped abruptly, as though he regretted admitting this much.

“I am afraid,” she admitted softly.

“It happens,” he said, his voice stiffening. “The things we fear most. Sometimes I believe we bring them upon ourselves.” He stopped and inhaled sharply. “Lesley, I apologize. I’ve made a first-class fool of myself, and as Mrs. Applegate mentioned not long ago, I’ve done so with a vengeance. Forgive me, please.”

“It isn’t a problem. Good night, Zane.”

“Goodnight.”

The conversation was over and all at once Lesley knew she would be able to sleep, and when she did, she knew her night would be filled with happy dreams.

* * *

A week later, Lesley arrived at Jordan and Molly Larabee’s with a bouquet of fresh-cut flowers and a bottle of her favorite white wine.

“Lesley.” Molly greeted her at the door and kissed her on the cheek. Nine-month-old Ian was riding his mother’s waist, swinging a set of large, plastic keys. “I’m so pleased you could come,” Molly added, stepping aside to let her in.

“Are you kidding?” Lesley joked. “A home-cooked dinner that I don’t have to fuss with myself? It sounds heavenly.”

“Jordan’s barbecuing,” Molly explained, bouncing the baby on her hip. “Thank goodness. I’ve got my hands full with the kids.”

“Let me help,” Lesley said, following Jordan’s wife into the kitchen. She placed the wine in the refrigerator to cool and left the flowers on the counter.

Molly eyed the bouquet. “That wasn’t necessary, you know.”

“I’d bribe you with a lot more than wine and flowers to hold Ian.” Lesley put her arms out to the toddler, and he reached for her.

“Lesley, you’re wearing silk,” Molly warned. “He’s teething and likely to drool all over you.”

“She’s accustomed to having men drool all over her,” Jordan said, stepping into the kitchen.

Lesley laughed at the absurdity of such a statement, but it was nice to have her ego flattered, especially since it had taken such a beating of late.

Ian slipped his chubby legs around her waist and reached for her dangly earrings.

It had been awkward being friends with Molly in the beginning. But Lesley had soon gotten over that. Seeing that she often worked with Jordan, it was important that the two women reach an agreement.

Soon after Bethany was born, Lesley and Molly had sat down and talked openly. Their discussion had revolved around Lesley’s short relationship with Jordan.

Secure in her husband’s love, Molly had gone out of her way to put Lesley at ease. In the three years since Jordan and Molly had reunited, Lesley considered the contractor’s wife one of her best friends.

Lesley pulled out a kitchen chair and crossed her legs, letting Ian ride on the end of her foot while holding on to his plump arms. She was so involved in playing with the little boy that she didn’t notice someone else had entered the kitchen. When she caught sight of a figure standing just inside the sliding glass door, she glanced up, a ready smile in place, waiting for an introduction.

Her foot went still. So did her heart. “Zane.”

“Hello, Lesley. It’s good to see you again.”

Good to see you again. She wasn’t sure what was required of her. Ian squalled in protest, not wanting the fun to end. Lesley felt disoriented, as if she’d been on a carnival ride that had spun around so many times, she’d lost her equilibrium.

She lifted Ian from her foot and cuddled him close, almost as though she needed the baby to insulate her from the shock of seeing Zane.

“What are you doing here?” She didn’t realize how rude the question was until she voiced it. “I mean…I didn’t know anyone else had been invited.”

“We’re starting work on Zane’s house this week,” Jordan announced as he reached inside the refrigerator for a plate piled high with thick porterhouse steaks.

“So soon?” Lesley’s gaze traveled from Jordan to Zane.

“The sooner the better, don’t you think?” Jordan commented.

“Of course.” Lesley couldn’t keep her muddled thinking straight. Had she known Zane had been invited, she would have mentally prepared herself for the meeting. To happen upon him like this completely knocked the breath out of her.

“Mommy, Mommy, bring Aunt Lesley to see,” Bethany called from the backyard.

“Jordan built her a playhouse,” Molly explained to Lesley as she carried an hors d’oeuvre plate outside to the picnic table.

“This I’ve got to see.” Taking Ian with her, Lesley followed Molly outside, but it wasn’t her friend’s craftsmanship that interested her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Lesley whispered the minute the two women were alone.

“About Zane coming?”

“Yes,” Lesley said in hushed tones.

“I didn’t know. We invited him more than a week ago and he refused.” Molly took Ian from Lesley and placed him in the high chair set up on the patio. “Then, out of the blue, he called and asked if the invitation was still open. We were thrilled. It isn’t often that we see him. This is the first time since his—” she paused, and lowered her voice “—since his accident. From what Jordan said, Zane rarely leaves Sleepy Valley.” She glanced toward Zane, and Molly’s eyes saddened. “He’s a good man, Lesley. A very good man. He risked his life for Jordan and me.”

Lesley didn’t understand, but wasn’t given the opportunity to question Molly further.

“Come look, come look,” Bethany insisted, taking Lesley’s hand and pulling her toward the one-room playhouse. Lesley had seen apartments built with less flourish. Jordan had outdone himself.

She allowed the three-year-old to show her around.

“Bethany,” her mother called, “it’s time to get ready for dinner.”

The little girl raced toward her mother.

Zane joined Lesley, his gaze following Jordan’s daughter. “What you said the other day about children…Did you mean it?”

“Yes,” she answered, her heart pounding. “I want it all.”

“All?”

“Marriage, children, a home.”

“I see.” Zane’s gaze held hers for several long moments before he turned and walked away.





CHAPTER FIVE

ZANE ACCEPTED EARLY ON that the remodeling project would be a nuisance, but he hadn’t realized exactly how much it would disrupt his life. A constant parade of workers walked in and out of his house. Sawdust and noise became incessant irritants.

Mrs. Applegate was in an uproar in an effort to protect her precious territory. When she wasn’t yelling at the workers to be careful about one thing or another, she was feeding them freshly baked cookies. Zane wasn’t sure this was such a good idea. He didn’t want to give the construction crew any incentive to take longer than absolutely necessary.

Zane did his best to stay out of the workers’ way, but his home and his life were no longer his own. As the month of May progressed, he wondered what had ever possessed him to make expensive and drastic changes in a home he wouldn’t live long enough to enjoy.

As had become his habit each morning, Zane walked out to the stable to saddle Arabesque, his black gelding. This hour of peace and quiet had become his sanity.

Carl was in the barn, busy working the tractor’s engine. Zane entered the barn and heard his friend cursing under his breath.

“Having problems?” Zane asked.

Carl looked up and frowned. “Not really.” He reached for the rag tucked in his hip pocket, and strolled toward Zane. “Have you got a minute?”

“Sure.” Zane glanced at his watch. Lesley was due to arrive at ten, but he’d be back in plenty of time to meet her. It had been almost two weeks since the night of the Larabees’ dinner, and in that time, Zane had given serious thought to his relationship with Lesley. Asking her to review the progress on the house was little more than an excuse to see her again.

Carl seemed to find it necessary to clean his hands. He concentrated on wiping away the grease before he asked, “Would you object if I went back to ordering supplies from Hoffman’s?”

The question surprised Zane, and he could tell Carl was uncomfortable asking it. “I told you before those decisions are yours to make. I trust you to get the best price, and beyond that, it doesn’t matter to me.”

“Good.” Carl turned back to work on the tractor and reached for a wrench.

Because he couldn’t resist, Zane asked, “I thought you didn’t want anything more to do with that Hoffman woman?”

“I don’t,” Carl insisted heatedly, tossing a wrench back into his toolbox. It landed with a clang. “But I feel I might have been a bit hasty earlier, pulling our business.”

“The decision is yours,” Zane reminded him.

Carl nodded abruptly. “I should mention something else. I found a piece of property that interests me, north of Sleepy Valley.”

Zane knew Carl would eventually move on, but he hated to have him leave. Up to this point, their arrangement had been loose. Carl lived in the guest house, and helped with the horses. As it was, he’d taken on several other responsibilities. It would be difficult to find someone to replace him.

“It’s got fifty acres and plenty of open space.”

Carl was a natural with horses. When they’d talked about what they’d do when they gave up soldiering, Carl had mentioned his desire to raise the world’s finest Arabians.

“It sounds ideal.”

Carl leaned against the side of the small tractor and crossed his arms. “The place needs a lot of work, but I’m not afraid of that. The way I figure, it could be another year or more before I’m able to start buying my stock.”

Carl never had been one to show a lot of enthusiasm, but Zane could see his friend was excited about this property. He was slow and meticulous, traits which had come in handy over the years. He’d make the decision about the land the way he did everything else—in his own time and in his own way.

“I haven’t made any decisions yet, but I figured I should mention it.”

“Let me know what you decide.”

“I will,” Carl said, and turned back to the tractor.

* * *

Carl made an excuse to drive into town later that morning. He was honest enough to admit he had no real reason, other than to see Candy Hoffman.

If d been over two weeks since he’d last talked to her, and frankly, he missed their sparring matches. His life had been downright dull without crossing swords with that little hellcat. If the truth be known, he enjoyed their verbal battles.

Chuckling to himself, Carl recalled how her face would get all red, starting with her neck. The hot color would work its way up until the tops of her ears looked as if they were on fire. There was no way that woman could hide her feelings. She was a hot-tempered wench, and by heaven, he’d missed her.

By the time he pulled up in front of the feed store, Carl was in a good humor. His mood improved when he found Candy in the back of the store, sassy as always, issuing orders like a drill sergeant.

She stopped midsentence when she saw him standing there. “What do you want?” she barked.

Something was different about her. It took Carl a minute to put his finger on it. She wore makeup and her hair was curled. Why, she looked as good as she had the night of the dance.

“Hello to you, too,” he said with a slow, lackadaisical smile.

Candy hugged the clipboard against her bosom as if she thought it would protect her.

“Answer my question. What do you want?” she asked again.

“I’ve had a change of heart,” he said, and reached for the folded slip of paper inside his shirt pocket.

She eyed him warily. “A change of heart about what?”

“Giving you my business. I’ve got a number of items listed here that I’d like delivered.” He handed her the slip, expecting her to be grateful. Instead, she stared at him with a shocked look.

“I thought you said…” she mumbled, then stiffened. “As I recall, you claimed it’d be impossible for the two of us to be friends.”

“I don’t have to like you to do business with you, do I?” The instant the words slipped out of his mouth, Carl realized he’d said the wrong thing. Furthermore, it wasn’t what he meant. He did like Candy—that was the crux of the problem.

The red started creeping up her neck, and he realized that this time he’d jumped into it with both feet.

She thrust his list back at him as if it were diseased. “I don’t need your business, Mr. Saks, especially in light of the fact—”

“I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” Already he knew it was too late. Candy wasn’t in any mood to listen to reason. The list fell to the floor. Carl would have bent over and retrieved it, but when Candy was in this mood, it was conducive to his health to keep his eyes trained on her.

“Perhaps it would be best if you left my store now,” she said, glaring ferociously at him.

“You’re kicking me out?” Carl couldn’t believe his ears. The woman had the audacity to actually oust him over a simple misunderstanding.

“You’re darn right I’m kicking you out.” She raised her arm and pointed toward the front door, as though he wasn’t smart enough to find his own way.

Apparently he wasn’t moving fast enough to suit her purposes, because she shoved him hard enough for him to nearly lose his balance.

“Get out,” she shouted, “and stay out.”

Carl was tempted to stand his ground, and would have, if not for one simple factor. Tears glistened in Candy’s eyes.

Tears.

Muttering under his breath, he left, but he didn’t feel good about it. In fact, he was downright miserable. This wasn’t what he intended. On the drive over, he’d been thinking that they might stop in at the local cafe and chat over coffee. He was hoping they would find common ground, talk matters out. He’d have liked it if they could have reached an understanding.

Instead, everything had blown up in his face.

The problem, Carl realized, was that women were irrational creatures and he didn’t know how to deal with them. Both angry and frustrated, he removed his hat and slapped it against his thigh.

He knew it wouldn’t be long before the word got around town that Candy Hoffman had tossed him out of her feed store. This woman was a detriment to his reputation.

Across the street from where he’d parked the truck was a flower store. Carl stood next to his pickup and stared at it for several minutes. Women were said to be partial to flowers. Maybe he should let a bunch of roses do the talking for him. With that thought in mind, he jogged between traffic and walked over to stand in front of the window.

Glancing over his shoulder, he remembered the way Candy’s eyes had glistened. It seemed a bunch of those pretty yellow daisies with the black centers were a small price to pay for having unintentionally offended her.

The bell over the door chimed as he walked inside.

“Can I help you?” The proprietor, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes, greeted him.

Carl peeled a hundred dollars off his money clip. “Do you know Candy Hoffman?”

“Of course. She took over the feed store when her father died a few years back.”

“Send her as many flowers as this will cover.” He set the money on the counter and started to walk away.

“You can’t leave,” the woman called.

“I can’t?”

“I need to know what kind of flowers you want? How many? And what about the card?”

“A card?” Carl paused, his hand on the doorknob. “Do you need extra for that?”

“No…no.” The woman was clearly flustered. “Generally, a card is enclosed. Candy will want to know who sent her the flowers.”

Carl hesitated, then shook his head. “She’ll figure it out without any card. As for which kind and how many, I’ll leave that up to you.” He hurried out the door before someone recognized him.

* * *

The minute Lesley turned into the long driveway that led to Zane’s home, she experienced a keen sense of homecoming. The feeling was similar to what she’d felt on her first trip to his property. The house reached out to her with wide, open arms. Unfortunately, the proprietor wouldn’t.

Zane’s invitation had come as a welcome surprise. Lesley had given up any and all attempts to understand Zane. Whenever they were together, the attraction between them was so powerful, it affected everyone around them. The air seemed to throb with electricity. People seemed to stop and wait for something to happen between Zane and her.

Dinner with their friends had been an ordeal for them both. Zane couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her. She was guilty of staring at him too. After a while, as rude as it sounded, Lesley felt that Molly and Jordan were an intrusion.

Watching Zane with the Larabees’ two children had deeply touched her. Bethany was naturally curious about his scar. Zane had held the three-year-old and allowed her to trace her small finger down the side of his face.

With limitless patience, he answered the questions Lesley had been afraid to ask. A very bad man had done that to him and, no, it didn’t hurt. Not anymore.

Lesley had been captivated, studying Zane with Bethany and Ian. He seemed to be equally enthralled watching her with the children. Being with Bethany and Ian reminded her of how badly she longed for a child herself.

Lesley sighed and shoved the memories from her mind. Instead, she forced herself to focus her attention on Zane’s home.

It was apparent that the remodeling project was in full swing. The place hummed with activity. A stack of building supplies lined one side of the lawn. A van and a pickup truck were parked in front, and a series of men purposely strolled in and out of the house.

Lesley parked away from the construction vehicles and climbed out of the car. No sooner had her car door closed than Mrs. Applegate stepped onto the porch and waved.

“Oh, my. You’re a sight for sore eyes, dearie.”

Lesley hugged the older woman.

“Have you ever seen a bigger mess in all your life?” the housekeeper asked under her breath.

“It won’t take long. I promise,” Lesley said, hoping to comfort Zane’s housekeeper.

“All this mess has got Mr. Zane unsettled.”

“Is Zane around?” She was right on time, and disappointed he wasn’t here to greet her himself.

“Mr. Zane’s on the phone. I’m sure he’ll be available any minute. Come into the kitchen with me. I just made a pitcher of lemonade.” Mrs. Applegate glanced around and then lowered her voice. “He misses you.”

“I’m sure that isn’t true.”

“Mark my words, dearie. That man needs a woman in his life. And the one he wants is you.”

A stocky fellow, wearing a hard hat, stopped them. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any more of those oatmeal cookies left, do you?”

“Of course,” Mrs. Applegate said, beaming with pride. “I’ll get you a plate when I bring out the lemonade.” The minute the man was out of sight, the housekeeper whispered, “I swear these men are eating us out of house and home. The big one over there ate a dozen of my oatmeal cookies in one sitting just this morning.”

Lesley had trouble hiding a smile. Mrs. Applegate was in her element now that she had someone who appreciated her home-baked goods.

“Lesley.” The doors to the library glided open and Zane stepped out. As it always seemed to happen, Lesley couldn’t take her eyes off him. Her skin felt hot and sensitive just being with him.

“What do you think?” Zane asked, making a sweeping gesture toward the remodeling effort.

“I bet you feel like you should be wearing a hard hat.”

A saw buzzed loudly, interrupting their conversation. “Let’s go outside,” Zane suggested, leading the way.

As they made their way across the thick lawn, she realized that his limp wasn’t as noticeable. Katydids buzzed at their feet and the scent of cut grass and sunshine followed them.

Zane led her to the viewpoint she’d found on her first visit. The sweeping panorama of Lake Michigan held such exquisite beauty that it stole her breath. To enjoy it with Zane standing beside her heightened her enjoyment tenfold,

“My grandfather used to stand here.”

“I thought you said it was your grandmother’s favorite spot.”

“It was, but after she died, my grandfather came here often. He was never the same after Grandma was gone. It seemed like a part of him died with her.”

“How long did he live afterward?” Her own grandparents had died within nine months of each other. Lesley had been ten at the time, but she remembered the tremendous sense of loss she’d experienced with their passing.

“I don’t know,” Zane said. He walked over to the concrete bench and sat down. Lesley joined him. He reached for her hand, the first time that he’d voluntarily touched her in weeks. “My parents divorced shortly after that summer and my mother didn’t want me to have anything more to do with my father’s family.

“We moved to California, and adopted another name. I didn’t realize it at the time, but she’d kidnapped me. But then, I don’t think any eleven-year-old fully understands what happens when his parents stop loving each other.”

His hand tightened, painfully pinching her fingers, but Lesley was convinced he was unaware of what he was doing. Gradually the pressure decreased.

“I never saw him again,” he said with a heavy bitterness weighing his voice.

“Your grandfather?”

“Or my father.”

This explained so much. Zane had been ripped from the arms of a loving father, taken from the only family he’d ever known and thrust into a new life with a new name, understanding nothing.

“Did your mother remarry?”

He stiffened when she mentioned his mother. “No.” The lone word answered more than her question. With it came the knowledge that it was unlikely he’d allow another woman into his life. Whatever had happened between Zane and his mother had left him wary and embittered.

“The happiest days of my life were spent at this house,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s why I found it. Why I bought it. And why I decided to restore it to its former grandeur.”

All at once Zane stood, as if he couldn’t bear to sit any longer. “Are you interested in going out on the lake?”

Her heart leapt with excitement. “I’d love it.”

“There’s a stairway that leads down to the water. My sailboat’s docked there.” He hesitated and glanced her way, his eyes smiling. “I should warn you, however, that it’s been a good long time since I’ve sailed.”

“We’ll manage,” she assured him.

His gaze held hers for an elongated moment. “I imagine we will.”

* * *

The tractor engine was giving Carl nothing but trouble. He’d spent the better part of the morning fussing over it, to no avail. It was getting to the point where he was going to have to read the manual. Which only went to prove the sorry state of his mind. He’d like to blame Candy Hoffman for that, too.

His back ached from leaning over the blasted tractor, and his mood had been sour ever since he’d gotten back from town that morning. He tossed the wrench back inside the toolbox, and pressed his hand against the small of his back. What he needed was a break.

He picked up the sandwich Mrs. Applegate had set out for his lunch and carried it to his house. One thing was sure, he wasn’t going to get any peace and quiet at the big house. A man couldn’t hear himself think for all the racket going on in there.

Zane wasn’t around, either. Earlier, Mrs. Applegate had said something about him being with Lesley. That left a man to wonder. Zane and Lesley…Well, more power to him. Even a casual observer could tell which way the wind blew with those two. Although Carl couldn’t help but wonder what Zane intended to do about Schuyler.

Together, he and Zane had stood over the graves of Dan and Dave, their two comrades, and Zane had sworn he’d get even. He meant to do it too. Zane intended to go after Schuyler himself.

A chill raced down Carl’s spine at the thought of the terrorist. Schuyler was responsible for Zane’s injuries and for the death of two good friends and countless innocents.

Carl sat at his kitchen table, the manual for the tractor engine open in front of him. A knock sounded at his front door.

“Who’s there?” he demanded. Rarely did anyone disturb him here, which was just the way he wanted to keep it.

“Candy Hoffman.”

Carl nearly upset the table as he bolted upright. Candy Hoffman!

He decided to play it cool, and took his own sweet time getting to the door. She’d probably come to personally thank him for the flowers, and to apologize for the way she’d treated him earlier. As well she should.

He opened the door, but Candy wasn’t wearing a smile the way he assumed she would be. In fact, from the sour look she gave him, he wondered if she’d gotten his flowers. He almost asked, and probably would have if she hadn’t shoved a clipboard into his stomach.

“Sign here,” she demanded.

“For what?” he asked just as irritably.

“Someone has to sign for the delivery.”

“What delivery?”

She looked at him as though he should have his intelligence tested. “I seem to recall that you personally stepped into the shop and gave me a list this morning.”

“Oh.” It didn’t take him long to recover. “I thought you said you didn’t want my business.”

“You changed your mind, didn’t you?” She didn’t wait for him to respond. “I changed mine. You want these supplies or don’t you?”

“All right, all right,” he grumbled under his breath. There wasn’t a pen with the board so he walked over and pulled open the kitchen drawer, searching for one.

“Thank you for the flowers.”

He almost didn’t hear her—the words were so low. He looked up and their eyes met. Candy didn’t look the way she normally did, with her eyes snapping at him, just waiting to leap on some comment he made. Her eyes were all soft and feminine. Tender like. His stomach clenched the way it had when she’d told him about Showberg touching her in places she didn’t want to be touched.

With difficulty, he pulled his gaze away from her. Because of the effect she had on him, his voice was sharp and unfriendly when he spoke. “I didn’t mean to upset you this morning.”

“Are you saying you want to be friends, Carl Saks?” she asked defiantly. She held herself stiff, almost as if she were afraid of his answer.

The frustration in Carl reached the boiling point. “You don’t get it, do you?” he said angrily. “You just don’t get it.”

“Get what?” she asked just as loudly.

The best way to tell her was to give her an example. He tossed the clipboard aside and started toward her, cutting the distance between them in four strides.

A lesser woman would have hightailed it in a dead run. And the way he was feeling right then, it might have been better if Candy had.

She didn’t fight him when he wrapped his arm around her waist and hauled her forcefully against him. He knew when he kissed her that his mouth was hungry and hard. For weeks, he’d been thinking of doing just this. Ever since the first time in the stable. He’d burned with a hungry need to kiss her again. What angered him the most was that Candy hadn’t a clue how he felt about her.

Nothing he’d said or did eased the fire. It threatened now to burn out of control.

He pulled her blouse free of her waistband, all the while kissing her. She made soft, incoherent noises, as their mouths twisted against each other.

Their kisses grew deeper, more intense and physically demanding. Carl had expected her to scratch his eyes out before now, but she gave as good as she got, clinging to him, whimpering and moaning. Knowing she was as hot for him as he was for her, fueled his actions.

“What is it you want?”

“You…I want you.”

Carl groaned out and glanced over his shoulder, wondering how long it would take to get her to his bed. The woman had been driving him crazy for weeks. He couldn’t wait. With her back braced against the wall and them both too mindless with need to think, clearly Carl breathlessly took what she offered.,

When they’d finished his breathing was harsh and heavy. He braced his forehead against hers. “Now you know,” he choked out between gasps for breath.

“Know?”

“Why we can’t be friends.”

His words were met with a shocked kind of silence. The next thing he knew, he was forcefully shoved away from her. They both would have fallen to the floor, if Carl hadn’t caught himself.

Before he could figure out what was wrong, Candy slammed her fist against his shoulder. She didn’t do him any harm, but she must have hurt her fist because she let out a yelp.

“What’s wrong now?” he demanded.

“Just leave me alone.” She twisted herself free of his embrace.

It took him longer than it should have to realize she was crying. It was much more than tears brightening her eyes. Full-scale sobs shook her shoulders and caused her to tremble so bad, she could barely stand upright. Her head hung low as she struggled to right her clothes.

“What did I say this time?” he asked.

She shook her head, her hands trembling so hard, she couldn’t fasten her clothes. Carl figured he didn’t have any choice but to help her, although heaven knew it wasn’t what he wanted. He cupped the side of her face. “Whatever I said that was so terrible, I’m sorry.”

She glanced up at him, and again he had the feeling she was afraid to trust him.

“You’re good, baby, real good.” His nose nuzzled her neck, and he planted a series of delicate kisses there. “I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed a bout of sex more.”

“Sex!” She roared the one word at him, then plowed her fist into his stomach so hard, she knocked the breath clean out of him. He doubled over, more stunned than hurt, and watched helplessly as she raced out of his house, slamming the door in her wake.

* * *

The sailboat sliced through the deep green water of Lake Michigan. Lesley loved the feel of the swift breeze that whipped her hair about her face. She closed her eyes and turned her head skyward, soaking in the brilliant sunshine.

“This is fabulous,” she shouted to Zane, who manned the helm. He smiled back at her. It wasn’t a real smile, but as close as he got to revealing his pleasure.

When he stretched out his arm, in silent invitation for her to join him, Lesley supped naturally into his embrace. “It’s a perfect day for this.”

“My grandfather used to take me out with him,” Zane told her. “I loved it then—I’d forgotten how much.” His arm tightened around her shoulders.

He seemed unnaturally quiet after that. Once or twice Lesley attempted conversation, but it soon became evident that Zane had no interest in chitchat. His eyes remained dark and serious, and he had the look of a man who had something on his mind.

As if reading her thoughts, he spoke. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately.”

She didn’t probe, knowing he’d reveal his thoughts when it suited him.

“Your comment about wanting children has stayed with me.”

She’d assumed this had something to do with the house. “Children?” Often in the past weeks, she’d wondered what madness had possessed her to mention her desire for a family. It left her feeling uncomfortable knowing she’d shared that part of herself with him.

“You’d be a good mother, Lesley.”

“I’d like to think so.” She knew she sounded breathless, but he’d taken her by surprise.

“You’re patient and gentle and you possess a kind heart.”

She thought of all the good qualities she’d seen in him, but knew he wasn’t interested in hearing about himself.

“There comes a time in a man’s life when he thinks about the future.”

He must have given the subject a good deal of thought following his injuries, she realized.

“Sort of a biological clock for men?” she joked.

He chuckled softly. “In a manner of speaking, I suppose you’re right. When I die…”

“But that’s a good many years from now.”

He didn’t respond.

“I’ve given some thought to what my legacy will be, and realized there’ll be nothing in this world to say I’ve lived. Nothing to say that I’ve loved or that I’ve cared. You, on the other hand, will leave a mark with or without a family.”

“You mean the buildings I’ve designed?”

“Yes. But I won’t have anything to pass on. I have no family, no children, and I’ve come to realize those things are important to me.”

He made death sound imminent, as if he gave the subject much thought, and that distressed her. “We certainly have gotten onto a dark subject.”

“We haven’t known each other long,” he said as if she hadn’t spoken. “But I’ve felt a physical and emotional connection with you from the first. I’ve tried to reason it away, tried to pretend it doesn’t exist, but that hasn’t worked.”

Lesley lowered her head. “I’ve felt it, too.”

“You want a child and I want an heir.”

Lesley held her breath, then whispered the question. “What are you saying?”

“I’m asking you to marry me, Lesley.”





CHAPTER SIX

“MARRIAGE,” LESLEY REPEATED softly. The word echoed in her mind as if Zane had shouted it against a canyon wall. Each time it bounced back, she wondered if his proposal was a figment of her imagination. Zane had all but pushed her out of his life; now he was asking her to be a major part of it.

“There’s a good deal to be said in favor of the two of us marrying,” he continued. “I’m a wealthy man. You’ll never need to worry about finances again.”

Lesley bristled. “There’s more than money involved in such a commitment.” It irritated her that he would consider his fortune as his greatest asset.

“You don’t need to give me your answer right away.”

She wanted to ask him about love, but her thoughts remained scrambled and confused. It would seem that Zane must hold some tenderness for her, otherwise he wouldn’t have proposed. Not unless he had an ulterior motive. And she couldn’t imagine what that would be.

When it came to defining her feelings for Zane, Lesley wasn’t entirely sure what she felt. Love was difficult to explain. Over the years she’d come to recognize that it had little to do with beauty, passion or romance.

Three years earlier, she’d thought she was in love with Jordan Larabee. Only later, after he’d reunited with Molly, did she understand that her feelings for him were linked with her almost despairing desire for a husband.

“Do you love me?” She wasn’t sure what made her blurt out the question when she was fully aware of the answer.

Zane didn’t hesitate. “I figured you would ask me about that, and it’s a fair question. One that deserves an answer. But frankly, I don’t know what to tell you.”

Lesley appreciated what it had cost him to be honest, however painful it was for her to hear. It would be a simple matter to justify her response if Zane were to confess an undying need for her. But he hadn’t mentioned his feelings, almost as if they were of little importance.

“I know little of love, little of softness,” he added. “I enjoy your company, and for me that’s enough. As for the physical aspect of our relationship…well, that speaks for itself, doesn’t it?”

“It’s true we seem to be sexually compatible, but that isn’t love.”

“Not entirely,” he was quick to agree.

“My mother loves cats, but my dad is more of a dog person.” she said, thinking off the top of her head, and wondering if she could define her needs to Zane. “Several years ago Dad bought her a calico, which Mom promptly named Whiskers. My mother was crazy over that silly cat. She lavished Whiskers with attention and love. Then Whiskers developed leukemia and had to be put to sleep. My dad was the one who went to the vet’s office with Mom. When she wept, he held her and comforted her. That’s love, Zane.”

“You want me to buy you a cat?”

“No.” Men could be so obtuse. “I’m trying to tell you that I’m not looking for some deep, heart-wrenching confession of undying love from you. Love isn’t glamorous. Sometimes it isn’t even pretty. It’s holding my hand at a movie. It’s helping me to the bathroom when I’m sick. It’s reminding me to wear a sweater when it’s cold outside.”

He studied her, as if the concept were foreign to him. She could tell that he was doing his best to understand.

“You want me to be with you all the time?”

“No.” It was all she could do to keep from groaning with frustration. “Love embraces without restricting. I would never change who you are. I want to encourage you to do the things you want, and at the same time count on your emotional support for my own endeavors.”

Leaning forward, he braced his elbows against his knees and was silent for several long moments. “I don’t know that I can do all the things you’re asking.”

Her heart fell.

“But,” he added thoughtfully, “it wouldn’t be because I don’t care about you. I’d need help, is all. To me, love is a decision. I could love you or I couldn’t, depending on any number of factors. If we married and produced a child…”

“Children.”

He didn’t contradict her, but she noticed he didn’t amend his statement, either. “…All the things you’re saying would fall naturally into place, wouldn’t they?”

“Perhaps.” Lesley remained confused. She was excited and at the same time frightened. Zane was offering her a chance for the kind of life she’d always yearned for, but he was quick to point out his own limitations in the husband department.

“Would you mind kissing me?” she asked.

Always before, when he’d brought her into his arms, their kisses had been hot and hungry, their need urgent, the kisses both compulsive and explosive.

Now, the gentleness with which his mouth claimed hers were her undoing. His lips, moist and tender, slid over hers in an unhurried exercise, coaxing a response from her.

When the kiss ended, she planted her hand over her heart and kept her eyes closed.

“The loving would be very good between us,” he said in what she was sure was an effort to sway her decision. “Very good.”

Lesley couldn’t doubt him. Rarely had she felt more physically compatible with a man. But there was far more to marriage than the physical aspects of their relationship, yet at the same time Zane was right not to discount their attraction for each other.

“You said earlier that love isn’t passion,” he reminded her.

Too weak from his kisses to answer verbally, she nodded.

“But it has its place. Marry me, Lesley, and give us both what we want.” He nudged her head aside and dropped soft kisses along the underside of her jaw.

Goose bumps skittered across her skin as he deftly used his tongue to excite her, licking at her senses, eating away at her doubts. When he was touching her like this, it was too hard to think.

“I…I don’t know what to do,” she admitted with a soft moan.

“You don’t have to answer me right away. Mull it over. Mull it over long and hard. But when you’ve made your decision, be certain, because there’ll be no going back for either of us.”

* * *

Zane was convinced he’d blundered this proposal. He wasn’t the kind of man who pussyfooted around a subject. He’d invited Lesley to come sailing with him for the sole purpose of asking her to be his wife. It had seemed simple enough when he’d come up with the idea, but when the time came, he found himself wavering, and not for the more obvious reasons.

Lesley wanted children; she’d told him so herself. Zane wanted an heir. The importance of a child hadn’t hit him until he fully contemplated his own demise. As a soldier for hire, he’d faced death with each assignment. He was good at what he did—very good—-and he knew it. But he was not invincible. When he waged war, he went into battle knowing the odds. He didn’t make mistakes.

Call it vanity. Call it ego. Call him a fool. But for the first time in his life, Zane owned a part of his family’s history. He possessed a small piece of himself to hand down to the next generation. Since moving to Sleepy Valley, he found it vital to know that when he left this life, a part of himself would live on.

The house had played a role in his decision to propose to Lesley. She loved the place almost as much as he did. Her appreciation and deep regard for his grandparents’ home had shown in her ideas for the renovation. She’d captured the very essence of his home and her designs had brought out the natural beauty in each and every room.

But it was more than that.

Zane recalled how she’d instinctively located the viewpoint that had meant so much to his grandmother. Before he’d told her, she’d been intuitively drawn to the one spot on the entire estate that held special meaning.

After being with Lesley, Zane felt as if God, in His almighty wisdom, had offered one last chance. He’d sent a beautiful, magnificent woman into Zane’s life at the eleventh hour. Zane believed Lesley was his destiny.

Yet, when the moment came to propose, his throat had closed up and his tongue had felt three times its normal size. What he had assumed would be easy became difficult.

The reason was simple. Marriage to him would be grossly unfair to Lesley. If he died in the confrontation with Schuyler—and he fully anticipated that with his physical limitations he would—then Lesley would be left to rear their child alone. True, he’d leave her a wealthy widow, but she’d been the first one to point out that financial security wasn’t everything.

If he did manage to survive, she’d be saddled with an ugly beast of a husband. With his leg in as bad a shape as it was, he would always be crippled. No amount of cosmetic surgery would make him the husband she deserved.

Lesley left soon after they docked the sailboat, promising that she would have an answer for him within the next couple of days.

Zane watched her drive away. He had two minds in the matter. He wanted her, more now that when he’d originally come up with the idea. At the same time, he realized he was being completely selfish.

So what else was new.

* * *

First thing the following morning, Candy phoned in sick to the feed store. But it wasn’t a flu bug that afflicted her. No, her malady was one of the heart. Every time she thought about the scandalous way she’d behaved with Carl Saks, her cheeks burned with mortification. Her first inclination had been to blame Carl for what happened. But her conscience refused to let her forget that she’d been a willing participant in the exchange.

A thick lump formed in her throat and the emotion that thickened her throat made it nearly impossible to breathe. She dressed in an old pair of threadbare jeans and an ugly T-shirt that was ready for the rag bin. Her choice of wardrobe was a good indication of her state of mind.

She had to stop thinking about what had happened and get on with her life. With a determined effort, she made herself a cup of tea and popped a piece of bread into the toaster. As she waited for the tea bag to steep, she realized that was what she’d been doing all night: steeping her mind with regrets.

How could she have been so stupid as to let her relationship with Carl dissolve to this level? She found it difficult to answer her own question. She didn’t know how she would ever be able to look the man in the face again. Carl nothing—she found she couldn’t look at herself in a mirror and not experience a sick kind of dread.

That matter of seeing Carl again was simply solved. She wouldn’t. She would sever him from her life as quickly and as cleanly as she could.

The tea and toast helped revive her physically, and she felt a little better. Well enough to consider stopping off and checking on the store. She was about to do just that when the doorbell chimed. Her mistake was answering the door without first checking to see who was on the other side.

Carl.

Candy attempted to slam the door closed, but his foot prevented her from doing so.

“What’s the matter, Candy?” he asked, and his mouth formed a dark, sardonic twist. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you weren’t pleased to see me.”

“Leave me alone,” she cried, and pressed the full weight of her body against the door in an effort to escape him. She should have known better. Her valiant struggle did nothing.

“We need to sort this out,” Carl insisted.

“I have nothing more to say to you.” The bravado she’d managed with him earlier was gone. She glared at him, but was mortified when all she could muster was a humiliating bout of tears. Her eyes filled with moisture and his figure blurred. “Leave me alone, or I’ll be forced to call the authorities.”

To embarrass her further, Carl chuckled and called her bluff. “No you won’t, and we both know why.”

She squared her shoulders, but kept her eyes trained away from his face. “I don’t have anything to say to you.”

“Invite me in.”

The man had nerve—she’d say that for him. “Not on your life.”

“Fine, if that’s what you want. I’ll stand out here on your front porch and half the neighborhood will hear how we were so hot for each other, we practically burned down Zane’s guest house.”

Mortified, Candy reached for Carl’s elbow and jerked him inside her living room. “All right,” she cried in frustration. “Say whatever it is you have to say and then get out.”

“Aren’t you going to do the polite thing and ask me if I want any coffee first?”

She ground her teeth. “No.”

He looked around at the compact living room and glanced toward the kitchen. “Nice place you’ve got here.”

“Carl, please, don’t make this any more awkward than it already is.” She hated the soft desperation she heard in her voice and bit her lower lip.

Without waiting for her to suggest he make himself comfortable, Carl sat down on her sofa. He reclined, making himself at home, and propped his ankle on his knee as though he had all the time in the world.

Reluctantly, Candy claimed a seat across from him, sitting so close to the end of the cushion, she was in danger of falling butt first onto the carpet.

Since she had little choice in the matter, she’d listen to what he had to say, cut her losses and pray to the highest heavenly authority that she’d never see the man again.

The tension in the silence that followed was palpable.

“How are you?” Carl asked gently. Carl Saks was a lot of things, but gentle wasn’t one of them. To the best of her knowledge, it was the first time he’d ever treated anyone with tenderness.

“I stopped off at the store and they said you’d phoned in sick,” he elaborated.

“I’m hunky-dory. What do you think?” she returned flippantly, not willing to be taken in by this gentle side of him.

“I was pretty rough with you. I never intended—”

“Please,” she cried and covered her face with both hands. “Don’t talk about it.”

“That’s exactly why I’m here….”

“Don’t you understand?” she shouted, glaring at him. “It should never have happened…I don’t know why it did. I’ve never…I’m not like that…I’m not on the Pill.” She stopped because her throat became thick with tears and it was impossible for her to speak coherently.

The silence was punctuated with her efforts to breath normally and hide her distress.

Candy whipped the hair out of her face. “I don’t want to see you again. We’re not good for each other…we seem to bring out the worst in one another.”

“I disagree.”

“Please, Carl.” The desperation was back in spades. “I won’t ever ask anything more of you.”

“Why don’t you want to see me again?”

It actually sounded as though she’d hurt his feelings.

“We’re bad for each other. We have this love-hate relationship.” She counted off the reasons on her finger. “Tell me, exactly where will our relationship go from here?” Tears marked tracks down the side of her face and she swiped them away with the back of her hand.

“It seems to me we’ve got the perfect relationship.”

“Perfect?” She couldn’t believe her ears.

“Sure. We already know we’re compatible physically.”

“What you’re saying is that we can just cut to the chase and do away with everything else.”

“Yes.” He sounded jubilant, excited and happy all in one.

Candy reached for the decorator pillow at the end of the sofa and hurled it at him. He caught it easily between his hands and seemed at a complete loss when she dissolved into sobs.

Her anger revived her enough to leap to her feet and point the way to the door. “Get out of my house.”

“Why?” He seemed sincerely shocked by her response.

“I don’t want sex with you.”

The edge of his mouth lifted upward in a slow, easy smile. “I bet I can prove otherwise.”

If she’d had something convenient, she would have thrown that at him, too, but she was running out of pillows and patience. “Didn’t you hear anything I just said? What kind of woman do you think I am? Please, Carl…just go.” She buried her face in her hands and refused to look at him.

“You’re overreacting.”

“Please,” she pleaded, willing him to leave.

“We can sort this out.”

“There’s nothing more to say.” She glanced up at him, hoping he would realize that she was at the end of her rope.

After a tense moment, he stood and walked all the way to her front door. Abruptly he turned around to face her. “What about if we started dating?”

She groaned. Didn’t the man know the definition of the word no?

“We could make a fresh start.” He closed the distance between them. He studied her, his eyes dark and probing. “It’s not a bad idea, you know.”

She reached for a tissue inside her pants pocket and loudly blew her nose. “What about, you know…what happened?”

“We’ll put the incident behind us.”

Candy didn’t know if starting over would be possible now, but she teetered, tempted more than she thought possible by the prospect. It was difficult to refuse him when he was this gentle. She could deal with his anger—and in fact thrived on it. But she had no defense against this side of him.

“You can send me away,” he continued, “and I’d go because that was what you wanted. But at some point we’d run into each other again, and it’d be the way it always is between us.”

Undecided, Candy nibbled on her lower lip.

“Sparks would fly and soon we’d be spatting over one thing or another.”

He was beginning to make sense and that was a dangerous sign.

“Before we knew it, we’d end up falling into the same trap as before, so hot for each other that we’d—”

“I get the picture,” she said bluntly. Still Candy hesitated, unsure if what he said made sense or if she wanted to believe him so badly that she was willing to agree to any terms.

“Hello, Candy Hoffman,” he said, and offered her his hand. “I understand you own and operate the local feed store. I’m Carl Saks.”

She studied his open hand as if that would tell her what she needed to know. It was worth a shot, she decided, then squared her shoulders and slipped her hand inside of his. “Hello, Carl.”

They studied each other for several moments, and a tentative smile touched Carl’s mouth. “I hope you won’t think I’m being too forward if I invite you to dinner with me on such short acquaintance.”

“Dinner?”

“I understand that Bluebeard’s serves up a fine prime rib and all the trimmings.”

“When?” Of all the questions she should have asked, “when” was probably the one least important.

“Tomorrow night…Why wait? What about tonight.”

“Tomorrow,” she agreed.

His smile was full-blown now. “I’ll pick you up at six.”

“I’ll be ready.” She’d never been the blushing, reticent type, but she felt that way now. Unsure of herself, of Carl, yet yearning for the opportunity to start again.

“You won’t regret this,” he promised, and then as if to seal their agreement, he leaned forward and kissed her with a hunger that hurled her senses straight into outer space.

* * *

A day passed and Zane didn’t hear from Lesley. Her decision on whether to marry him wouldn’t be easy, he realized, but he hoped he’d persuaded her.

Not until after she’d left did he remember they hadn’t kissed, except briefly the one time when she’d asked it of him. To not influence her with the strong physical attraction they shared hadn’t been a conscious decision, but it’d been a wise one.

If she did suffer regrets—and she would, if she chose to marry him—he didn’t want her to look back and assume she’d been coerced into agreeing.

In an effort to get out from under the constant irritation of the construction workers, Zane decided to take Arabesque for an afternoon ride.

His nerves were on edge and he realized his nervousness was due to Lesley. He wanted her answer, one way or the other, so he could move forward.

If she turned down his proposal, then he’d make plans to go after Schuyler as soon as the remodeling was complete. His scheme for vengeance against the terrorist was progressing beautifully. Zane’s first line of attack had been against Schuyler’s finances. He wanted to hurt him where it would affect him most, and since Schuyler assumed Zane was dead, he hadn’t a clue how it was happening. If by chance Lesley did agree to marry him, then Zane would hold off on his revenge until after he was certain Lesley was pregnant.

Arabesque’s sleek neck appeared over the stall door when Zane entered the barn. He reached inside his pocket for a sugar cube and fed it to him while he gently spoke to the gelding.

Carl, who was breaking up a bale of hay with a pitchfork, glanced up from the other end of the barn. “Howdy,” he called, looking pleased with himself.

“You seem to be in a chipper mood.”

“I am,” Carl returned.

“Any particular reason?”

His friend leaned against the pitchfork and Zane swore Carl wore a grin as wide the Mississippi River. “I’ve got an important dinner date coming up.”

Zane assumed it had something to do with the property Carl had mentioned purchasing not long ago.

His friend returned to the task at hand, whistling as he pitched hay.

It didn’t take Zane long to saddle Arabesque. The gelding was in the mood for a run. Generally he held him back, but not this afternoon.

After a brisk workout, Zane looked longingly toward the beach. The path down was a series of steep switchbacks that demanded all his skill as a rider. Because of the time and attention it entailed, Zane rarely rode Arabesque on the shore.

He was three-quarters of the way down the steep hillside when he heard voices. His view was blocked by a large boulder, but he didn’t need to see the trespassers to know that they were there.

Being careful not to attract their attention, Zane painstakingly wound his way farther down the hillside. As he neared the rock, he was more able to make out the words.

“What if we get caught?”

“He never comes down this way. He’s not going to catch us.”

Whoever it was didn’t sound to be more than nine or ten. Boys, Zane decided, looking to make trouble.

“He’d kill us if he ever found us.”

“No, he wouldn’t.”

“He’s been in prison. I heard my mom talking with Mrs. Wilson and she said he got those scars in a fight while in a federal penitentiary. She said he was up for murder.”

“Murder,” the other two repeated.

Murder. This was news to Zane. He knew that the locals thought him a monster, but this was the first time he’d heard he was fresh from the slammer.

“I bet he escaped and that the law’s looking for him.”

“Yeah.”

Zane couldn’t resist it any longer. With Arabesque’s head held high, tail swishing, Zane led his gelding from behind the huge rock.

Three boys stared up at him, their eyes wide with fear, their mouths gaping open. “This is private property,” Zane announced in his sternest voice. “I suggest you leave before I decide to press charges and have you thrown in jail.”

Two took off running so fast, their shoes kicked up small rocks. The third boy, the smallest, scampered up the hill. His foot hit a loose rock and he lost his footing. With what must have been a shot of frantic fear mingled with alarm, the lad rolled down the rocky landscape and landed no more than a few feet from Arabesque’s prancing hoofs.

The wind seemed to have been knocked out of him because he doubled up and didn’t seem to be able to breathe.

Zane climbed down off his gelding and knelt down beside the boy. “Take small breaths,” he advised calmly. “And don’t panic. The pain will pass in a moment.” He removed his own jacket and tucked it under the boy’s small head.

“It’s gonna hurt bad, but it won’t last long.”

The boy’s chest heaved and he panted. His eyes were incredibly round as he stared up at Zane.

“Don’t worry, son, I’m not going to do you harm.”

As soon as he was physically able, the youngster sat upright. It was apparent by the way he immediately edged away from Zane that he didn’t trust him.

“I said I wouldn’t hurt you,” Zane repeated. “Is anything broken?”

Another boy appeared around the corner, and with a yell Tarzan would have envied, he hurled himself at Zane. “Leave my brother alone.”

Zane captured the older boy and tucked him under his arm. The child kicked and screamed, legs and arms flailing out wildly as he lashed out in a desperate effort to save his younger brother from certain death. The boy on the ground leapt to his feet and kicked at Zane’s bad leg with all his might.

Zane bit off a groan at the stabbing pain that shot up his thigh. With his free arm, he circled the younger boy’s waist and lifted him off the ground. Now he had two squirming boys to contend with.

It didn’t take either one of them long to expend their energy. The oldest gave out first. The youngest stopped soon afterward, and glanced up at Zane with a look that revealed both anger and terror.

“Are you going to eat us?” the youngest boy asked.

Zane burst out laughing, the sound echoing with the wind.

“That was a stupid question,” his older brother admonished. “Of course he isn’t going to eat us.”

“Don’t be so hasty, boys. You look like mighty tasty fare.” Then because he was having such fun, Zane reared back his head and shouted. “Fee, fie, fo, fum, I smell the blood of an Englishman.”

“You won’t hurt us,” the older of the two announced. “Tommy got away and he’ll be back with the police.”

“Good,” Zane said calmly. “I’d like to talk to them myself. It seems the three of you were on private property. I’d be well within my rights to have you penalized.”

“What’s “penalized” mean?” the younger whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

The older of the pair ignored his brother.

“It means you’d be in big trouble with your parents,” Zane explained.

“Maybe we’d be better off if he ate us.”

Zane howled. Nothing had struck him so funny in years. He released both boys, certain they’d make good their escape.

Neither one did as he expected. Instead, they stared up at him as if they’d never seen a man laugh before.

“You’re not a monster,” the youngest stated.

“Don’t be so sure.” For effect, he raised his arms and roared. Both boys cowered, but stood their ground.

“I guess I can’t fool you,” Zane said as he walked back to Arabesque. He reached for the reins and swung up into the saddle with graceful ease. The leather creaked as the gelding accepted his weight.

“What are your names?” he asked.

“Eddie,” the oldest said.

“Dennis.”

“Last name.”

“Smith,” Eddie said quickly, too quickly. “Eddie and Dennis Smith.”

“Try again, and this time I want the truth.”

“Glasser,” Dennis confessed. “Our dad works for the gas company.”

“Mom’s an attorney.”

“You tell your parents for me that they’ve raised a fine pair of boys. But it’s not a good idea to come down here to this stretch of beach without getting my permission first, understand?”

Both boys nodded simultaneously.

“Goodbye, boys.”

“Goodbye.” They turned and took off running, their young legs kicking up rock and sand in their rush to find their friend and tell him of their adventure.

With a smile, Zane finished his ride. Welcoming the freedom, Arabesque took off down the beach in a full gallop. A motion from the corner of Zane’s eye caught his attention. He looked up toward his property and to his delight discovered Lesley standing at the viewpoint. She was dressed in red, and when she realized he’d seen her, she waved.

He returned the gesture. Lesley had made her decision. Because of the distance, Zane couldn’t read her expression. His first inclination was to assume she’d decided to accept his proposal. Then he realized she was the type who would face him either way.

With a flick of the reins, Zane urged Arabesque up the hill. Instead of taking the switchback, Zane drove the gelding up the steep slope, using both the talent of his animal and his skill as a rider to make the vertical climb.

By the time he reached the top, Arabesque was slick with sweat. When he returned his gelding to the barn, Carl volunteered to cool him down.

“Give him a handful of extra oats,” Zane instructed. Then, because he was anxious to see Lesley, he left.

He found her hurrying across the front lawn. He didn’t want to appear overly eager, and at the same time his heart felt like an air hammer pounding holes into his chest. Her decision shouldn’t matter this much, but it did.

He wanted a son. A boy like the ones he’d happened upon while on the beach. A child who would fight against impossible odds to save his brother. One with backbone and honor.

They met halfway across the yard. He searched her face, thinking he might read the answer in her eyes.

“I’ve made my decision,” she said, looking confused and uncertain. Her eyes seemed red rimmed, and he couldn’t think of a single reason for her to weep.

“I was convinced we’d both be making a mistake if we married.”

Disappointment zeroed in on Zane like a hawk narrowing in on a field mouse. He should have realized it would take more than the promise of financial security to tempt a beautiful woman like Lesley to marry a monster like him.

“Perhaps if we spent more time getting to know each other. Surely you realize we’re barely more than acquaintances.”

“No.” He hadn’t the time nor the patience for a lengthy courtship. “If you agree to be my wife, we’ll be married by the end of the month.”

“Not this month?”

“This month,” he countered. But she’d already decided otherwise, so it shouldn’t matter.

Lesley lowered her gaze. “I saw you just now with those two boys, and saw how good you were with them, and I understand now. I feel…”

What the Glasser boys had to do with this Zane didn’t know.

“I’d made my decision,” she whispered, and it sounded very much like she was on the verge of tears. “Blast you, Zane Ackerman, blast you.” She fell into his arms, sobbing for no reason that he could ascertain.

When her emotion was spent, he eased her away from him enough to look at her face, which was blotchy and red. “Lesley, what’s wrong?”

“Me, that’s what’s wrong. I want this. I want a family. I guess what I’m saying is that I’ll marry you.”

This seemed to be a day for celebrating. Because it was impossible to hide his happiness, his arms surrounded Lesley’s waist and he whirled her around, shouting at the top of his lungs.





CHAPTER SEVEN

CARL WAS DETERMINED TO do everything right on his date with Candy. He didn’t stop to analyze why it was so important that he mend fences with the little hellcat. Frankly, he feared he wouldn’t like the answer.

When he first started dealing with her at the feed store, he actively disliked her. The woman drove him nuts. He’d never liked bossy, opinionated women, especially ones who seemed to think they could compete in a man’s world, and did. Nor did he appreciate the way she tried to disguise the fact she was a woman. With breasts a cover model would envy, it seemed a downright shame for her to walk around in such an unflattering wardrobe.

Then out of the blue, Candy started dressing and acting like a woman. He recalled the night of the Grange dance. He’d walked in and spied her across the room, talking with one of the men who worked at the feed store. She was beautiful. He couldn’t take his eyes off her—what a difference a little makeup and a skirt could make. From that moment forward, Carl hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her.

After their explosive lovemaking, Carl had assumed whatever was between them would be satisfied. But it hadn’t worked that way. Instead of leaving him content, their one time together had created a need for more. His thoughts were dominated with the question of how long he’d have to wait. He couldn’t forget the way it’d been between them. Explosive. Urgent. Volatile. Exciting.

If all it took was a box of chocolates, a bunch of red roses and dinner at the finest restaurant in town to get back into Candy’s good graces, then he’d consider it well worth the effort.

Carl dressed in his best shirt and jacket and even splashed on a shot of citrus-scented cologne. He would have liked to talk about what was happening between him and Candy, but the only person he could think to discuss it with was Zane. But then Carl figured his friend didn’t know anything more about courting a woman than he did himself.

In the past, women were a luxury neither man could afford. Relationships were out of the question.

He left the house whistling and arrived at Candy’s promptly at six. She opened the door and he was struck dumb. Carl swore he’d never seen a more beautiful woman in his life. And he’d seen his share.

Candy wore a black skirt that closely hugged her hips, revealing long, sleek graceful lines. She had on the same black boots as the night of the dance, and the soft white V-neck sweater that drew his attention straight to her front.

Carl’s mouth went dry just looking at her. He wasn’t sure how he was going to go the entire evening without his tongue dangling out of the side of his mouth, wanting her the way he did. He must have stared too long because she laughed softly and stepped aside.

“Hello, Carl.”

“Here.” He thrust the bouquet of roses and a box of chocolates at her, unable to be rid of either fast enough. He felt like a silly fool as it was.

“How sweet.” Candy closed her eyes, sniffed the roses and smiled gently. “Thank you, Carl.”

He shrugged, wishing now he’d bought out the entire flower store since she seemed to be so fond of the roses.

“The chocolates were the best Buckwald Pharmacy had.” He would have preferred giving her Belgian ones, but he’d need to drive into Chicago to find those.

“I’m sure they’re delicious.”

“Are you ready to go?” He checked his watch. He hadn’t made reservations, but he didn’t know how long he was going to be able to keep from touching her. Especially when it was just the two of them alone.

“I thought we’d have a glass of wine first…that is, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure,” he said, swallowing tightly. Wine. He should of thought of that himself. The next time they went out, he’d remember to include a bottle of wine along with the chocolates and flowers.

Candy walked into the kitchen and he followed her. His gaze fell on her hips and the way they gently swayed from one side to the other. The movement was more provocative than if she’d purposely set out to seduce him. With effort, he forced his gaze away, and slowly counted to fifteen in an effort to gain control of his senses.

Candy opened the refrigerator, bent forward and brought out the wine. He might have imagined it, but it seemed to him she purposely aimed her rear at him.

Carl was in trouble and he knew it. “Maybe wine wouldn’t be such a good idea after all,” he blurted out. Sweat formed on his upper lip. When she glanced his way, surprise written on her features, he added, “Being that I’m driving and all.”

“Of course, I should have thought of that.”

Carl had been drinking hard liquor for years and one glass of Chablis wasn’t going to impair his ability to operate an automobile. But it could greatly weaken his resolve—and he was determined to behave like a gentleman, even if it killed him. At this rate it just might. “Shall we go?” he asked.

Bluebeard’s was by far the best restaurant in town, but by no means fancy. Once they arrived, the hostess, a local woman Carl recognized from the Grange dance, seated them in a corner booth. Candy greeted her by name. Hilda, he thought, but it didn’t matter. The only woman he had eyes for was Candy.

He was greatly relieved now that they were in public. Candy tempted him beyond reason. The only way he could guarantee his behavior was when they weren’t alone.

“The blackened prime rib is delicious,” Candy said, glancing at him over the top of the menu.

Her recommendation was good enough for him. He closed his menu and set it aside. Candy couldn’t seem to make up her mind. He watched as her gaze slid across one side of the plastic-coated menu and then the other. She glanced his way and offered him a nervous smile.

In the end they both ordered the blackened prime rib. Dinner proved to be an enjoyable experience. Once he was able to ignore how much he wanted Candy physically, Carl discovered she was a knowledgeable horsewoman. She seemed surprised by his own expertise in the area.

When he mentioned the property he was thinking of purchasing, Candy brightened.

“That sounds like the Gaudette place.”

The name sounded familiar to Carl. “The house needs plenty of work, and the barn is shot. I’d need to tear it down and build another one.”

“I don’t think anyone’s lived there in ten years or more.”

“Twelve, according to the real estate agent.” Before long, Carl found himself telling her about his ideas for remodeling the place. He used the back of a paper napkin to draw a diagram of the property and where he’d considered placing the barn in relation to the house and other outbuildings.

Candy asked a number of thought-provoking questions and fervently disagreed with his plan for cutting down a grove of hundred-year-old apple trees.

“With a bit of pruning and care, those trees could easily produce again.”

Carl had thought of that himself, but he didn’t have the time or energy to hassle with the fruit. He’d have his hands full with everything else that needed to be accomplished on the property.

On the drive back to Candy’s place, Carl started to worry. Thus far, everything had gone real well, and he didn’t want to ruin it by doing or saying something stupid now.

“It’s still early,” Candy announced when he pulled up in front of her house. “Would you like to come in for a cup of coffee?”

He’d like nothing better, but it wasn’t coffee that interested him. He wavered, and involuntarily his gaze lowered to front of her sweater. For most of the evening he’d done an admirable job of avoiding temptation, but his control was slipping.

“I make a decent cup of coffee.”

His eyes snapped back to her. Candy was saying she wanted him, otherwise she wouldn’t be so eager to get him inside her house. He practically fell out of the truck in his hurry to give her what they both wanted. The way he figured, she couldn’t come right out and tell him her feelings. Women liked to think it was the man’s idea. Fine. He’d leap through hoops if that’s what it took.

It seemed to require an eternity for her to unlock the front door. She’d set her purse aside and started toward the kitchen when Carl caught her by the arm. She looked back at him, her eyes revealing her surprise.

“I don’t want coffee and neither do you.”

She came without resistance into his embrace. When his mouth settled over hers, she gave a soft little moan of welcome.

This was heaven, Carl decided, as the hunger exploded between them. More by luck than any skill, he managed to find the sofa. He literally fell into it, taking Candy with him. With a soft cry of surprise, she landed with a solid whoop into his lap.

Carl laughed and directed her mouth back to his. The kiss was slow and deep and the excitement began to pound inside of him. Their kissing had always been good, but never quite this good.

But it wasn’t enough to satisfy Carl for long. It seemed a shame to waste time with it when there were other more pressing matters that needed attending.

“Carl…”

“In a minute, baby.” He fumbled behind her back, looking to unsnap her bra.

“Carl…no more.”

“You don’t mean that.” He tried to kiss her, to convince her otherwise, but she twisted her head away.

“I do mean it.” She braced her forehead against his shoulder and drew in several deep breaths. “Either we stop now or we’ll have a repeat of what happened before.”

Wasn’t that the point? Carl tightened his jaw, all right, if that was the way she wanted to play the game, then fine, he was a patient man.

“This is only our first date, remember?” she asked in a voice that trembled softly.

Carl was comforted with the knowledge that she was having as difficult a time putting an end to their kissing as he was. But it was little consolation. What irritated him most was that he had no one to blame for this but himself. He was the one who’d come up with the brilliant idea of the two of them starting over again.

One thing was certain, many more dates that ended like this and it would be a kindness to take him out to pasture and shoot him.

* * *

Lesley’s head was spinning. From the moment she’d agreed to marry Zane, her life hadn’t been the same. In addition to completing her current work commitments, she had been expected to organize and plan a wedding to take place in less than three weeks’ time.

She’d only seen Zane twice in the past fourteen days, and when they were together, their time was filled with decision making.

What she couldn’t understand was the urgency Zane seemed to feel about their marrying quickly. It was almost as though he feared she’d change her mind.

She wouldn’t. Now that the decision had been made, Lesley had absolute confidence that she was doing the right thing. From that first day when she’d driven to the house, she’d experienced a spiritual bonding with Zane. But when she announced to her parents that she was marrying Zane, they were concerned that she could be making a mistake.

Her mother had repeated the old wives’ tales—marry in haste, repent in leisure—to convince her she shouldn’t marry Zane, at least not until she knew him better. Her father, the ever-logical attorney, had raised several legitimate concerns. He asked that she consider these questions before going ahead with the wedding.

Then her parents had met Zane.

The three of them had driven out to the house on a Sunday afternoon. Lesley knew Zane and her family were nervous about the meeting.

She’d done her best to prepare her parents, explaining the extent of Zane’s injuries. Nevertheless, her mother had gasped softly when she first saw him. Her father, his eyes dark with doubt, insisted that he and Zane speak privately. It both embarrassed and hurt Lesley that the two people she trusted most in this world doubted her judgment.

As it turned out, Zane had easily won over both her parents. She never learned exactly what was said between the two men, but her father came out of the meeting, singing Zane’s praises. By the end of the day, Zane had charmed her mother.

Two days before the wedding, Lesley was finishing up the last project when Molly Larabee arrived at her office unannounced. “I’m taking you to lunch,” Jordan’s wife insisted.

Lesley sat back in her chair and relaxed. She was as ready as she’d ever be for the wedding. It felt as if the whole world had been tossed upside down in the past weeks. Everything was crazy, but it was a wonderful kind of crazy. She didn’t know of a single other bride who worried about government contracts two days before her wedding. A luncheon escape sounded perfect.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, a willing captive.

“There’s a new French restaurant I thought we’d try,” Molly said. “The kids are spending the day with their grandfather and I’m free until five. I figured we’d let our hair down and have some fun.”

After the hectic pace of the past few days, Lesley could do with a relaxing afternoon.

“Just think, next week at this time you’ll be an old married woman.”

It was hard for Lesley to believe, but the mere thought produced a bubble of happiness. “People think I’m nuts, you know. Marrying a man I barely know.”

“I’d marry a man like Zane in a heartbeat,” Molly announced. “Don’t listen to what anyone says. Listen to your heart.” She placed her open hand over her own breast. “I did that when Jordan and I reunited. In some ways Zane was responsible for that.”

“Zane?”

“I never told you how I met Zane, did I?”

“No.” Naturally Lesley was curious.

Molly rolled a chair toward Lesley’s desk. “Do you remember when Jordan came to get me out of Manuka?”

“Of course.” Lesley wasn’t likely to forget that time. Jordan had gone to find Molly to ask for a divorce so he’d be free to marry her. Instead, he’d ended up arriving in the middle of a political revolution and rescuing Molly.

Days before his departure, the government of Manuka had been overthrown. Rebel soldiers closed in around the medical compound where Molly served as a nurse.

In an effort to save his wife’s life, Jordan had been shot, and carried the scars of his adventure to this day.

“Zane was the leader of the men Jordan hired to get me out.”

Leader of the men Jordan hired. The words rang like church bells, clanging around inside Lesley’s head. Her surprise must have shown because Molly elaborated.

“You didn’t know that?”

“No.”

“We were trapped inside the medical compound. Zane and his men were caught in the cross fire and were forced to leave Jordan and me behind.

“I’ll never forget when I saw that helicopter lift off without us. I was certain Jordan and I were as good as dead. There was no escape left. It would only be a matter of hours before the rebels overpowered the men defending the compound.”

“Zane saved your lives.”

“Yes. Not only did he come back for us, but he managed to keep the rebels from overtaking our weak defenses.”

Zane had been a mercenary.

If Lesley hadn’t already been sitting down, she would have required a chair. Not wanting to appear even more of a fool than she already was, she smiled and said nothing.

“That night in the jungle, convinced me were both about to die, Jordan and I made our peace about losing Jeff. You see, I’d never told him how sorry I was.”

“Sorry?” Lesley knew the death of her infant son had devastated Molly.

“Guilty is a better word,” Molly elaborated. “As a medical professional, I assumed I should’ve been able to do something to have prevented Jeff’s death. I allowed that guilt and pain to ruin our marriage.”

Lesley knew Jordan had been as much at fault as Molly in the breakup of their marriage. Unable to deal with his own grief, he’d buried himself in his work. When they’d become involved, Lesley was well aware that Jeff was the reason Jordan had refused to consider a family. Because she knew how much he’d suffered when he and Molly had lost their son to SIDS, she’d agreed.

“That night in Manuka, I conceived Bethany,” Molly admitted sheepishly.

“Thank heaven you did,” Lesley said with a light laugh, “otherwise both our lives would have been drastically different.” Lesley and Jordan might possibly have married and that would have been a tragic mistake.

“Jordan and I owe a tremendous debt of thanks to Zane.”

Zane. He hadn’t told her, hadn’t so much as whispered a word about his past. He’d been a hired gun. A hired killer.

He hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her the truth, and because she was so caught up in preparing for the wedding—the one he insisted take place by the end of the month—she hadn’t thought to ask.

His past had seemed irrelevant. She knew he’d traveled extensively, and that the injuries he’d sustained had been the result of some military campaign. She’d assumed—she’d believed—he was retired military. She’d never probed into his life before moving to Sleepy Valley and he’d never volunteered. If he’d held back the truth in this matter, it made her wonder what else he was hiding from her.

“How did Jordan know about Zane?” Lesley asked once her head was clear.

“They’re old army buddies.”

So she was right about that at least. Zane had been in the military at some point.

“Are you ready for lunch?” Molly asked enthusiastically.

“Sure.” It was difficult for Lesley to conceal her feelings. She felt as if she’d been hit below the belt, but she did a good job of keeping up a front while they headed for the restaurant. She needed to talk to Zane, confront him with what she’d learned. But she wouldn’t be able to do it before the wedding. Zane was out of town. A business trip, he’d explained.

For the first time since accepting his proposal, she nourished doubts. He’d left town with little more than a message on her cell phone. The trip was unavoidable and he’d be back the night before the wedding.

The wedding. It was going to be a small private affair with only their immediate family members, and a handful of close friends.

Until that moment, Lesley’s biggest uncertainty for the outside wedding had been the weather.

She didn’t feel she had any choice. She was calling off the whole thing. It would be impossible to enter into this commitment until there was complete and total honesty between them.

When they arrived at the restaurant, Lesley was so caught up in her thoughts that she didn’t realize the room was filled with friends and business associates.

“Surprise.” The cry went up like a stage curtain and shocked her. Stunned, she looked to Molly for an explanation.

“It’s a wedding shower,” her friend explained and hugged her close.

A bridal shower for a woman about to cancel the wedding.

* * *

Carl had made an excuse every day for two long, torturous weeks to see Candy. He’d taken her to dinner almost every night. He’d sat through more movies in that period than he’d seen in the past ten years. They’d gone on a picnic. He’d taken her horseback riding. One afternoon, she’d even convinced him to go sailing, and Carl hated the water.

It shocked him to what lengths he’d been willing to stretch for this woman.

He’d bought her gifts, too. Why, he’d bought out the chocolate display at Buckwald’s. Candy’s house was wall-to-wall flowers, and for good measure he’d thrown in a case of wine, a bottle of perfume and some bubble bath.

The bubble bath had come close to ruining him. He groaned aloud every time he thought about Candy bathing, her scrumptious body drenched in nothing but tiny bubbles.

After each and every outing, Carl had come away feeling like he’d slammed his head against a brick wall. The most she’d allowed him was a few token kisses.

Just enough to keep him hooked. Just enough to tantalize him into imagining more. Even now he couldn’t believe he’d allowed her to string him along for the amount of time she had.

As of this moment, Carl was through making a first-class fool of himself. As far as he was concerned, he’d proved himself in spades. If Candy thought he would put up with any more of this lolly-gagging around, then he had a thing or two to tell her.

When he called to suggest they get together that evening, Carl had made it sound as though nothing had changed. Candy had agreed easily enough, but then, she’d done that almost from the first.

He arrived right on time, only this night he didn’t come bearing gifts. She opened the door and smiled sweetly. Like she had every day for the past fourteen, she seemed right pleased to see him.

“We need to sit down for a minute,” he said, stepping into her home and plopping himself down on the sofa.

Her eyes widened at his gruff manner. “Is something wrong?”

“Just sit.” He pointed toward the chair across from him.

Frankly, it surprised him that she was so willing to do as he asked. The woman had a penchant for making his life miserable, and it wouldn’t have surprised him had she stood there and argued.

“We’ve been seeing each other on a regular basis for two weeks now,” he said, keeping his eyes trained on her.

“Yes.” Her smile was deceptive, gentle and kind. Carl was convinced she’d taken a great deal of delight in making him suffer.

“Every time I’ve taken you out, I’ve brought you a gift, just so you’d know how important you are to me.

“I don’t need the gifts, Carl. You’ve gone overboard on that.”

She was telling him!

“At the end of the date, you let me kiss you.”

She demurely lowered her eyelashes. He nearly laughed aloud. There wasn’t a retiring bone in this woman’s body.

“I want to know how much longer it’s going to take, and I want a straight answer.”

She blinked as though she hadn’t a clue what he was talking about. “How much longer?”

“Before we go to bed together.” He wanted to shout the words. “A man can only take so much frustration, and I have to tell you, I reached my limit a good ten days ago.” It was impossible for him to sit still. He sprang to his feet and loomed above her.

“Are you saying the only reason you took me out was because you wanted to get me into bed?”

Carl knew a trap when he saw one. He hadn’t spent all that time in the battlefield without gaining a few insights into the way a strategist’s mind works.

“Not entirely,” he told her. “The fact is I’ve enjoyed getting to know you.” And he had. But not one of the evenings had ended the way he thought they should.

“But taking me to bed weighed heavily into your decision to date me?”

He eyed her, wondering where she was leading, fully expecting her to steer him into a bog of verbal quicksand. “Yes. Can’t you see, Candy, we’re good together.”

Her eyes lit up as though he’d said the magic words. “I think we’re good together, too. These last few weeks have been some of the happiest of my life. Spending time with you, getting to know you and letting you know me has been wonderful.”

“Don’t you think all this time spent together should lead to a natural conclusion?” His gaze fastened on her bedroom door at the end of the hallway. “Candy,” he whispered, “can’t you see? I’m half-crazy wanting you.” He didn’t mention, although she must have noticed, he’d been suffering from perpetual frustration.

Her eyes were tender and Carl was sure she was going to see things his way.

“I agree spending time together does lead to a natural conclusion.”

At last. Carl was eager to have her that he pulled his shirt loose of his waistband. “Oh, baby, I didn’t know what I was going to do if you refused me.” He unsnapped the cuffs of his shirtsleeves and started working the buttons free.

“Carl, that natural conclusion should be marriage, don’t you think?”

Marriage!

Carl froze. He felt as if he’d been sucker punched. So that was what she wanted. So that was what all this was about. It amazed him that he hadn’t seen through her act earlier.

He pointed his finger at her while he started toward the front door. The jaws of the trap were fully exposed now.

“No way.”

“What do you mean, no way?” Candy was back to her normal self. Her hands were planted against her hips and her eyes tossed fire at him a flame thrower couldn’t reproduce.

“I’m not the marrying kind.” He wouldn’t give in on this one, so she’d best get used to the idea right now.

“And I’m not the type to sleep around.”

The suggestion angered him beyond reason. “I only want you to sleep with me. You’ve already done it once, so what’s the big deal?”

“You better get something into that thick skull of yours, Carl Saks.” She held up her bare left hand. “I am not going to bed with you again until there’s a ring around my finger.”

He laughed, and not because she was being particularly funny. The woman was a loony tune if she thought she could trick him into marrying her.

He headed for the door. “You might have spelled that out earlier and saved us both a lot of trouble.”

* * *

Because she had no way of contacting Zane, Lesley was forced to wait until the morning of the wedding. After a sleepless night, she arrived at his home before eight.

From the smells drifting out from the kitchen, it was obvious that Mrs. Applegate had been cooking since the wee hours of the morning. Zane’s housekeeper had insisted upon supplying everything for the reception herself, including the wedding cake.

“You aren’t due here for hours yet,” Mrs. Applegate chided, wearing a wide, happy grin.

“I need to see Zane.”

The housekeeper’s eyes widened with shock. “You can’t do that. Don’t you know it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride on the wedding day? One shouldn’t take this sort of timeless advice lightly.”

“Mrs. Applegate, please, it’s important.”

The older woman was clearly perplexed. “He isn’t here,” she announced stiffly in what Lesley was convinced was a lie.

“Then I’ll find him myself.”

“You can’t, dearie, you just can’t,” Mrs. Applegate insisted, blocking the doorway.

Lesley hadn’t thought she’d have trouble getting past the housekeeper. If the situation wasn’t so ludicrous, she’d laugh.

With little effort, she was able to sidestep the older woman. No sooner had she stepped into the entry hall than Zane appeared at the top of the stairs.

“Lesley.” He sounded pleased to see her.

“I tried to stop her,” Mrs. Applegate called up to him. “You and I both know it’s bad luck to talk to the bride before the wedding.”

“Lesley, what’s wrong?” His eyes delved into hers as he ignored his housekeeper.

“I…I need to talk to you.” The sooner she told him of her decision, the sooner they could contact the guests.

“Come into the library.” He then directed his attention to Mrs. Applegate. “Could you bring us coffee? It looks like we could both use a cup.”

“Of course.” The housekeeper returned to the kitchen, looking none-too-pleased with either one.

Lesley walked over to the fireplace and placed her hand against the mantel. Her heart was racing. “You didn’t tell me,” she said.

“Didn’t tell you what?”

“That you were a mercenary.”

Her words were met with silence. “We both have our secrets.”

“That’s not true,” she cried.

He arched his brows. “You never mentioned that you were once almost engaged to Jordan Larabee either.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

“THAT’S DIFFERENT,” LESLEY INSISTED. “Jordan wasn’t in love with me…and I wasn’t…didn’t think…we never…” She tried to explain, but her tongue kept getting in the way. Abruptly snapping her mouth closed, she glared at him. “How long have you known about Jordan and me?”

“Two days.” He spoke casually, as though it were of little importance to him. As if she were overreacting to the news he’d been a soldier for hire. “It wouldn’t have mattered, Lesley. There was no reason to keep it from me.”

She felt the heat crawl up her neck. The entire time she’d dated Jordan, Lesley had been uncomfortably aware that he remained officially married. While it was true he and Molly were separated and had been for years, nevertheless, Lesley had been uneasy. Again and again Jordan had assured her there was no chance of a reconciliation Lesley had wanted to believe that and so she’d overruled her objections.

“We each have a past,” Zane reminded her gently. “I’m fairly confident that over the years we’ve both said and done things we regret. As far as I’m concerned, that’s where all this belongs. In the past.”

“But…” He made sense; her fear was that she so badly wanted to marry Zane, she was tempted to overlook everything else. The same way she’d tried to ignore the fact Jordan was still married while they dated.

“What you learned about me is true,” he said evenly. “I was once a paid soldier, but I’ve made a new life for myself now, here in Sleepy Valley.”

With his injuries it would be impossible for him to return to the field, she reminded herself. Those days were behind him, and he was looking to her for his future. Just as she counted on him for her own.

“I can’t force you to marry me—that decision is yours. But if you want to call off the wedding, then you’ll need to make up your mind soon.” He glanced at his watch. “By my estimate, our guests will be arriving in less than four hours. What’s it to be, Lesley?”

It didn’t pass her notice that he didn’t offer her any inducements. He didn’t attempt to sway her with pretty words. Not once had he claimed to love her. He offered his life without promises, without guarantees. It was a take-it-or-leave-it affair. For all the emotion he revealed, her decision mattered little to him.

“What’s it to be?” he repeated.

Zane had always been fair with her. He could have lied any number of times, and hadn’t. She respected and admired him. As he claimed, the past was over and done. Nothing would change that. So he hadn’t lived the life of a saint. Neither had she. Some of her mistakes had been glaring.

He held himself stiffly away from her as he waited for her reply. Lesley raised her head until their eyes met. He held her look for several moments, but she was able to read nothing.

“We’re both crazy,” she whispered. Enough people had told her that for Lesley to start believing it.

“Agreed,” he said smoothly.

She briefly closed her eyes and prayed she was making the right decision. “I think you’ll make me a good husband, Zane Ackerman.”

For the first time that morning he smiled. “I certainly intend to try.”

* * *

The wedding took place at noon. Zane stood at Lesley’s side at the viewpoint that overlooked Lake Michigan. He felt his grandmother would have approved.

The sun shone gloriously, and the sky was clear blue and bright. A happy omen, he’d like to think, but he wasn’t foolish enough to believe there weren’t plenty of clouds on the horizon, plenty of storms ahead for Lesley and him.

He had played it cool with her that morning, and his gamble had paid off. He’d gone so far as to tell her that her relationship with Jordan didn’t bother him, but even as he said the words, he realized it was a lie.

The little green monster was an alien emotion to Zane. It had taken him the better part of two days to identify the emotion. As soon as he learned that Jordan and Lesley had once been involved, he realized that his longtime friend was the reason Lesley hadn’t married.

She’d claimed otherwise, but it didn’t add up. When Molly came back into Jordan’s life, Lesley nobly stepped aside, but she carried her heart on her sleeve as far as the other man was concerned. It all made a crazy kind of sense.

As he’d claimed earlier, they’d both made their mistakes. He couldn’t criticize Lesley for entering into this marriage with her own agenda. He had one himself.

Zane repeated his vows in a deep, strong voice, harboring no qualms. No second thoughts. No fears. He pledged his heart and his life to her without reservation. When he finished, he discovered her staring up at him and offered her a reassuring smile.

Lesley repeated her own vows in a clear, smooth voice, her gaze held by Zane’s.

When Zane slipped the solitary diamond on her finger, his heart swelled with fierce pride. She was his wife now, and there was no turning back for either of them. That was just the way Zane wanted it.

* * *

Following the reception, under a barrage of rice and well wishes, Lesley and Zane hurried to his car. He drove them to a secluded cabin deep in the woods for a four-day honeymoon. It was unfortunate, but Lesley couldn’t take more time from her work. If she’d had time to properly plan the wedding, she could have asked for vacation time, but Zane had been unwilling to postpone the wedding even one month. She never had understood his rush.

“The cabin is lovely, she said, standing next to her suitcase in the middle of the large open room. The two-story log structure belonged to a friend of Zane’s.

Huge picture windows overlooked the meadow below where a field of wildflowers exploded with vivid color. The fireplace dominated another wall, and a thick imitation bearskin rug was spread across the polished hardwood floor.

“Are you hungry?” Zane asked, after delivering their luggage to the bedroom.

Lesley shook her head, although she’d barely eaten all day. All at once, she realized she was nervous.

“It looks like we might be in for a storm,” Zane commented, walking over to the window and glancing at the sky.

“A storm?” That seemed impossible when only hours earlier there hadn’t been a cloud in sight.

“I’m partial to storms myself,” her husband admitted, staring at the darkening sky. His hands were clenched behind his back.

Lesley remained where she was. A number of times she’d considered the physical aspect of their relationship, but with everything so hectic before the wedding, they’d never discussed it. She wished now that they had; it might have helped diminish her nervousness.

“You like the rain?” she asked.

Zane looked over his shoulder, grinning at her sheepishly. “How soon you forget.”

Lesley blushed. She had forgotten. The first time he’d kissed her had been the night of the storm when she’d gone out to the barn with him to settle the horses. Later, as the thunder had boomed overhead and the lightning blazed across the heavens, she’d made her way downstairs and found him in the library.

“I wanted to make love to you that night,” Zane admitted in words so low, she had to strain to hear him. “I’ve haven’t stopped wanting you.” Slowly he turned to face her.

Lesley moistened her lips.

“I’m not a handsome man.”

She wanted to contradict him, but couldn’t find the strength to do so. Never had she desired a man as much as she did Zane right that moment.

“My body is less than perfect.” He kept his hands behind his back, and his eyes steadfastly held hers.

Lesley’s breathing went shallow, as she started unfastening the buttons to her silk suit. Her movements seemed to mesmerize him into speechlessness. She removed her jacket and blouse, then paused long enough to fold and neatly set them aside.

“Lesley?” Again his voice was a fragile thread of sound.

“I certainly hope you aren’t about to suggest we delay making love,” she said, and reached behind her to fiddle with the skirt zipper. The zipper rasped open in the tense silence that followed.

Zane didn’t answer her question and she glanced up, waiting. He stood frozen in place. It looked almost as if he’d stopped breathing.

Lesley stepped out of her skirt and neatly placed it on the chair with the blouse and jacket. She stood half a room away, wearing her tap pants and bra.

Zane didn’t move. Although the room had darkened with the approach of the storm, he couldn’t conceal the effect she had on him. He made no move toward her, but a wild look filled his eyes. His feet were braced apart and his arms remained behind him. His breathing swelled his chest and he seemed to be taking in deeper and deeper breaths and holding them longer and longer. Although he didn’t move, didn’t speak, she could feel the tension in his body.

“Do you still want me, Zane?” she asked. The role of the temptress was new to her, but she found she enjoyed it.

His eyes drifted shut, and she didn’t know why he was fighting her so hard. His Adam’s apple moved up and down in his throat.

Mumbling something she couldn’t understand, he started to undress. His hands were quick, the action jerky and disconnected in his rush.

“Yes, I want you.” He couldn’t remove his shirt fast enough to suit him. He wadded it up and carelessly tossed it aside. His stomach was flat, smooth and hard, and while she would have taken pleasure appreciating it more, he squatted down to take off his shoes. He unbuckled his belt next, and slipped his pants over his lean hips, revealing the extent of the injuries to his leg.

The scars that mangled his flesh caused her to draw in a deep breath. How he must have suffered. At her soft gasp, Zane glanced her way but didn’t hesitate as he stepped out of his pants.

“I told you what to expect.” He offered neither apology or explanation. He glanced toward the loft where the master bedroom was situated and to the stairway leading to it.

“Not there,” she whispered.

His questioning eyes returned to her.

“Here.” She sat on the rug in front of the fireplace and enjoyed the soft feel of the rug against her skin. It didn’t take him long to ease down beside her.

He leaned forward and kissed her with infinite care. The kiss was long and slow and deep. As he pressed his rough palm against the smooth skin of her abdomen, he claimed another deep kiss. She panted while he stroked her soft flesh, his calloused hands arousing her to a fever pitch.

“Zane.” She broke off the kiss and tossed her head from side to side pleaded for what they both sought. “Please…I need you so much.”

Zane groaned and became one with his wife. Afterward he held her close, his breathing harsh and heavy. Lesley wrapped her arms around him, buried her face in his neck and silently wept. He’d given her only pleasure, but the beauty of what they’d shared demanded an emotional release, and that came in the form of tears.

“Lesley?” He gently stroked the hair away from her face.

She shook her head, not wanting to answer him.

“I hurt you?”

“No…nothing like that.”

He reversed their positions so that she was above him. He continued to smooth her hair as he held her close.

“Will it always be this good?” she whispered when she could.

Zane kissed the top of her head and slowly exhaled a deep breath. “I sincerely hope not.”

Confused, Lesley raised her head to look at him and saw that he was smiling.

“A man could die from this much pleasure.”

Lesley laughed and closed her eyes. That being the case, they both just might be dead before the end of the week.

* * *

Carl was not a happy man. Zane was married, which was shocking enough, and now Candy was looking to slip a ring through his nose. Well, he had news for her. Zane might have taken leave of his senses, but not so with Carl. He’d as soon leap off a bridge as take a wife.

Every time he thought about how Candy had led him down a merry path, it irked him. He should have known better than to trust a woman. She’d been plotting against him from the first, and he’d been to blind to recognize what she was doing and had fallen for it.

Carl walked into the kitchen and vented his frustration by slamming the door.

“When are Zane and Lesley due back?” he asked Mrs. Applegate.

“Monday,” the cook said, ladling soup into a bowl. “Sit down. Lunch is ready.”

“What kind of soup is that?”

“Chicken noodle.”

He hadn’t had much of an appetite lately. “I think I’ll skip lunch.”

She emptied the bowl back into the pot. “Suit yourself. I don’t know what burr’s under your saddle, young man, but I suggest you take care of it.”

Carl glared at the older woman. Even the kindly housekeeper had been in a surly mood of late. It used to be that they’d laugh and joke. No longer.

“You’ve been snapping everyone’s head off for the last week. What’s the matter with you?” she demanded. “I swear you’d complain if they hung you with a new rope.”

Carl growled a response and slammed the door on his way out, just as he had on his way into the kitchen.

He hated to admit it, but the old woman was right. Dang it all—he was angry. Most of his irritation was directed at Candy, but he wasn’t feeling kindly toward Zane, either.

Married. Zane. It didn’t add up.

Frankly, Carl was worried, but what Zane did with his life was his own business. Carl knew his friend wouldn’t take kindly to any advice or interference.

Carl was willing to admit that his mood had deteriorated in the past week without Candy. He hoped that she missed him enough to come to her senses. In thinking back over their last conversation, he realized that he’d been vague about what he intended to offer her. He’d be a generous lover and it was only fair that she know that.

She’d had a week to realize the error of her ways. He refused to allow a woman to manipulate him and she’d best learn that right now. But on the other hand, it was only fair that he give her an opportunity to apologize.

It felt as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders as Carl climbed into his truck. He’d bet a year’s pay that Candy had been miserable without him. More than likely she’d be grateful he gave her the opportunity to set matters right.

He whistled as he drove into town and parked in front of the feed store. Not wanting to appear obvious, he’d gone to the trouble of making up a list of several items he needed. None of them were essential, but she didn’t know that.

Carl spied Candy the minute he walked into the store. Her gaze zeroed in on him, as well. Oh my, but she was a sight for sore eyes. Pretty as he remembered. More so, he decided. Generally she wore jeans and a shirt to work—not so this day. She had on a Western-style blouse and an ankle-length denim skirt with a lace-fringed petticoat that was three or so inches longer than the skirt. Just seeing her again, the ache inside him intensified tenfold.

“Good afternoon, Carl,” she said, leaving Slim to deal with the one other customer in the store.

He was right, she’d missed him! To show her what a forgiving kind of guy he was, he returned her smile full measure. His heart gave a happy lurch.

“What can I do for you?”

He’d almost forgotten about his list. He reached inside his shirt pocket and handed it to her.

She took it and briefly scanned the contents. “You picked up worming medication the last time you were in. Are you sure you need it again?”

“Throw it in anyway.” He knew what he did and didn’t have in stock.

“This doesn’t look like it’ll be a problem. Do you want me to have it delivered?”

If he did, there was a chance she’d send someone out with it and not come herself. “I can take it with me now.”

“Sure thing.” With the piece of paper in hand, Candy paraded around the store, collecting items.

Carl followed her. “How have you been?” he asked conversationally. He tucked his thumb inside his belt loop and struck a casual pose. He didn’t think she would be honest enough to admit she’d been lonely without him, but it would be a nice touch if she had.

“Good,” she answered absently, gathering together his goods and stacking them on the counter. “How about yourself?”

“Fine, just fine.” He tried to make it sound as though he hadn’t a care in the world. “I decided to buy the Gaudette spread. I put earnest money down on it Wednesday.”

“Congratulations.” She glanced his way and smiled approvingly. She did seem genuinely pleased. Many an afternoon had been spent with her, reviewing his ideas for the property. He was taking her advice on a number of suggestions she’d offered.

“It looks like the deal will close within six weeks.” He felt good about having made that decision. “I thought you’d want to know that I’ve decided not to cut down those apple trees.” He’d made the concession because she felt so strongly about those trees. One of them needed to extend an olive branch first.

“That’s great. If you want a recommendation for someone to prune them, let me know. Hank Harris over at the nursery does an excellent job with that sort of thing.”

“I appreciate knowing that.”

She tallied his order and he paid her. There didn’t seem to be much more to say. “See you later.”

“Have a good day.”

“You, too.” Carl headed toward the door, then hesitated. He wasn’t ready to leave yet. He hadn’t told her any of the things he’d wanted to say. It was a shame to come all the way into town for a load of supplies he didn’t need.

With a bag tucked under his arm, he followed Candy to the back of the store. She was three rungs up a ladder, shuffling salt blocks from one shelf to another. The sight of her derriere thrust at eye level tantalized him to the point of distraction and he found it necessary to look away.

“I’d like to talk to you,” he suggested, making sure his voice contained just the right amount of friendliness, but not overly much.

“Anytime,” she said, twisting around and glancing down at him.

“How about a cup of coffee?”

“When?”

When did she think he meant? “Now suits me.”

“Sorry, Carl, I can’t. Eric Kitsap is stopping by.”

“The veterinarian?”

“We’re driving into Chicago this afternoon.”

“What for?” he demanded. What Carl knew about Eric Kitsap he didn’t like. Mainly that he was a young buck who looked as if he had plenty of wild oats yet to sow. Carl wanted it understood, right now, that he wasn’t about to let Candy anywhere within a hundred feet of the new veterinarian.

She glared down at him. “That’s none of your business, Carl Saks.”

“I’m making it my business.”

She sighed heavily. “As it happens, we’re attending a dinner.”

“Over my dead body.” He clenched his teeth, ready to do battle right then and there if necessary.

The friendliness had left Candy’s eyes, replaced by a chill that would have caused a lesser man’s blood to run cold.

Then it dawned on him that he was doing it again, playing right into her hands. Candy had set him up on purpose, just to make him jealous. He nearly fell for it. The woman was crafty—he’d say that for her. Well, he wasn’t a dummy. He’d let her stew in her own juices.

“You’re absolutely right,” he said, backing away. “It isn’t any of my business. You could date a different man every night of the week if you wanted.”

Candy moved down two rungs on the ladder so that they were eye level. It demanded every ounce of self-control Carl possessed not to bring her into his arms. His knees felt weak for need of her.

“Is that what you want, Carl?” The question was so softly asked that for a moment he thought he imagined it. “Do you want me dating other men?”

She was about to set him in another trap. He couldn’t very well confess that it did plague him for her to see another man. Nor could he lie and not have her know it was a bold-faced fabrication.

She stared at him intently, awaiting his reply.

He frowned, and then growled out the truth. “It bothers the hell out of me, but if the price of having you exclusively means a ring through my nose, then I say you can date every man in town, because I’m not willing to sacrifice my freedom for you or any other woman.”

He thought he saw moisture form in her eyes, but then was sure he was mistaken. The woman was nothing if not proud.

“That answers that,” she said and turned away from him.

With nothing more to say, Carl wandered outside. He didn’t experience a sense of triumph the way he should. Instead, the loneliness he’d experienced in the past week seemed to yawn even wider.

* * *

Lesley hummed softly to herself as she washed the few dishes they’d dirtied over breakfast. Soon they would head back to Sleepy Valley, and the following day she was scheduled to return to the office.

Her time with Zane had been idyllic and she hated it to end. These few days in the cabin would be all the honeymoon they would have.

Between the renovation project, Mrs. Applegate and Carl, the house would hum with activity. Her own work schedule was hectic. It was unlikely Lesley would be able to share much uninterrupted time with Zane again for a number of weeks. Especially since she would be making the ninety-minute drive to and from the office every day.

Zane moved behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. He turned her in his arms for a slow, warm kiss. After the past few days and nights of lovemaking, they were familiar with each other’s bodies. There was no reason to be reticent, no reason for either of them to be shy.

“The car’s packed.”

“I’ll be finished here in a few minutes.” Pressing her head to his shoulder, she whispered, “I don’t want to go back, Zane. I want to stay here forever with you.”

“I feel the same.” He glanced longingly at the faux bear rug where they’d first made love.

“Zane,” she whispered, reading her husband’s mind. “What are you thinking?”

“Do you need to ask?” His grin was sexy enough to curl her toes.

“Now?”

He chuckled. “Yes, now.”

Lesley offered no resistance when he carried her to the rug that had initiated their lovemaking. She’d lost count of the number of times they’d made love in the past few days. In no way did his injuries impede his lovemaking.

She knew he was eager for them to start their family—she was too. It was a subject they’d discussed frequently—but Zane seemed to be on a mission to accomplish the deed in record time.

Wrapping her arms around her husband, Lesley hugged him to her breast, her heart pounding wildly as they joined they became one.

When they’d finished, Zane buried his face in her neck as he struggled to bring his breathing under control. Closing her eyes, she savored the moments they’d shared.

In the silence that followed, he held her close. It didn’t trouble her that he’d never spoken of love. The words weren’t important; he’d proved it in other ways. She was aware that once their physical hunger had been sated, they would need to learn to communicate on other levels, but for now this was enough.

During the three-hour drive back to Sleepy Valley, Lesley propped her head against Zane’s shoulder. Neither spoke much. Zane seemed as aware as she about what changes their life would take upon their return.

Mrs. Applegate was on the porch to greet them when Zane pulled into the driveway. The housekeeper threw open her arms as though they’d been away for years instead of a few days.

“Welcome home,” she called out, then rushed down the stairs and hugged Lesley.

“Thank you. It’s good to be home.”

Zane tucked his arm around Lesley’s waist. “How’s everything been here?”

“Good. No trouble.”

“Great.” Together they walked into the house. Zane moved to the library and started sorting through the mail.

“I’ve got a special dinner all planned for you two this evening.” Mrs. Applegate clenched her hands together as she described in details each course, starting with wild rice mushroom soup.

“It isn’t necessary to go to all that trouble, Mrs. Applegate,” Lesley admonished. She should have known better.

The woman looked offended. “Of course it is. By the way, your things arrived and I took the liberty of unpacking them in the master bedroom.”

“Thank you.” Lesley’s eyes followed Zane. He was poring over a letter and frowning heavily.

“Bad news?” she asked, joining her husband.

He didn’t answer.

“Zane?”

He looked at her as though she hadn’t spoken. “Is there a problem?” she queried a second time.

He attempted to reassure her with a weak smile. It didn’t work. Whatever was in that letter had deeply distressed him. It troubled her that he wasn’t comfortable enough with her yet to share whatever it was.

Mrs. Applegate outdid herself with dinner, and Lesley raved over the prime rib, but it didn’t escape the cook’s notice that neither Lesley nor Zane appeared to have much of an appetite.

Following dinner, Zane returned to the library. Lesley followed and closed the doors.

“You might as well tell me, you know.”

His eyes rounded with surprise. “Tell you what?”

“Something is obviously wrong. I noticed it when we first arrived home. As soon as you read that letter.” She motioned toward his desk.

His response wasn’t really an answer. “I have to go away for a few days.”

He didn’t offer any reasons, didn’t volunteer any details.

“When?” she asked.

“I don’t know—soon.”

“How soon? Next week, next month…?” she persisted.

He didn’t answer.

“How long will you be away?”

He hesitated. “A week, maybe longer.” Again he offered no additional information.

She knew that he wasn’t any keener on going than she was on having him leave. But drilling him with questions he didn’t want to answer would serve no useful purpose.

“I’ll miss you,” she said softly.

The intensity with which his eyes darkened told her that he felt the same way.





CHAPTER NINE

THE PAIN IN ZANE’S LEG intensified as he continued with the physical therapy. He’d been working out three and four hours each day in an effort to build up his endurance. His routine rarely changed. He started with straight leg lifts, then leg curls, followed by hip adductions and toe and calf raises.

Sweat broke out across his forehead as he gritted his teeth and focused his concentration on working his injured thigh, hoping to regain what mobility he could.

The feeling of urgency drove him to push himself harder and harder. He had to leave Lesley soon. Much sooner than he wanted. He had to find Schuyler before the temptation to stay grew too strong to resist.

In retrospect, Zane realized he’d been incredibly naive to think he could marry Lesley and not fall in love with her. When he’d learned about her relationship with Jordan Larabee, his feelings had been mixed. He strongly suspected she continued to hold some tenderness for the contractor. Being the noble, kind person that she was, Lesley had stepped aside in order to give Jordan and Molly the opportunity to give their marriage a second chance.

A part of Zane had been relieved to know about Lesley’s involvement with Jordan. If she continued to love Jordan then she wasn’t as likely to care as deeply for him. After Zane was killed, she’d mourn his death, but it wouldn’t devastate her, and that comforted him.

At the same time, Zane had nearly been consumed with jealousy. The thought of Lesley loving another man ate at him like a school of piranha. Again and again he forced himself to remember that they’d both gone into this marriage for specific reasons, none of which had to do with love.

Now, without warning, the rules had changed. For the first time in his life, Zane Ackerman was falling in love.

Attaching any romantic sentiment to their marriage was something he’d never intended. It was both foolish and dangerous to become emotionally involved with Lesley, and yet it seemed impossible not to love her.

In the weeks since their wedding, Zane had grown accustomed to having his wife at his side. When she left for the office in the morning, he counted the hours until her return.

Each night he anxiously anticipated her homecoming. By four o’clock he actively watched the time, wanting to be close by to personally welcome her home. He worried about the long commute, feared an accident, but said nothing.

Following dinner, they often sat in the library and talked over coffee, sharing details of their day. Zane had come to appreciate her wit and her intelligence. More and more he realized how fortunate his child would be to have Lesley for his or her mother.

Following their wedding, his nights, once filled with demons and nightmares, became Zane’s favorite part of the day. A thousand times he reminded himself he wasn’t a teenager and that his fierce physical need for her was sure to burn itself out soon. He was wrong. To this point it hadn’t happened. Zane tried to convince himself that the sole purpose in their lovemaking was to impregnate Lesley quickly. Once the deed was done, he would be free to go after Schuyler the way he’d vowed. Once he was certain Lesley carried his child, there would be no excuse to linger. At the rate with which he worked to that end, he didn’t think it would take more than a month or two. He actively prayed it wouldn’t.

For the first time in his life, Zane felt completely and utterly content. It took him far longer than it should have to acknowledge he was happy, although it seemed to be obvious to everyone else. Even Mrs. Applegate took delight in telling him so.

“I thought I’d find you in here.” Carl Saks strolled into the exercise room and broke into his thoughts. Carl hesitated before he asked, “Have you got a minute?”

Zane was grateful for an excuse to quit and reached for a hand towel. “Sure.” He wiped the sweat off his face. “What’s on your mind?”

Carl was looking almost haggard these days. They rarely talked, and since the wedding, his friend had taken to eating his meals alone. Zane knew it wasn’t anything personal. Carl was offering Zane this time to be with Lesley, and if he guessed right, Carl had his own love interest.

“The bank phoned this morning and everything’s progressing smoothly with me buying the Gaudette property. It looks like I’ll be moving at the end of the week.”

“That soon?” Zane didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until Carl responded.

“Actually, I’m grateful to have a place of my own.”

Zane could well appreciate that, but he felt fortunate that Carl had stayed on this long. “It’s not going to be the same around here without you,” he said.

“You’ve got Lesley now,” Carl said.

A smile gladdened Zane’s heart at the thought of his wife. She’d be home soon, and he’d be leaving. He was going to miss her. In two days time he’d be leaving for a week. Zane dreaded going, hated the thought of seven torturous days and nights without her. But it was necessary if he was going to find Schuyler. The news he’d received gave him cause for concern. There was a possibility the terrorist had discovered Zane was alive.

“Married life seems to agree with you,” Carl said. He walked over to the mini-refrigerator and helped himself to a cold beer. Zane opted for a soda.

Zane shrugged, not sure how to answer his friend. His marriage wasn’t a comfortable subject for Zane. “How are things going between you and—” He wasn’t allowed to finish the question.

“They’re not,” Carl snapped. “She refused to sleep with me unless there was a ring around her finger.” He took a quick, deep swallow of beer. “The woman’s unreasonable, and as far as I’m concerned, I’m better off without her.”

Zane had difficulty hiding a smile. “So she wants nothing less than marriage?”

“Have you ever heard anything so ridiculous in your life?”

Zane laughed outright. “I can’t say that I have.”

The sarcasm flew over Carl’s head. His friend seemed to forget that Zane was a newlywed himself.

“She’s been dating the new vet in town,” his friend continued, and his jaw tensed. “Apparently she’s hoping it’ll make me jealous. It isn’t going to work, but she doesn’t know that. I refuse to allow a woman to manipulate me. I told her up front that I’m not the marrying kind, and she best accept it right now ’cause I’m not changing my mind.”

Carl’s face was flushed with anger by the time he finished.

Zane held up both hands. “Peace. Peace.”

“Sorry. I guess my feelings are more heated than I realized.” Then all at once Carl seemed to understand what he’d implied. “I’m real glad for you and Lesley, though,” he added quickly. “Frankly, I never thought I’d see the day that any woman could maneuver you to the altar. I guess it took someone like Lesley.” He hesitated. “Don’t get me wrong. I couldn’t be more pleased for you. Lesley’s a hell of a woman.”

Zane didn’t want to talk about his marriage. “Thanks,” he said shortly.

“I’ve got to tell you I was getting downright worried about you going after Schuyler,” Carl went on to say, more relaxed now. “It’s a suicide mission and we both know it.”

Zane turned his back on his friend, unwilling to discuss his plans with Carl. He should have realized it wouldn’t be easy to fool his friend.

“You have abandoned the idea, haven’t you?”

It took Zane a long time to answer.

“Haven’t you?” Carl stressed.

Zane could see no way to avoid the truth. “No.”

The silence between them felt loud enough to break through the sound barrier.

“What do you mean—no?”

“I made a vow.” Carl of all people should appreciate the seriousness of his words. Dan and Dave had been brutally murdered by a madman. Zane had stood over their grave sites and vowed revenge.

Carl’s gaze narrowed slightly. “If you intend to find Schuyler…”

“I do.” Zane wanted no room for misunderstanding.

“Then, do you mind telling me what possessed you to marry Lesley?”

The question was hurled at him, a mixture of disbelief and anger. Carl’s gaze bore holes straight thought him.

“What’s between Lesley and me is my business.”

“Does she know what you’re planning?”

‘That’s none of your affair.”

Carl tossed the half-empty beer into the waste can. “I can’t believe this.” He plowed his fingers through his hair, “This is crazy.” He straddled the bench, and glared at Zane. “There comes a time in life when a man faces a bridge.”

“You’re beginning to sound like Mrs. Applegate,” Zane said, striving to look bored.

“Either you cross that bridge, or you burn it.”

“At the risk of repeating myself, let me remind you that what I do with my life is my business.”

Carl stood abruptly and studied Zane intently. “Lesley doesn’t know, does she? Of course she doesn’t,” he said, answering his own question. “You married her without her knowing you fully intend to get yourself killed.”

“Keep Lesley out of this.” Zane was fast losing his patience. He stood and clenched his fists at his sides. “I know what I’m doing.”

“You’re sacrificing your life.”

“I’m avenging Dan and Dave. They were like family to me, and I will not let their murders go unanswered.”

The two men scowled at one another.

“Zane.” Lesley’s sweet voice drifted from the hallway. She came into the exercise room. Zane tore his gaze away from Carl to greet his wife. Her happiness bubbled over as she hurried into his arms. Zane briefly held her against him and closed his eyes. Her smile was potent enough to brighten the darkest corners of his heart.

“I hope I’m not interrupting you?” Lesley glanced apologetically to Carl.

“Are you going to tell her?” Carl demanded, ignoring her question. “She has a right to know.”

Clearly confused by the aggression in Carl’s voice, Lesley hesitated. “Tell me what?”

* * *

Candy carried a load of groceries into the house and set the two bulky sacks on the kitchen counter. She’d purposely chosen to shop at a store where she wasn’t as well-known. The last thing she needed was for some clerk to announce to everyone in Sleepy Valley that she’d bought a home pregnancy test.

Candy didn’t know what to think. Generally she was regular as clockwork, but this time she was late. Later than she’d ever been. Closing her eyes, she flattened her hand over her stomach. A knot formed in her throat at the prospect of being pregnant.

It would be just like Carl to think she’d done this on purpose, as if he weren’t a contributing factor. She hadn’t talked to him in twelve days. It was the longest stretch of time they’d been apart since…since that fateful afternoon. He was ignoring her, or pretending to, but Candy knew otherwise.

Apparently, Carl didn’t understand what living in a small town meant. Every time he asked about her, the news made its way back to her. From all she was hearing, he was doing a lot of asking.

Mostly, his inquiries had to do with her seeing Dr. Kitsap. If the man had any brains in his head, he’d realize Eric Kitsap was a kid fresh out of veterinarian school.

It was true they’d gone to dinner a couple of times, but it was nothing serious, nor was it likely to develop into anything more than friendship.

Candy emptied the groceries onto the counter, then neatly tucked them inside her cupboards. The pregnancy test glared at her with accusing eyes until she finally took it into the bathroom and set it on the back of the toilet. She’d confront that issue later, when she’d built up her nerve.

She could be carrying Carl’s baby.

There was no need to worry about that now, she told herself, putting on a brave front. If she was pregnant, she’d deal with the matter the way she had with everything else in her life—straight on with no excuses.

In an effort to put some order to her troubled thoughts, Candy walked out front and reached for the green garden hose. Her rose bushes were beginning to look peaked. She often watered her flower beds when she needed to think matters through.

Because she was so caught up in her thoughts, she didn’t hear Carl until he spoke.

“Candy.”

She whirled around, shocked to find him standing on the sidewalk on the other side of her white picket fence. The first thing she noticed was how pale he looked, as though all the fight had gone out of him. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—agree to his terms, but she hadn’t the energy to fight him.

“Hello, Carl.”

“I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by.”

If ever she heard a lie, it was now, but she didn’t call him on it. Antagonizing him now would serve no useful purpose.

“Can I come in?” he asked, his eyes dark and serious.

She nodded, still too shocked to respond verbally. The garden hose continued to spew out water as she stood there transfixed by the man who’d occupied her thoughts day and night for weeks on end.

“You could invite me inside.”

“Of course…” Forgetting the hose was in her hand, she gestured toward the house and thoroughly doused the front of his shirt and pants.

Carl swore and leapt back.

Candy looked at him in shocked horror, then burst out laughing.

“This isn’t funny,” he growled, slapping his hand against his front in an effort to get rid of the excess moisture.

Candy hastily turned off the water and moved inside the house to provide him with a towel. She hadn’t wet him on purpose, but she couldn’t think of anyone who deserved it more.

“Take off your shirt and I’ll stick it in the dryer.”

He stripped it off and handed it to her. She realized her mistake the moment she saw how broad and muscular his shoulders were. His powerful chest was marked by a patchwork display of short curly hair.

They’d made love, may have even created a child together, but this was the first time she’d ever seen Carl without his shirt. The sight was something to behold.

Unfortunately, letting him know that would be a mistake. “It might be best if you kept your pants on,” she mumbled, and made her way to the laundry room.

“I disagree,” he said.

She was surprised to realize he’d followed her. Standing there next to the dryer, she dragged a deep breath though her lungs. Leave it to Carl to turn the tables on her. Generally, her wicked tongue got her out of embarrassing situations like this one, but at the moment she felt completely devoid of wit. Her heart hammered wildly, and she feared she would blurt out something stupid and he’d immediately guess she might be pregnant.

“What?” he asked her softly. “No witty reply.”

He was behind her, so close, she could feel his breath stir the soft hairs at the base of her neck.

“I…I…”

He braced his hands against the smooth skin of her shoulders. His touch was light and gentle. So very gentle. Shivers of awareness chased up her arms.

“You’ve missed me, haven’t you, sweetheart?”

Candy closed her eyes and bit her lower lip. She had missed him. Dreadfully so.

His voice was seductive and low as he slipped his hands from her arms and around her front, holding her backside against him. Candy was obliged to swallow an involuntary moan.

“I’ve missed you,” he whispered before he lowered his mouth to her neck. His tongue made moist circular movements against the highly sensitized area while his hands worked their magic.

Candy drew in a shaky breath and eased away from him.”No,” she gasped. “Not again…”

“Yes, sweetheart, yes.” Carl’s rasped voice sounded in her ear, separating the short distance between them.

Her breathing sputtered and her heart felt as though it were about to explode. This couldn’t be happening. Not here. Not in her laundry room with a man who only wanted one thing from her. Not with Carl who promised her nothing, and demanded her soul.

“Candy, for the love of heaven have mercy on me,” he pleaded as he twisted her around to face him.

With a sob, Candy buried her face in his shoulder. Oh how he tempted her.

“I need you, Candy.”

Not giving her time to think, he claimed her mouth in a bone-melting kiss.

“Let me show you how much I’ve missed you,” he managed between kisses, his lips tugging at hers.

It cost her the earth to break away from him.

His eyes revealed his shock.

Candy wiped the hair away from her face. She was confident her cheeks were candy apple red. “I can’t.”

He groaned and closed his eyes. “We’ve been all through that. I’ll be good to you, sweetheart.”

“Good? Define good. You’ll seduce me in the laundry room? Is that good?”

He looked bewildered and confused. “I never intended for this to happen. It just did, but it was great. It’s always great with us. You can’t deny that.”

As embarrassing as it was to admit, he was right.

“I want you to move in with me,” he ordered, leaving no room for argument. “I’m moving into the Gaudette place this weekend. We’ve talked about it so often, it’s only right that you be there with me.” He reached for her hand and kissed her knuckles. “The house needs a woman’s touch…Forget the house! I need you.”

He was offering her a place in his life, which was something she’d never thought he’d do. It was a step, but not in the right direction.

“I’ve never asked a woman to move in with me. I want you to know that.” He wrapped her in his arms. “If you don’t want that, then fine. But, sweetheart, I’ve got to have you. You’re driving me crazy. I don’t sleep nights. I’ve lost my appetite. If it bothers you that people will talk…well, we can be discreet. Only, I can’t play these games any longer…It’s not good for either of us.”

Candy braced her forehead against his shoulder. “What…what if I were to…you know…get pregnant? Would you be willing to marry me then?”

He broke away from her so abruptly, she nearly collapsed.

“Pregnant?” He said the word and gave a short laugh. “No way. Okay, okay, you want to talk about kids. Fine, we can do that, but not for a long time.”

“How long?”

“Years. Just don’t make the mistake of thinking you can convince me to marry you because you’re pregnant. That might work with another man, but not me.

All at once, Candy was so furious that it was impossible to see beyond the red haze of her anger. “You’re an idiot.” Her rage made the words nearly unintelligible. “Do you think I got pregnant on purpose?” she shouted. “It takes two, you know.”

He glared at her as if she were speaking in another language.

“Get out of my house.”

“You’re pregnant?”

She shoved his shoulders, steering him toward the front door.

Carl’s mouth hung halfway to his knees. “Are you telling me you’re already pregnant?”

“Get out before I phone the police, and don’t think I won’t, Carl Saks. Don’t make the mistake of believing I wouldn’t derive a great deal of pleasure throwing your sorry butt in jail.”

The front door was open and she gave him one last shove. His shoulders hit the screen door with enough force for him to wince.

She started to close the door, and would have taken a good deal of pleasure in slamming it in his face. But at the last moment, he moved.

The door shut hard enough to rattle the windows.

Candy leaned against the wood frame and wrapped her arms around herself. The only person who could reduce her to this was Carl Saks. The sooner he was completely out of her life, the better.

* * *

“I wish I knew what it was you and Carl argued about,” Lesley told her husband. They sat in the study, drinking coffee. Lesley noticed that Zane seemed less communicative this evening. She suspected it had something to do with the confrontation with his friend.

“Zane?” she probed when he didn’t immediately respond.

“That’s between me and Carl.”

Lesley felt a tightness take hold of her chest at his words. Zane shared so little of himself with her.

“I heard Carl tell Mrs. Applegate he’s moving this weekend.”

Again Zane acted as though he hadn’t heard her speak.

“I hope it’s not because of your argument.”

“It isn’t.”

Lesley couldn’t stand it. She tossed the newspaper aside and leapt to her feet. “Stop it, Zane.”

He blinked up at her. “Stop what?”

“Freezing me out of your life.” She stood directly in front of him, her hands braced against her hips. “I won’t stand for it.”

“Good.” He leaned forward and caught her by the hips. Before she could stop him, he managed to send her tumbling into his lap. She didn’t resist, but worried that her weight was too much for his leg. He gave no indication that she hurt him.

His eyes were level with her own and she saw the laughter drain out of them.

“I mean it, Zane.” She tried to make her words stern, but by the time they left her lips, they were soft and malleable. Against her will, her anger crumbled into a lazy grin as her husband brought her mouth to his.

“You’re so beautiful,” Zane whispered. He wove his fingers into her hair, wadding the thickness into his fists. “So incredibly beautiful.” He sealed his words with another deep, soul-reaching kiss.

“Why is it,” she asked, her breath low and wispy, “that you can make me want you this quickly? I should be furious with you.”

“Don’t be,” he pleaded. He made love to her with his kiss.

“You never told me…”

“That I could make you want me?” he teased, unfastening several buttons of her blouse. He folded back the warm blue silk to expose bare skin.

Lesley had trouble keeping her mind on track. “Carl seemed to think you needed to tell me something.”

“It’s not important.” He started to press his moist mouth over hers when she broke away.

“Zane…” She came halfway off his lap but not before he reached for her. Their laughter and giggling nearly prevented them from hearing the knock against the door. “Who is it?” Zane called.

Lesley tried to fasten her buttons, but Zane wouldn’t let her.

“Mrs. Applegate. I’m sorry to disrupt you, but Mr. Larabee’s on the phone. He wants to talk to Mrs. Ackerman.”

“Jordan, oh, my. I forgot…I was supposed to call him after dinner.” She hurried toward the phone. “I’ll take the call in here. Thank you, Mrs. Applegate.” She was forever grateful the housekeeper hadn’t opened the library door.

Lesley had righted her clothes by the time she reached the phone. She took a couple of seconds to compose herself before she reached for the receiver. “Hello, Jordan.”

He’d called for additional information on an estimate he was preparing. As the conversation progressed, Lesley watched as Zane impatiently stood and walked over to the fireplace. His back was to her for several moments. When he turned, she didn’t recognize his expression.

There was a time when he’d been able to hide his feelings from her, but she knew him too well now. She’d seen him in pain, and anger. She’d seen him laugh and smile. She’d seen his face in ecstasy when she had the presence of mind herself to study him as they made love. In the weeks since their marriage, she’d witnessed everything in between, but not this. His eyes had narrowed, his nostrils flared slightly and he looked to be waging war with himself.

As best she could, Lesley cut the conversation short and replaced the telephone receiver.

“Zane,” she asked softly, “what is it?”

“What’s what?” The look was gone; his eyes revealed a detached, dispassionate expression.

“Just now while I was on the phone with Jordan…” She paused, unable to explain with words what she’d seen in him.

“It’s nothing,” he snapped.

But it was and they both knew it. He walked over to the desk and she placed her hand on his arm. He stared pointedly at her fingers as if he wanted nothing to do with her touch.

Hurt and feeling dejected, Lesley slowly removed her hand.

“Tell me something,” he said in a tight whisper. “Do you still love him?”

Him? This made no sense to Lesley. “Jordan?”

“Of course I mean Jordan. You were almost engaged to marry him, or have you conveniently forgotten?”

The question took her by such surprise that Lesley didn’t immediately answer. A cold feeling invaded her heart, extending out in ripples until it reached the very tips of her toes.

“You think I’m in love with Jordan Larabee?” She didn’t honestly expect him to answer. The very ridiculousness of the question was lost on him.

“Yes,” he responded tautly.

“I see.” She wrapped her arms around her middle and stiffened. With a dignity she wasn’t feeling, she straightened her shoulders and headed toward the library door.

“Answer me,” he demanded. “You’re the one who’s so fond of asking questions, aren’t you? Not more than five minutes ago it was of utmost importance to know the reason Carl and I had argued.”

She paused, facing the door. After a prolonged moment she turned around. “Do you honestly believe I’m the type of woman who would allow another man to make love to me night after night if I cared for someone else?”

Zane opened his mouth, but said nothing.

“Only a fool wouldn’t recognize how much I love you, Zane.” Having said that, she opened the door and walked out.

* * *

Two hours later, Zane wandered outside, breathing in the fresh night air in an effort to clear his thoughts. He owed Lesley an apology. He’d behaved like a jealous idiot and she had every right to be angry with him.

He strolled to the viewpoint and was surprised to discover he wasn’t alone. Carl sat on the concrete bench, staring into space. Zane sat at the opposite end.

Neither seemed inclined to speak.

“If I asked you to, would you shoot me?” Carl asked.

“Shoot you?”

“At this point it would be a kindness.”

His friend was talking in riddles. “Is there a moral to this story?” Zane asked.

Carl wiped his hand down his face. “I keep telling myself this is a nightmare and I’ll wake up and it’ll all be over.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing that a good horsewhipping wouldn’t cure.”

Zane braced his elbows against his knees. “I’m feeling much the same way. I just made a colossal fool of myself.”

“You, too?” Carl muttered.

“It must be something in the air.” Zane leaned back. “Is there any particular reason you’re looking to stand before a firing squad?”

“Yeah. I’m seriously thinking I’m going to marry that little she-devil.”





CHAPTER TEN

THE ATMOSPHERE AT the breakfast table the following morning was decidedly cool. Eyeing Lesley wearily, Zane pulled out the chair across from his wife and poured himself a cup of coffee.

Lesley ignored him. He would have willingly apologized the night before if she’d been awake. But by the time he’d climbed into bed, his wife was curled up in a tight ball on her side of the mattress, fast asleep. Or so she wanted him to believe. Zane knew otherwise, but in this instance the old adage about letting sleeping dogs lie seemed appropriate.

Zane reached for a piece of toast and evenly spread Mrs. Applegate’s strawberry preserves over the surface. “It looks like there’s going to be another wedding soon,” he announced to no one in particular.

Mrs. Applegate delivered a plate of scrambled eggs to Zane.

“Carl and Candy?” Lesley asked. Those were her first words to him all morning.

Zane nodded.

Mrs. Applegate smiled broadly. “I was wondering about those two. I imagine marriage will greatly improve that man’s disposition.”

Zane didn’t mention that Carl seemed downright miserable at the prospect of becoming a husband.

His housekeeper chuckled softly and murmured, “You know, the first baby can come anytime, but the rest take nine months.” Having said that, she returned to the kitchen, the door swinging in her wake.

Lesley’s gaze found his. “What did she mean by that?”

Zane shrugged. He’d given up trying to decipher his housekeeper a long time ago.

“Could Candy be pregnant?”

“I doubt it,” Zane said automatically. Carl wasn’t foolish enough to get physically involved with a woman without using protection. But on second thought it made a crazy kind of sense. Carl had mumbled something about shooting himself for being so stupid.

“Maybe she is.” He revised his earlier statement. Laughter tickled Zane’s throat. He had a difficult time picturing Carl as a doting father, but guessed that once his friend became accustomed to the idea, he’d like it just fine.

Zane searched his wife’s face. She looked pale and drawn and he acknowledged that his jealousy had hurt her. He silently cursed himself for behaving like an idiot. He wasn’t a man accustomed to apologizing. Even though he recognized he’d been in the wrong, the words didn’t come easy.

“About what I said last night…” he muttered, prepared to eat dirt if necessary in order to repair the damage. “I was wrong.”

Lesley seemed to find it important all at once to smooth the napkin in her lap. When she did glance up, he noticed the pain in her eyes. His insides twisted with regret.

“Is that an apology?” she asked.

He didn’t hesitate. “Yes. I realize now that you’d never have married me if you loved Larabee. I don’t make any excuses for the question. Plain and simple, I was jealous.”

“And…” she prompted.

“And?” He frowned, not understanding what she wanted from him. Whatever it was, he’d say it, do it, buy it, but he had to know what it was.

Lesley scooted back her chair. “I have to be in the office early this morning.” Zane was well aware she was using that as an excuse to leave him and avoid his question.

She stood, put down her napkin and walked out of the dining room.

Stunned, Zane sat at the table, wondering what he’d done wrong now. He’d never been good at dealing with women, and he seemed at an even greater loss when said woman was his wife.

Tossing his napkin aside, he stood and followed her. “Lesley,” he shouted, stopping her at the front door. “Tell me, what did I do now that was so terrible?”

She shook her head, as if she didn’t know herself. “Nothing,” she whispered with such misery that Zane felt his heart twist.

“Tell me what it is you want me to do,” he ordered. “Just tell me.” Heaven knew he’d walk over hot coals if she asked, if that was what she wanted from him.

“I…thought—hoped—you had something you wanted to say to me,” she whispered miserably.

“Like?”

She shook her head. “If I have to ask you, then it means nothing.”

It dawned on him then. She was looking for him to say he loved her. Heaven knew he did, although this was something of a disaster, in light of what he planned. The words burned his lips, but he found it impossible to speak.

She recovered quickly, and offered him a weak smile. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. You apologized…That’s enough.”

* * *

Candy pregnant.

Carl didn’t know how many times he’d repeated those words. Each and every time, no matter how often he said them, an electric shock bolted through him.

He hadn’t slept a wink. How like a woman to deliver the most devastating news of a man’s life and then toss him onto the street. Carl had been too stunned to ask a single question, and before he could react, he had found himself standing bare-chested on her front porch, dusting off his Stetson. It was a good thing he’d moved when he did. Another second or two and her front door would have re-broken his nose.

By heaven that woman had a temper. If ever he’d seen a woman who needed taming, it was Candy Hoffman. Carl sincerely doubted there was a man in town capable of handling that little hellion. He was probably the only male in a three-county area up to the task.

She’d given him an ultimatum. Marriage. The word alone was enough to make him cringe. Well, he’d played her little game to the end. With anyone else, it would have been over the minute she’d hinted at a wedding band.

He didn’t mean to boast but he figured he could have any woman he wanted. That was the problem. He only wanted Candy. Every other female he knew paled in comparison.

She had her faults, that was for sure. Never in all his days had he met a more unreasonable cuss. She had a temper that went off like a firecracker. She was stubborn and irrational, and that didn’t even begin to describe her.

But then she had her good points, and he wasn’t talking about her physical attributes, either. Candy had one of the quickest minds he’d ever seen. She was both intelligent and knowledgeable, and that was only the tip of the iceberg. Sexually he’d never had a woman satisfy him the way Candy had. The one and only time they’d made love had been a frenzy of need on both their parts. Sweet heaven, they hadn’t even made it to a bedroom.

Talk about a responsive woman. If their lovemaking was this good in her laundry room, Carl could only imagine what it’d be like in a bed.

But marriage?

That seemed like a drastic price to pay for the pleasure of bedding a woman. But if that woman was Candy, it just might be worth it.

Now it seemed, on top of everything else, Candy was pregnant. Despite the shock, Carl found himself smiling. He’d had her only the one time. He wondered what the odds were of impregnating a woman after one time, and knew they were too high for him to calculate. Although he’d be the first to admit it was crazy, Carl felt a certain amount of pride in the fact she was carrying his baby. The two of them were good together. A man wasn’t likely to stumble upon that kind of chemistry again. Candy could well be woman enough to keep him satisfied the rest of his life.

It went without saying that he’d prefer forgoing the marriage business. But if that was the price he was required to pay, then he’d best do it. It didn’t seem that his squawking was going to change her mind.

Carl experienced a small sense of pride in the fact Candy wasn’t selling herself short. She’d set down her price and hadn’t wavered. He hadn’t liked it, wasn’t sure he did even now that he’d decided to accept her terms, but he was agreeable.

He rode into town and bought a diamond ring before noon. He tucked it inside his jeans pocket, then stopped off for lunch at the local cafe.

Never having proposed before, Carl wasn’t quite sure how to go about it. One thing was certain, if she expected him to get down on one knee and make a fool of himself by speaking all those fancy words, then she could forget it. He wanted her to know that he wouldn’t do this for any other woman. That should be good enough.

A part of Carl hoped Candy would be out making deliveries when he stopped off at the feed store. It wasn’t until he parked outside that he was willing to admit he was nervous.

Slim glanced up when he walked into the store. “Candy’s in her office,” the other man told him.

Carl nodded, obliged at not having to make an excuse to linger until Candy showed.

He found her sitting at a big rolltop desk that had been her grandfather’s. She held a calculator, using the eraser end of a pencil to punch in the numbers.

Carl walked inside the compact office and closed the door.

Candy glanced up and wasn’t able to disguise the surprise that rounded her eyes. She sighed heavily as if burdened with the mere thought of having to deal with him yet again.

“What do you want now?” she demanded.

“Is that any way to welcome me?” he asked, grinning broadly as he took a seat. He wasn’t fooled by her bravado. She was downright pleased to see him and he knew it.

“You’re about as welcome as a rattlesnake.”

He couldn’t help it; he laughed outright. One thing was certain—Candy was going to give him a run for his money. The way he figured, they’d move out to the ranch that weekend and be married the next.

“You have something on your mind, or did you come just to make my life miserable?” The words were issued in her usual waspish tone.

“Where’s a laundry room when I need one?” Carl muttered under his breath.

“What did you say?”

“I said,” he repeated loudly, “what we need is another laundry room.”

Apparently this wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Candy shot to her feet and clenched her fists into tight balls at her sides. “How dare you mention that unfortunate incident to me.”

“Unfortunate incident,” he repeated, doing a commendable job of holding in his amusement. The little hellion would take delight in scratching out his eyes, and he wasn’t about to offer her any further incentive.

“I think it would be best for us both if you kindly left.” She sat back down, her chest heaving. She returned to the calculator, posting a long series of numbers.

Although Carl wasn’t normally a patient man, he figured he had nothing to lose by staying right where he was. When he didn’t immediately obey her wishes, she forcefully expelled her breath.

“We don’t have anything more to say to each other,” Candy insisted.

“On the contrary. One doesn’t make the kind of announcement you made to me and leave it at that.”

Her cheeks reddened at the mention of her pregnancy. “Don’t worry about it, Carl.”

“Hey, weren’t you the one who so sweetly reminded me that it takes two? I can’t help but worry. That’s my loaf of bread you’re baking in your oven.”

Candy tossed the pencil onto the desktop and stood up, slowly shaking her head. “My, oh my, you do have an eloquent way of phrasing things.”

“It kinda makes one wonder, doesn’t it?” he said, leaning back in his chair and locking his fingers behind his head, striking a cocky pose. The more he thought about Candy being pregnant, the more smug he felt. Not that he was particularly interested in raising a passel of kids. Still the knowledge that he was so potent that all it took was one turn at the wheel didn’t hurt his ego any. After they were married, they were going to have to be careful, otherwise they might well be major contributors to the problem of overpopulation.

“Wonder about what?” Candy asked.

“I told you we were dynamite together, didn’t I?”

“I told you not to worry about what I told you yesterday. It was a mistake.”

She closed her eyes as though struggling within herself. Her chest heaved, calling attention to one of her finest assets. She was a fine specimen of womanhood, but she needed him to help her come to a deeper understanding of how beautiful she was.

Standing abruptly, he walked over to the office door and lowered the shade.

Candy gave him a look of horror and came out from behind the desk. “Just exactly what do you think you’re doing?”

He grinned broadly. “Saving us both a lot of embarrassment.”

She blinked as though she didn’t understand him. “If you so much as lay one finger on me, Carl Saks, I swear I’ll scream the place down.”

She would, too. Carl knew better than to doubt her, but he also knew that, given the right incentive, she’d be a willing participant in what he had planned.

“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about what’s happening between us,” he said, ignoring her threat.

“Nothing’s happening,” she denied heatedly.

He gave her a look that said he was disappointed in her lack of honesty.

“All right,” she amended quickly. “Nothing’s happening from this point forward. I made a mistake…I’m entitled. Everyone’s allowed an error in judgment now and again.”

“Sure,” he agreed readily enough as he slowly made his way toward her. She was backed against the desk, her rear butting up against the flat surface.

An elongated moment passed before his mouth claimed hers. She could have stopped him at any point. Could have broken away or pushed him aside. Carl took pride in the fact she didn’t.

The kiss was deep, long and near desperate. Carl couldn’t get enough of her and the feeling seemed to be mutual.

Her hands were in his hair as she angled her mouth against his, giving as well as taking. It didn’t take long for their kisses to become more turbulent and their caresses more urgent. When he was desperate to breathe, Carl dragged his mouth from hers. “Candy.”

“Yes?” she asked breathlessly

The momentous moment had arrived. It was now or never. She was warm and pliable in his arms. His hands held her close to his heart. The odds of her accepting his proposal weren’t going to get any better than this.

“There’s an engagement ring in my pocket.” It wasn’t an eloquent proposal, but she should get the message.

Candy went stock-still. Carl noticed that he had her attention now.

“An engagement ring,” she repeated.

He nuzzled her neck with his nose, loving the smell and feel of her. It would take two lifetimes to properly love this woman.

“To go along with the wedding band, darlin’.”

He figured she’d burst into tears of happiness or react in some such womanly way. What he didn’t expect was for her to jerk herself free and glare at him as if he’d insulted her.

“Why?” she demanded.

“Why? You’re gonna have a baby, aren’t you?”

She whirled around so fast that papers scattered from atop the desk. When she spoke, her voice was soft and low. He barely recognized it as hers. “Is the baby the only reason you want to marry me, Carl?”

“Yes. Of course.” He wasn’t going to lie about it. He probably would have reached the same conclusion in time, but the fact Candy was pregnant was a large part of the reason he’d decided they should be married now.

“I see.”

Carl frowned, not understanding. “Well,” he said, losing patience, “do you want the ring or not?”

She turned around to face him then. Her eyes were blank as if she were looking straight through him.

She was going to reject his proposal. Carl recognized the look in her eyes. By heaven, after making a fuss big enough to call in the United Nations to settle, she was going to refuse him.

He removed his hat and slapped it against his thigh. “You know, Candy, I’m sick and tired of getting kicked in the teeth every time I try to do the right thing by you. You don’t want to get married, then fine. I told you before I wasn’t the marrying kind.”

She lowered herself to the chair and brushed the hair from her face. He noticed her hands were shaking.

“I’ve offered you everything I’m going to. If you don’t want it, all the better. It’s time I started searching greener pastures.” He started out the door, and then because it would have been too much of an embarrassment to return the diamond to the jeweler, he took it out of his pocket. It was a pretty thing, and had cost him plenty. He tossed it on the desktop. “Take the ring back if you want. I don’t want it.”

Having said that, he walked out. He was finished with Candy Hoffman. As far as he was concerned, he never wanted to see her again.

And this time he meant it.

* * *

The alarm sounded and Lesley groaned in protest. She was exhausted. Zane scooted toward the irritating buzzer and flipped the switch, then cuddled her. Neither moved, content to be in each other’s arms.

Lesley’s soft sigh was filled with appreciation until she remembered that this was the day Zane was leaving. Within a matter of hours he’d be on a plane. He’d told her so little about this trip, only that he’d be away for a week. She didn’t even know where he was going, although she knew he needed his passport.

Carl and Zane had argued again. Whether Carl’s move or the disagreement had anything to do with Zane’s trip, she didn’t know. She’d sensed from the first that Zane was keeping something from her. Something vital.

“I have to leave soon,” Zane whispered.

Lesley rolled onto her back. Zane had propped himself up on one elbow and was gazing down on her.

“I know.” Her heart ached, hearing the words.

“I’ll be back in a week,” he promised hoarsely. She snuggled in the warm shelter of his arms. He held her for so long, she feared he’d miss his flight. Then he kissed her tenderly, slipped out of bed and was gone.

The first day following his departure was the longest. Lesley ate dinner alone and then wandered outside, drawn to the viewpoint she loved so well. This was the very spot where they’d stood only weeks earlier and exchanged their vows.

Her misery had more to do with the secrets Zane refused to tell her. She felt at a loss as to how to read Zane. Although he’d never spoken the words, she knew he loved her. Her distress wasn’t entirely emotional. From the moment Zane had left, her body had ached with symptoms that resembled the flu. She couldn’t get enough sleep and yet no matter how many hours she spent in bed, she didn’t feel rested.

Mrs. Applegate noticed on the third day Zane was gone. “My goodness, look at you. I swear you’re as pale as mashed potatoes.”

Lesley managed a smile.

“What can I bring you for breakfast?”

Lesley shook her head. She had no appetite. “Not a thing. I think I’ll just have coffee and be on my way.”

“I won’t hear of it. Mr. Zane personally asked me to look after you. Now, I want you to make an appointment with your doctor and I want you to do it today.”

Lesley agreed, simply because it was less trouble to give in than to argue. By the time she arrived at her Chicago office, she felt even worse. The glass of orange juice Mrs. Applegate insisted she drink hadn’t sat well.

Her secretary, Alice Unger, followed her to her desk. “Are you feeling all right, Lesley?”

“I don’t know. My stomach seems to be a little queasy this morning. Would you see if you could get me an appointment with Dr. Wilson this afternoon?”

“Sure thing.”

A half hour later, her secretary informed her that there was an opening with the physician for three that same afternoon.

“I just don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she mumbled when Alice delivered a fax later that morning.

At three-fifteen that same afternoon, Dr. Wilson told her. “You’re pregnant.”

“Pregnant,” she repeated as if the prospect were highly unlikely.

“You were recently married.”

“Yes, but…”

“As I recall, you didn’t want any form of birth control.”

How a highly intelligent woman could overlook what must have been obvious was beyond Lesley. “I’m pregnant,” she repeated, her happiness spilling over. “You’re certain, aren’t you? There’s no mistake?”

“Not according to these results.”

She hugged the physician and laughed, her joy bubbling inside her.

“I take it you’re pleased with the news.”

“Ecstatic.” The only damper was that she’d have to wait to tell Zane.

Lesley drove home, singing to herself. She walked in the door, wearing a silly, happy smile and, found Mrs. Applegate dusting.

The housekeeper looked up, wearing a worried frown. “Did you see the doctor the way I asked?”

“I did,” Lesley said, hugging the older woman as she waltzed up the stairs.

“And?” The housekeeper braced her fist against her hip and stared at Lesley, silently demanding an explanation.

Lesley paused halfway up the staircase. “Zane and I are going to have a baby.”

“A baby?” The housekeeper, who’d been so astute about Carl and Candy, looked shocked with the news. “A baby,” she repeated. “Why, that’s wonderful news. I know Mr. Zane is going to be as pleased as punch.”

“I think he will be, too.”

“A baby is just what this house needs.”

Lesley couldn’t agree with her more.

That night, as she readied for bed, Lesley stood naked in front of the full-length mirror. She was going to have a baby. She pressed her palm against her flat stomach and sighed with a happiness too deep to express with words.

A new life grew within her. She closed her eyes, remembering the times they’d made love since their wedding night. Zane’s beautiful kisses, the tender way in which his body had loved hers. Together they’d created this baby.

How Lesley longed to share the news with Zane. He hadn’t phoned, not once. Each night she longed to hear from him, hoping he would call or text, but she’d heard nothing.

The day he was due back, Lesley didn’t drive into the office. She wanted to be there when he arrived home, wanted to rush down the stairs to greet him, wanted to throw herself into his arms, kiss him senseless and tell him about the baby.

The picture in her mind became reality early that afternoon. The instant she heard the airport limo, she flew down the stairs and outside. Zane had no sooner climbed out of the car when she shot down the porch steps and straight into his arms.

Her husband caught her by the waist and whirled her around.

Their kisses were frenzied and urgent.

“I take it this means you missed me,” he said, laughing.

“Yes. Oh, Zane, I have wonderful news.”

“Give me a chance to catch my breath, then you can tell me.” He tucked his arm around her shoulder and led her toward the house.

“Welcome home, Mr. Zane,” Mrs. Applegate greeted. Her eyes met Lesley’s, eager to know if she’d told him about the baby yet.

“It’s good to be home,” Zane said. If he noticed the silent signals between the two women, he didn’t comment.

“Not yet.” Lesley mouthed the words and the housekeeper nodded.

“You make yourself comfortable and I’ll bring you both in a spot of tea.”

“Excellent idea,” Zane said, taking Lesley’s hand and leading her into the library. “What are you doing home this time of day?”

“I couldn’t bear driving into the office. Not when I knew you’d be home any time.”

The moment they were alone, Zane hauled her into his arms and kissed her with a hunger that was close to brutal. With a low, moan. “I thought I’d go crazy without you,” he whispered. They kissed again, but were interrupted by Mrs. Applegate clearing her throat.

“There’s a nice man here who needs to know where you’d like these items taken.”

Zane propped his forehead against Lesley. “Have him bring them in here,” he instructed.

Lesley buried her face in his neck, but laughed as she overheard Mrs. Applegate explain to the limo driver that they were newlyweds.

Zane reached inside his jacket pocket. “I picked this up in a little jewelry shop in Paris. I hope you like it.”

Lesley’s gaze widened at the size of the emerald-and-diamond ring. “Zane,” she breathed softly. “It’s beautiful.”

‘Try it on and see if it fits.”

The ring was only the beginning of the things he’d bought her. There was a necklace to match the ring, a solid gold pen and lingerie that made her blush when she unwrapped it.

He brought chocolates for Mrs. Applegate and seemed embarrassed when the housekeeper got teary-eyed.

“I have something for you, as well,” Lesley told him.

“You said you had good news.”

“Sit down,” she said, directing him toward his favorite chair, next to the fireplace. When he was comfortably seated, she eased herself onto his lap. He leaned forward and kissed her with enough hunger and passion that she nearly forgot everything else.

“I had a hard time buying you that lingerie,” he whispered. “I’d imagine what you’d look like with it on and…shall we say, a certain part of my anatomy found the image much too tempting to ignore.”

“Zane,” she admonished. “I’m trying to tell you something important.”

“Sorry. It’s just that it’s so good to see you.”

“I was sick while you were away.”

The laughter drained out of his eyes. “Sick. Did you see a doctor?”

“Yes, right away.”

“And?”

This was the moment she’d been waiting for. “And,” she said, struggling to hold her happiness inside her just a moment longer, “he told me the most incredible news. Oh, Zane, we’re going to have a baby.”

“A baby,” he repeated slowly.

He sounded as shocked as she’d been when Dr. Wilson had delivered the news.

“Isn’t it wonderful?”

“A baby,” he repeated. “That’s wonderful, Lesley.” She gave him an odd look. She would have staked her life that he’d be as thrilled as she was, but from the indescribable pain that came into his eyes, one would think this was the worst thing that could have happened to them.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

LONG BEFORE ZANE ACCEPTED a mission, he carefully calculated each aspect of the operation. He studied every minute detail, every potential for disaster. He accepted full responsibility for his men, drilled them on technique, and was known to be a stickler for detail.

With a history of such caution, it shocked him that he married Lesley with so little forethought. He’d gone into the marriage with his head in the clouds. He’d assumed he could live with her, make love to her and, when the time came, walk away from her and feel nothing.

In light of what he’d discovered in Paris, learning she was pregnant was a blessing. He had to leave her. God help him, he didn’t want to go, but he had no more excuses. To linger might put Lesley in danger. No longer could he rationalize staying with her.

In the past, dying hadn’t worried him. He’d flirted with danger most of his adult life, challenged the odds, stared death and deception in the face without a trace of reluctance.

It wasn’t dying that plagued him now, it was leaving Lesley and their child. He had to do it soon, otherwise he doubted that he could dredge up the courage to go. Courage. A trait he’d possessed in abundance until he met a warmhearted architect who loved him enough to look beyond his scars, beyond his faults, and selflessly offer him her love.

Zane experienced a deep, spiraling pain. He’d failed Lesley in so many ways. He had to tell her, had to give her an explanation, but he hadn’t considered that until she’d told him about the baby. He rubbed a hand down his face and leaned back in the leather chair as he contemplated the unpleasantness of the task. She deserved to know that when he left, it was highly unlikely he’d return.

Moonlight softly illuminated the library, casting golden shadows against the book-lined walls. Sleep had escaped him from the moment Lesley had joyously announced her news.

Zane realized his reaction had puzzled her. She’d thought he’d be happy, and he was, more than she’d ever realize. But the pregnancy was his signal. Mission accomplished.

“Zane.” His wife’s soft voice interrupted his troubled thoughts.

Zane glanced her way guiltily. “What are you doing up?” he asked.

“I was going to ask you the same thing. This is the third night in a row you haven’t been able to sleep. Is something wrong?”

“Not a thing,” he promised.

“I can’t help thinking—” she paused and yawned loudly, placing her hand in front of her mouth “—there’s something wrong.”

“There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

She yawned again. She needed her sleep, more now than ever. A fierce protectiveness stole over him. “You should be in bed.”

“I don’t sleep well when you’re not there.”

Soon he’d be gone forever, he reminded himself. She’d best adapt now. He stood to escort her up the stairs so he could return to his solitude. He wrapped his arm around her waist and she leaned her head against his shoulder.

“I’d like to ask something of you,” Zane whispered, pressing his head to hers. The thought of her driving into the city every day had plagued him from the beginning. “Now that you’re pregnant, could you work from home?”

“Here?”

“I know your job is important to you, and that you’re a vital part of the firm, but I’ve never been comfortable with you making the long drive into Chicago every day.”

“Others do it,” she protested.

“But no one else is pregnant with my child.”

She smiled softly at that. “I’ll need an office here at the house.”

“Make whatever arrangements you need.”

“I’ll still probably have to drive in a couple of times a week.”

“Fine, just as long as it isn’t every day.” They entered the bedroom and Zane pulled back the covers for her. When she stared up at him with round, pleading eyes, he knew he couldn’t walk away. A few minutes, he told himself, just a few minutes, and climbed in beside her.

As if by instinct, she snuggled into his arms, her head on his shoulder. “Are you sure you’re happy about the baby?” she asked in a voice that was barely audible, almost as though she were afraid of the answer.

“Very sure.” He pressed his palm against her bare abdomen. He meant it as a gesture of reassurance to prove the sincerity of his words. The backlash of sudden emotion ambushed him. His child grew inside his wife.

His child.

Zane had never been comfortable with emotion. For a good portion of his life he’d eliminated anything that had to do with feelings. Buried them. Ignored them. Denied them.

He’d gone into this marriage discounting any possible sentiment he might attach to Lesley or their child. He’d completely discredited the possibility of falling in love. Now he was left to face the overwhelming consequences.

He wished he knew the baby’s sex. He knew Lesley would delight in calling him a chauvinist if he confessed to wanting a son. At the same time he realized that it would probably be easier for her to raise a daughter since she would be alone. Of course, there was always the chance Lesley would remarry.

The shaft of sudden pain at the thought of another man taking his place in her life and bed, raising his child, was almost more than Zane could tolerate. His breathing shallowed as he struggled with the monumental task of contemplating this possibility.

“Is it your leg?” Lesley whispered, reaching toward his thigh. She mistook his emotional agony for physical.

He didn’t answer and allowed her to massage the muscles of his upper leg. Her stroking fingers had an instant and curious effect upon him. He swallowed, slowed his breath and grabbed hold of her wrist.

“Enough,” he told her between clenched teeth. It was agony sleeping at her side night after night, wanting her with a desperation that rocked him. He was afraid. A man who looked death in the eye feared a slip of a woman, feared his hunger for her would injure their child. He worried that loving her would forever mark his soul.

He felt her smile as she relaxed against him. “We won’t hurt the baby, you know.”

Zane gritted his teeth. Not with pain, but with the physical struggle necessary to resist her.

“We haven’t made love since before you went away,” she reminded him. This time, Zane hadn’t the strength to refuse her. He wanted to be gentle when he kissed her, but the ability was beyond him. His lips were hard and demanding, and her passion matched his. Gradually the kiss gentled as he plowed his fingers through her hair, loving the taste of her, exulting in the generous way she responded to him.

“You’re sure I won’t hurt the baby?” He needed reassurance as he gathered her body beneath his.

“Positive,” she whispered with a small, glad laugh. “Besides, it will please her mother a great deal.”

“Her?” he chided.

“All right…him.”

He kissed her again with an urgency that left him weak.

“Zane, oh, Zane, what took you so long? I’ve missed you so much.”

For a long time afterward he held her. She fell asleep in his arms, her bare legs entwined with his. Again and again his hand stroked her hair as he contemplated the future and the monumental task of telling his wife he was leaving her and their unborn child.

* * *

Lesley had known something was wrong with Zane when they’d arrived home from their short honeymoon. A mysterious letter had awaited her husband, and from that moment forward, everything had changed.

Whatever was troubling Zane seemed to be linked to his secretive trip. Since his return, he’d been withdrawn and edgy. Depressed and miserable. He wasn’t sleeping well, either. Lesley had hoped he’d voluntarily tell her whatever the problem was, but thus far he’d been tight-lipped and uncommunicative. She wanted him to trust her.

His unexpected reaction to the news of her pregnancy continued to trouble her. She assumed he’d be as pleased as she was, but after she’d made the announcement, he’d barely said a word. He’d always been gentle with her, and was still. His thoughtful looks were often tender, but she had the distinct feeling he was emotionally detaching himself from her. Emotionally erecting a wall between them. Each day, it was an effort to scale the fortress guarding his heart.

Lesley needed to know what was happening. One thing was certain—she wasn’t going to hear it from Zane.

Carrying a glass of ice tea with her, she walked out to the viewpoint and sat gazing at the white-capped swells on Lake Michigan. Zane was gone for the afternoon. She hadn’t a clue where. All he’d told her was that he’d be away for most of the day.

Hearing footsteps behind her, she glanced over her shoulder to find Carl. Zane’s friend had moved into his own house a week earlier.

“Is Zane around?” Carl asked.

“He’s gone. I don’t know when to tell you he’ll be back.”

Carl nodded and would have left if she hadn’t spoken again, surprising herself with the abruptness of the question. “Why’s he doing this?”

Carl slowly shook his head as though he, too, couldn’t understand. When he spoke, his words were heated with frustration and anger. “It’s insane, I tell you.”

Lesley didn’t know what had caused her to blurt out the question, but now that she had, she waited, wondering if she should continue this game of words. Carl seemed to think she knew something, when she didn’t.

“Did he tell you when he’s going?” Carl probed her for information.

“No.” Lesley closed her eyes. Zane was leaving again? He hadn’t said a word to her, hadn’t so much as hinted.

“Soon, I imagine,” Carl mumbled. “I’m sorry, Lesley. Nothing I’ve said changed his mind.” This last part was filled with a baffled kind of anger.

“It’s insane.” She repeated what he’d said earlier, hoping that would encourage the other man to supply the details.

“More than that. It’s suicide.”

Lesley caught her breath. “Suicide?”

“Zane’s no match for Schuyler, not physically. Not anymore. Now that Schuyler knows he’s alive and coming. Zane’s lost his one advantage. Don’t think Schuyler isn’t lying in wait for him. The killer will take a good deal of pleasure in finishing the job he started. He’s going to kill Zane the same way he killed Dan and Dave.”

The glass of ice tea slipped from her numb fingers and toppled onto the thick grass. The breath seemed frozen in her lungs.

“Why is he going?” From some hidden resource she found the serenity to keep her voice calm and even as she bent to retrieve the glass.

“I can’t answer that. I thought he’d come to his senses when he married you.” Carl paced the area in front of her, his short steps revealing his agitation. “I’ve tried to talk some sense into him. I tried to reason with him, but he made a vow and he won’t go back on that—not for anything.”

“What about his vow to me?”

Carl hesitated and looked to her. The intensity of his gaze wavered before he glanced away. “He loves you. He never counted on that…but then, I made the same mistake with Candy.” The first part of his words were brusque, the latter filled with an indescribable thread of pain.

Lesley placed her hand protectively against her stomach. “I’m pregnant.”

Carl looked stricken. “You, too?”

“Too?”

He removed his hat and splayed his fingers through his hair. “Never mind.”

“What about the baby? What about me?” she asked, unable to disguise the swelling panic. Zane was going to leave her A suicide mission?

“I can’t answer that either,” Carl told her wearily, and she felt his frustration as keenly as her own. “He’s going after Schuyler and worse, Zane fully intends to die.”

“No,” she cried, unable to stop herself. She rushed toward the house, fury and panic fueling her steps as she raced across the yard.

Lesley barreled into the kitchen and Mrs. Applegate whirled around. “My heavens, child, what’s wrong?”

“Where’s Zane? I need to talk to Zane.”

“He’s gone, remember?” The housekeeper’s words were gentle, concerned.

Lesley knew her eyes were wild as she grabbed hold of Mrs. Applegate’s shoulders. “Where is he? I need him. I have to talk to him…have to convince him to stay.”

“Come sit down,” the older woman said in soothing tones, and led Lesley into the library. “Sit down and relax, otherwise you’ll hurt the baby. I’ll get Mr. Zane for you, now don’t you fret. He’ll be home in a jiffy. I’ll bring you in a pot of herbal tea and everything will be fine in a few moments.”

Lesley was convinced that nothing would ever be fine again. She was sobbing uncontrollably now, her shoulders rocking back and forth in an effort to put some measure of order to her thoughts. Nothing made sense. Nothing added up.

Zane had married her, given her his child and now he intended to leave her for a suicide mission. He intended to leave her, to go off somewhere and die.

She didn’t know how long she sat there staring into space, fighting a pain so deep, she couldn’t think, couldn’t move, couldn’t feel. A shocking numbness attacked her senses.

“Thank heavens you’re home. It’s Lesley. Something’s terribly wrong.” Lesley heard Mrs. Applegate’s voice but it seemed to come from a great distance through the fog of pain.

“What happened?”

Could that urgent voice belong to Zane?

“I don’t know. She came flying into the kitchen, screaming for you.”

“The baby? Is something wrong with the baby?” Again this was from Zane, and panic echoed with each word.

“No, no,” the housekeeper assured him. “She was crying out for you.”

Lesley remained frozen, unable to move. The mahogany doors glided open and Zane entered the library.

“Lesley?” He said her name softly and knelt down in front of her.

Her hands were tightly clasped together and she kept her head lowered, refusing to make eye contact.

“What’s upset you so much?”

The searing pain in her heart felt as though she’d been branded with a white-hot iron. Slowly, pride and anger dictating her actions, she lifted her head. Her eyes clashed against his. Fury and outrage bounced against gentle concern.

“Who’s Schuyler?” she demanded in words as cold as an Arctic wind.

Zane stiffened. “Who told you?”

“Who’s Schuyler?” she asked again, louder.

Her husband stood, his movement awkward because of his leg.

“I have a right to know.”

“Yes,” he agreed readily. “You have every right.” He sat down on the ottoman and leaned forward, pressing his elbows against his knees. He didn’t speak and Lesley was fast losing patience.

“What about the letter?”

“It was from a friend. He told me he suspected Schuyler knew I’d survived the explosion. I had to find out if that was true, because it took away any options I had. Now that he knows I’m alive, there’s no guarantee he won’t come after me. I can’t risk putting you and the baby in jeopardy.”

“You can’t fight. Not any longer…not with your injuries.”

“Perhaps, but don’t be so quick to think I want to die. I’ve never had more of a reason to live. Please understand, I wouldn’t leave you if it wasn’t necessary.”

“Can’t you hire someone else?”

“No,” he answered emphatically. “I refuse to bring anyone else into this. What happened is between Schuyler and me. I already carry the guilt for the loss of two good men, more family to me than any I’d had until meeting you. I won’t take on the responsibility for more blood spilled.”

“Dan and David?”

He seemed surprised that she knew their names. “Yes.” He reached for her clenched fist, swallowing her hands with his own. “They were like brothers to me. We’d been together nearly twenty years.” His eyes hardened. “Schuyler murdered them in cold blood right before my eyes. He thought he’d killed me, too, and he nearly had.” His fingers tentatively went to his face, touching the reddened scar. “I wanted to remember what he’d done to my friends. That’s the reason I never bothered with any cosmetic surgery.”

“What about Carl? Can’t he help you…can’t he go with you now?” she cried, taking another tactic.

“I go alone.”

Lesley hung her head, unable to assimilate all that he was telling her. She couldn’t get past the feeling that she’d already lost him. It struck her then that she’d never really had him to lose.

“Schuyler is a terrorist, Lesley. He preys on the innocent, takes delight in murder. He often works alone, and that makes him all the more difficult to locate, but word came yesterday that he was hiding in Egypt. I’m going after him now. That’s where I was earlier, making my travel arrangements.”

“No,” she cried, and because she couldn’t bear to let him go, she threw her arms around his neck and clung.

Zane’s hold on her was tight, his breathing shallow. “I never meant to love you.”

The words were bittersweet. “Why’d you marry me? Why?”

He hesitated.

“By your own words, you never intended to fall in love with me.”

“I wanted a child.”

Too stunned to speak, Lesley closed her eyes in an effort to take it all in. “A baby?”

He didn’t respond. It took her far longer than it should have to realize what he was saying. He believed he was about to die and it was important that he have an heir. She was little more than the means to the end. This was what he’d meant when he claimed he’d never meant to love her.

“You used me.” Outrage and fury demanded that she stand, although she wasn’t sure her weak knees would keep her upright. “You wanted a child and I was little more than a womb…a means of achieving an end. Why didn’t you donate to a sperm bank?”

“Please, Lesley, listen.”

“I’ve heard all I care to.” She stormed out of the library, climbed the stairs and collapsed on their bed.

Zane gave her a few minutes and then followed. He stood in the doorway to their bedroom. “I don’t blame you for being angry. You deserve a far better husband than I’d ever be.”

Although she knew it was childish, she covered her head with a pillow and refused to listen.

“I don’t have time to pander to your anger,” he said harshly. “If you hate me, all the better.”

She slowly sat upright and glared at him. “I despise you.”

He didn’t flinch. “I don’t blame you. But listen, there are some things you need to know. You have the rest of your life to hate me.”

He entered the bedroom, then stopped abruptly. “I went to see an attorney this afternoon.”

“An attorney?”

“Everything I have is yours and the baby’s.”

“I don’t want anything of yours,” she spat out.

“Fine. Leave it for the child.”

Lesley closed her eyes. He was going to do it. He was actually going to leave her.

“I stopped off and talked to Carl. He’s promised to do whatever he can to help you and the baby. He might be a bit rough around the edges, but he’s a good man. I wouldn’t trust you and the baby’s care to anyone else.”

“No!” she cried in protest, but Zane ignored her.

“One last thing.”

Not only was Zane leaving her, but he seemed determined to go right that minute. “You have every right to hate me. I hate myself for involving you in this craziness. You do deserve a husband who’s a better man than I’ll ever be.”

She wanted to plead with him to stay, but knew it would make no difference. She stiffened her shoulders and glared at him, refusing to give him permission to hurt her further.

“After the baby’s born,” he said in a voice she barely recognized as his own, “tell him or her…tell the baby how much I loved their mother.”

Even now he hadn’t the courage to say it to her face. He didn’t have the courage to look her in the eye and tell her he cared, as if doing so would weaken him.

“Is that all you have to say?” she asked coldly.

“Yes.” He started to turn away and she climbed off the mattress.

“I’d like to add one thing.”

Zane turned back. She walked over and stood directly in front of him, her chest heaving. Her eyes filled with tears as she struggled to hold in the emotion. His features blurred until he was unrecognizable.

Then, with all the strength she possessed, she raised her hand and slapped him across the face.

* * *

The pain in his chest felt like a tight knot. Zane loaded his gear into the back of the pickup and resisted the urge to glance toward the house. It wasn’t the way he wanted to tell Lesley goodbye, but perhaps this was best after all. It would be easier to adjust to his death if she hated him. God knew he’d given her enough reason to do exactly that.

He’d made few tactical errors in life as big as this. Only a selfish bastard would abuse Lesley. She offered him paradise and in return he was giving her hell.

He recalled when he first introduced the subject of marriage, how he’d mentioned that their union would be monetarily beneficial to her. Lesley had thrown the mention of money back in his face, yet it was all he had to leave her. That and her hate.

Regrets multiplied a hundredfold. He’d been unfair and cruel to the one person who meant the most to him. All he could do was pray that someday she’d find it in her heart to forgive him.

When he couldn’t bear to not look any longer, he glanced toward the house. Toward Lesley. Toward the child he would never know.

Pain clenched at his heart with regret so deep, he couldn’t breathe. He was leaving behind everything he would ever love. That had been Lesley’s greatest gift to him.

Love.

He’d found it in her arms. And now he was voluntarily walking away from the only happiness he’d ever known.

He had to leave while he still could. He had to get away. Had to kill Schuyler if he ever intended to have peace. Doing away with the terrorist was the only way out. It was either Schuyler or him, and all the odds were with the other man.

Zane opened the truck door and was ready to climb into the cab when Lesley appeared on the porch. She walked over to the white column and leaned against it as though needing its support.

He hesitated, his hand on the steering wheel.

Neither moved.

Then, with a sob, his wife rushed down the stairs and raced across the yard.

Zane caught her around the waist and hauled her into his arms. His body absorbed her sobs. He closed his eyes and clung to her.

“Kill the son of a bitch,” she whispered.

“I will,” he promised.

“Then come home to me.”

His throat constricted. As much as he wanted to Zane couldn’t make that promise.

* * *

Carl felt he was probably making another one of those colossal mistakes that had marked his relationship with Candy Hoffman from the moment they’d met. But he had nowhere else to turn.

He parked outside her house and sat in the pickup. Her house was dark, but then, what did he expect at four o’clock in the morning?

Given a choice, he would have opted for someone else, but the only other woman he knew and trusted was Martha Applegate, and he didn’t think she’d be up to the task. There was no help for it. He needed to do this himself.

With a sigh of resignation, he climbed out of the cab and approached the house. It’d been five weeks since he’d last seen her. She seemed to be avoiding him with the same fervor.

Five long, torturous weeks. He wasn’t fool enough to admit he hadn’t missed her. Thoughts of her consumed him. He worried about her and the baby, but there wasn’t a thing he could do. She’d rejected him, rejected his proposal.

The temptation to turn around and leave was strong. Before he could entertain the notion further, he leaned against the doorbell and waited.

Every likelihood existed that Candy was involved with someone else by now. He tried not to think about that possibility, but he wasn’t fool enough not to recognize that she was an attractive woman. Since she’d started dressing like a woman, other men were bound to notice her.

He pressed the doorbell a second time, and silently counted to ten before he released the button.

His heart was heavy, and contacting Candy like this did little to lighten his load.

The porch light went on and he blinked against the sudden brightness.

“What do you want?” Candy shouted through the closed door.

“I need you,” he shouted gruffly.

“I’m sure one of your female friends from the Watering Hole would serve just as well.”

So she’d been keeping tabs on him. A hint of a smile touched his lips. He’d been so busy working on his place that he rarely went out these days. In the past five weeks, he’d probably drank two beers at the local tavern. A couple of friendly women had let it be known that they wouldn’t be opposed to a little fun. The sad part of it all was that neither one had tempted him. There’d been a time when Carl would have gladly partaken of their offer. He suspected Candy was to blame for that, as well. Another reason on the growing list of why he shouldn’t have come to her now.

“I need your help,” he amended. “Just open the door, would you?” He swore under his breath. Patience had never been his strongest trait, and dealing with the most obstinate woman in a three-state radius wasn’t helping him any.

“My help?” She opened the door, and stood on the other side of the locked screen door.

Carl thought he was prepared for this but he was wrong. Dead wrong. She was so pretty with her hair all mussed, and her robe tightly cinched at her waist. He couldn’t see any evidence of the baby yet.

He’d missed her. He hadn’t realized how much until this moment. The temptation to pull her into his arms was so strong that he nearly crushed his hat between his hands.

“It’s four in the morning,” she chastised, regarding him warily.

“I know,” he returned gruffly. “This couldn’t wait.”

“What is it?”

“I need you to come with me when I talk to Lesley Ackerman.”

“Zane’s wife?”

He nodded. “She’s going to need a woman. I’m not going to be much help.”

“What’s wrong?”

He resisted the urge to wipe a hand down his face. When he spoke, the words came hard, working their way up his parched throat. “I just got word. Zane’s dead. I need you to help me tell his wife.”





CHAPTER TWELVE

LESLEY KNEW THE PRECISE moment Zane had died. She woke from a deep sleep and an incredible sadness settled over her. Sitting up in bed, she stared into the thick darkness as the realization her husband was dead assaulted her. She wasn’t sure how she knew. She just knew.

The grief made her feel as though she were drowning. Her lungs couldn’t get enough oxygen. Her broken heart ached. The flood of pain was more than she could bear. Cradling her abdomen to protect her child, she moaned and rocked and softly wept.

In retrospect she was certain what happened next must have been her imagination. It was an emotional means of dealing with such intense pain, she supposed. Perhaps it was all wishful thinking. She had no name to give it so she accepted it as a gift. A rare and precious gift.

In the darkness, when her heart felt as if it would burst with grief, Zane came to her. She didn’t see him. Not with her eyes. She felt his presence as keenly as if he were standing next to her. The scent of him was everywhere. He was close, so close, she felt his fingers lightly trail down the side of her face.

His love for her and their child filled the room, adding a glow that couldn’t be attributed to any light. The words weren’t spoken aloud, but she heard them as clearly as if they had been verbalized.

He told her how sorry he was. How desperately he’d wanted to live so he could come back to her and their daughter. He asked her to find it in her heart to forgive him for ever having left her.

Then soon, so much sooner than she wanted, Zane was gone. He left before he could answer her questions, before she could say all the things that crowded her heart.

Suddenly, without warning, the room grew cold and dark once again.

Lesley curled into a tight ball, wrapping his love around her and their baby as tightly as she could, and waited.

Twenty-eight hours later Carl arrived with Candy Hoffman to tell her what she already knew. Both seemed surprised by how well Lesley received the news that Zane was gone.

How gentle Carl had been. His and Candy’s tender concern touched her heart. Lesley was grateful for the way Candy sat by her side and held her hand. But it was Candy Hoffman who wept, not Lesley. It was Candy who asked a long list of questions. Candy who demanded answers.

Not Lesley. Not then.

Lesley sat and listened stoically. The words barely penetrated the dense fog of her grief. The details weren’t important. In time she’d ask Carl and learn what she needed to know. All that her heart could bear, all that her mind could assimilate in those first few weeks was the confirmation that Zane had been killed.

* * *

The months passed. One day tumbled into the next with her barely aware of time passing. She had no appetite. She slept only when her physical body caved in to the demand for rest.

She took a leave of absence from her job, and faced each day with bleak loneliness. She alternated between loving and missing Zane to the point of insanity, to swearing she hated him for the way he’d used and left her. An emotional medium had yet to be found.

The one surprise in all this was the friendship she struck with Candy Hoffman. With Carl, too, but on a different level.

Those first few weeks, Candy made a number of excuses to stop off at the house to visit Lesley. With Mrs. Applegate’s encouragement, her newfound friend forced Lesley out of the dark library, urged her to stand and soak up the sunlight. Encouraged her to talk about Zane.

The progress was slow, but eventually Lesley began to look forward to Candy’s visits. If for nothing else, Lesley would forever be grateful that Candy helped her take her eyes off her loss enough to recognize the one truly amazing gift Zane had given her: their child.

Because Candy was pregnant and alone, because the new lives their bodies nurtured thrilled them, they shared a deep and abiding bond.

Carl, whom Lesley had always considered brusque and impatient, displayed another side of his personality with her. He made a point of checking up on her often and helped her in numerous ways.

The leaves on the huge maple trees turned several shades of autumn. Burnt orange, gold and bronze leaves covered the yard. The days were much cooler now. The nights longer.

By some unspoken agreement, Carl never stopped off at the house when Candy was there. It amazed Lesley how adept they were at missing one another. She never asked either one about their relationship, or lack of one. But even in her grief, Lesley couldn’t help notice how much in love Candy and Carl were.

One afternoon, when the sun shone and the day was crisp and cold, Lesley sat at her favorite spot on the concrete bench where she could view the water. She sat here often, enjoyed breathing in the fresh air. Enjoyed talking to her unborn child.

Over the past several months, Lesley had made friends with Eddie and Dennis, the two young boys Zane had found on the beach that one summer’s day. They sometimes came and fed apples to Arabesque, Zane’s gelding. Lesley was sure it wasn’t her company they found stimulating, but the goodies Mrs. Applegate took delight in feeding them afterward.

Lesley’s thoughts were occupied with the boys’ visit when she made her way back toward the house. Her musings were interrupted by the sight of Carl’s truck barreling down the driveway.

Lesley waited for him.

“Hello, Carl.”

“Lesley.” He eyed her rounding tummy. Unable to button several pairs of pants now, she’d taken to wearing ones with stretch waistbands. The smock was new and cheerful.

Lesley laughed and pressed her hands over her abdomen. “I’m starting to show, aren’t I?”

“You’re five months?”

She nodded.

“Candy?”

Lesley understood the question without him having to voice it. “Our due dates are within a week of one another.”

He looked away as though he were embarrassed to be asking her about Candy. “How’s she feeling?”

“Wonderful, or so she says. I’m teaching her to knit.”

One side of his mouth eased up as if the thought amused him.

“She’s making a baby blanket,” Lesley elaborated.

Once again his gaze avoided hers, but she could tell that his interest was keen. “Is the blanket blue or pink?”

Lesley nodded. “The baby’s blanket is both pink and blue.”

Carl’s eyes shot to hers, and widened with disbelief. “Twins. She’s having twins?”

“No.” Lesley didn’t mean to laugh, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Since she doesn’t know the sex of the baby, she’s knitting the blanket in a variety of pastel colors, which include pink and blue.”

“Oh.”

Lesley swore Carl sounded disappointed.

Together they strolled toward the house. “I didn’t come to talk to you about Candy.”

“Good.” The way Lesley figured it, if Carl had something to say to her friend, he should do it himself.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

They entered the house and Lesley escorted him into the library. It was her favorite room, as it had been for Zane. She spent as much time as she could there. She’d had the attic transformed into one large office. The panoramic view from the office took her breath away. She’d had a number of windows added and loved the way the light filled the room as she worked.

Almost before they even sat down, Mrs. Applegate brought Carl coffee and her tea along with a plate stacked high with Carl’s favorite cookies.

Carl helped himself to a chocolate-chip cookie while Lesley poured. “I brought some papers over for you to look at,” Carl said. “It’s about the investments we made in that mutual fund group last month. I think you’ll be pleased.”

Carl had recommended the investment, and after she’d read up on the group herself, Lesley had invested several thousand dollars. She handed Zane’s friend a mug and poured her own herbal tea.

“I’m ready,” she announced as she sat down. She wasn’t sure what prompted the statement, but she knew it to be true. “Tell me what happened with Zane.”

Until that moment she couldn’t bear knowing the details, and had blocked everything from her mind. Zane was dead and that was all that was important.

Carl studied her as if to gauge her emotional strength.

“You’re sure?”

Lesley assured him that she was.

“Schuyler was holed up in the Middle East.”

Lesley knew this much. The country was a tiny one she’d never heard of until the day Carl had arrived with Candy.

“He knew Zane was coming. Any element of surprise had long since been taken away. Knowing that, Zane phoned and invited Schuyler to meet him face-to-face.”

How like her husband to confront his enemy. Her chest tightened, knowing Zane had probably walked into a trap, one that had cost him his life.

“Why did Schuyler agree?” Knowing what little she did of the terrorist, Lesley could think of no reason for him to elude Zane, or go back into hiding. According to what Carl had told her, Schuyler was an expert at disguise. He could easily change his appearance enough to have slipped away without a trace.

Carl hesitated, and his gaze held hers. “Zane’s plan was brilliant.”

Seeing that her husband was dead, Lesley questioned that, but said nothing.

“He had been searching for Schuyler for months, but he did it in an ingenious way. Instead of hiring detectives and paying off informants, he had Schuyler’s picture printed on boxes of candy and on matchbooks. He promised a large reward to whoever located him. Then he attacked Schuyler on an entirely different level, as well.” The sparkle in Carl’s eyes revealed his admiration.

Lesley wasn’t sure what he meant.

“Zane went after Schuyler’s power base. He had the advantage because Schuyler assumed the explosion had killed Zane. It wasn’t until this summer that Schuyler learned otherwise. All the while Zane was building up his strength, he was able to gather vital information.”

Lesley shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“A man like Schuyler can’t operate without money, connections and other means of support. With the help of tracers, Zane managed to filter false information about Schuyler to his supporters. Dissention broke out among the fanatics who backed him, and he was forced to come out of hiding to personally meet with them.”

Lesley wasn’t sure she entirely understood everything Carl explained, but enough to follow the gist.

“Schuyler made one small mistake that literally cost him millions.” Carl smiled as he spoke. “Exactly how Zane managed this I’ll never know, but he discovered a bank in the Cayman Islands where Schuyler held several million dollars, unbeknownst to his ardent supporters.”

“In other words, the terrorist had cheated his friends.”

“Exactly.”

“Not only did Zane leak the information, but he got the account number and withdrew almost all the money.”

Lesley’s gaze fell on the financial papers Carl had brought over for her to read.

“It’s not what you’re thinking. He took that money and divvied it up to a number of charities.”

How like Zane to see that ill-gotten gains would be put to use serving mankind.

“Now you can understand why Schuyler was so eager to meet with Zane,” Carl concluded.

“Of course,” she whispered. “Schuyler hated him.”

Carl’s eyes sobered. “Schuyler wanted revenge.”

And he’d gotten it, Lesley noted.

“But how did he learn Zane was the one responsible for what was happening with his finances?”

“I’m not sure, but once that information was out, Zane had no choice but to deal with Schuyler himself. The options had been taken away from him. His greatest fear was that the terrorist would come after you. He had to make sure that would never happen.”

“The meeting,” Lesley prompted, wanting to know everything. Where once knowing the details of Zane’s death had been a burden too heavy to carry, now she found the information vital. She hungered for every tidbit Carl could give her.

“Zane suggested they meet in the desert.”

Naturally her husband would do whatever he could to protect innocent bystanders, although the anonymity of a crowd would have protected him. “Surely he didn’t go in there alone.”

“No. But then neither did Schuyler.”

Zane had knowingly walked into a meeting, with a man who had powerful reasons to hate him, and a burning desire to kill him.

“I don’t know exactly what did happen, I don’t think anyone ever will,” Carl said, his face grim and tight. “But when it was over, there were no witnesses and Schuyler was dead.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“Very. It was more than revenge, Lesley. Dan and Dave’s death wasn’t the only thing this was about. The world’s a better place without Schuyler.”

And an emptier, lonely place without Zane, Lesley added mentally.

She pressed her palms against her abdomen. “I needed to know…I thought the baby should hear the details herself when the time came for me to tell her about her father.”

“Her?” Carl eyed her skeptically.

“I don’t know for certain yet, but that’s what I believe.” It was what Zane had told her the night he’d come to her, but she didn’t explain that to Carl.

They sat and drank the remainder of their drinks in silence. Lesley’s thoughts were filled with the sacrifice Zane had made and what his final moments must have been like. She was confident that his last moments on this earth were filled with thoughts of her.

Carl seemed wrapped up in his own deep musings. “I understand you and Candy are seeing the same gynecologist,” her friend said casually.

“Dr. Wilson.”

He reached for a cookie and broke it in half as though he suspected Mrs. Applegate had hidden something of value inside. “Is everything alright with the pregnancy?”

“So far, so good. Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

The suggestion hung in the air between them like a helium-filled balloon. He seemed to consider the suggestion, then sadly shook his head. “If she needs anything…tell her she can count on me.”

“I’m not Western Union, Carl.” She couldn’t allow herself to become involved with what was happening between these two people she loved. She wanted to help, and tried to be gentle, seeing that Carl had been so kind and patient with her. “If you don’t want to tell her these things yourself, write her a letter.”

His eyes briefly lit up at the suggestion, but she watched as the frustration and discouragement clouded his judgment. ‘I’ve already said everything. She knows I’d help her in any way I could, but she’s just too stubborn to ask.”

Candy, stubborn! It was almost more than Lesley could do not to suggest that Carl take a look in the mirror himself.

* * *

Thanksgiving Day, Candy woke feeling melancholy and fat. She was nearly six months pregnant and there wasn’t a single pair of jeans that fit her any longer. Lesley had opted to buy maternity pants a month earlier, but Candy had held out until that very morning.

It didn’t help any that she would be spending the day alone. Lesley was joining her parents, something Candy had suggested herself. Now she wished she hadn’t been quite so encouraging.

Lesley Ackerman had turned out to be one of the best friends Candy had ever had. Other than the obvious, the two shared a good deal in common.

Not once had Lesley drilled her over her relationship with Carl. Nor had she tried to patch matters up between the two of them or offered her advice. For all three, Candy was grateful. Nothing anyone said would convince her to marry Carl Saks. Nothing.

Candy dressed and dragged herself into the kitchen wearing her slippers. The bouts of morning sickness had long since passed, replaced with a healthy appetite. She’d been careful about weight gain and was well within the parameters Dr. Wilson had suggested.

Maintaining her diet during the holidays couldn’t be any more difficult than abstaining from caffeine. How she missed her morning cup of leaded fuel. If Carl knew…

She paused mid-thought, unwilling to allow her mind to dwell on the subject of Carl Saks. Not this day when she was already feeling abandoned and lonely. Not today when families all across the country gathered together to count their blessings.

Candy had several blessings, but no family. If ever there was a day to treat herself, it was this one. After a meager breakfast and equally dinky lunch, Candy dressed in one of her new outfits and drove to Bluebeard’s, the restaurant where Carl had taken her for their first official date. It seemed far more trouble than it was worth to roast a turkey and all the trimmings for just one person.

The crowded parking lot wasn’t encouraging, but Candy eventually found a spot and hurried inside out of the cold. The weather had dipped below freezing and the sky was dark. The weatherman had suggested snow, and that suited her just fine. In an effort to lift her spirits, she’d decided to decorate for Christmas that evening.

A hostess Candy didn’t recognize greeted her with a warm holiday welcome. Several people crowded around the cash register and the woman wrote everyone’s name down on a waiting list.

“A table for one,” Candy said when it came her turn to give her name. “How long is the wait?” She was already hungry and the smells coming from the dining room were delicious.

“Forty-five minutes, I’m afraid.”

“Oh.” That long. It was difficult to hide her disappointment. She should have thought to make reservations.

“There’s another party here whose name is about to come up that also asked for a table for one. Perhaps you two would be willing to share?”

“It’s fine with me, if the other party doesn’t object” What a lovely solution, Candy mused, delighted with the suggestion. She hadn’t been that keen on eating alone and would welcome the company.

“I’ll be right back,” the woman told her. She returned a moment later. “That will be fine. Follow me.”

Candy’s mistake was that she didn’t stop to look at her dinner companion until they reached the table. When she turned to thank the person who’d been willing to have her join him, her eyes collided with Carl Saks’s brooding gaze.

Her first inclination was to call back the hostess and tell her she’d had a change of heart, but the restaurant was packed. It was exactly the type of behavior what Carl would expect of her.

“Thank you,” she said, making sure her voice revealed none of her feelings. She pulled out the chair and sat down. If he objected, then he could be the one to leave. Squatter’s rights must hold for something!

Candy must have studied the menu for five straight minutes while she gathered her composure. The bus-boy delivered water, bread and soft butter before she set the menu aside. There’d never been any question of what she wanted to order. Turkey and all the trimmings.

Carl looked as if he’d rather be anyplace on this earth than sitting across the table from her. His brow was knit and he couldn’t seem to take his brooding eyes off her.

“You’re wearing maternity clothes,” he muttered when she forcefully returned his intense gaze.

He probably hadn’t recognized her. That was the only explanation she could think of why he’d agreed to this awkwardness.

A cheerful waitress swung by their table to take their order. Her good spirits must have rubbed off on Carl because he was smiling when the waitress left. His grin slowly faded as his eyes met Candy’s.

This was going to be difficult. Candy smoothed the napkin onto her lap.

“Perhaps we should agree to put aside our differences for this one dinner,” Carl suggested. “We got along well enough before.”

It would have been childish to disagree. “All right,” she said with obvious reluctance. To her way of thinking, the less they had to say to each other the better.

“You look real pretty, Candy.”

Her gaze shot back to his. She didn’t want to believe him because to do so would make her vulnerable again and she couldn’t allow that to happen. Not again. “Thank you.” She put as little feeling into the words as possible.

“How are you feeling?”

“Wonderful.”

An uneasy silence followed. Much more of this stilted awkwardness and her appetite would be ruined. Their waitress, delivering their salads and once she left they both seemed eager to pick up the conversation.

“How’s the ranch coming along?” she asked.

“Can you feel the baby move yet?” he asked at precisely the same moment.

Candy hesitated, not sure who should answer first. Carl gestured toward her.

“The baby kicks and stretches all the time. Generally he waits until I’m in bed and comfortable before he decides to twist and shout.”

“He?” His grin was wide and eager.

Leave it to Carl to pick up on that. “I never have been able to think of the baby as an it. He is a generic term. I could just as easily be having a girl.”

“Lesley says you’ve taken up knitting.”

Candy was uncomfortable with the thought of her friend talking about her with Carl. Lesley only mentioned Carl in passing, and that was just the way Candy preferred it.

“I didn’t know that Lesley discussed my business with anyone.” Candy knew she sounded priggish, but she was disappointed that the woman she considered her friend had shared this bit of information with Carl.

“I asked about you,” Carl admitted grudgingly. “I don’t want you to think Lesley spoke out of turn. There were several items I wanted her to relay to you, but she was quick to tell me she isn’t Western Union.” His grin was sheepish, and Candy was sure he’d rather she not know that. His willingness to admit this impressed her.

“What kind of things?” Human nature being what it is, Candy was curious.

“I wanted to be sure you had everything you needed.”

“I do,” she whispered. “Thank you for paying the doctor and the hospital bills in advance.” She had only learned that at her last doctor’s appointment.

He shrugged as though to say it was only fair that he do so.

Their waitress stopped at their table. “Is something wrong with the salad?”

“No,” Candy was quick to assure her.

“Take your time, but I thought you’d want to know your dinner’s almost up.”

For being hungry only moments earlier, Candy had nearly forgotten the dinner salad. She raised her right hand from her lap and reached for her fork.

Carl froze, his narrowed gaze appeared to be studying her hand. “You’re wearing the ring.”

A sinking feeling settled in the pit of Candy’s stomach. She’d forgotten all about the diamond ring. The one Carl had literally tossed her on his way out the door.

“You’ll note it’s on my right hand.” This was said with authority as though it made a real difference.

“Your right hand,” Carl repeated.

“You did give it to me,” she added defensively.

“Yes,” he mumbled, “but I thought you’d take it back to the jeweler’s. I assumed you had.”

“No.” She dipped the fork into the salad with unnecessary force. “It’s a lovely diamond.” The minute she tasted the first bite, Candy realized she wasn’t going to be able to continue this charade. It had seemed like a simple matter at first, to join Carl for dinner. They were both civilized people, but this had proved to be so much more difficult than she would have thought.

“Why the right hand?” he quizzed.

She didn’t answer him until she had a chance to build up her bravado. She knew the defensiveness was back in her voice, but it was necessary. “I couldn’t very well put it on my left hand, could I?”

A muscle tightened in his jaw. “No. But why wear it at all?”

“If you want it back, fine.” She started to slip it off her finger, but he stopped her.

“I said the ring was yours to do with as you like. I’m just surprised that you chose to wear it.”

She reached for her fork once more, determined to eat every last shred of lettuce on her plate even if she had to choke it down. “As I said earlier, it’s a beautiful ring.” Which was a gross understatement. The solitaire diamond was the most beautiful piece of jewelry she owned, but that wasn’t the reason she put it on her finger. He could have mounted a piece of rock salt and she would have worn it with pride had he truly loved her.

Carl seemed intent on downing his salad, as well.

“I…I…” She started and stopped, then purposely looked past him. Her voice was small when she was able to continue. “I know you proposed because I was pregnant, not because of any feelings for me. When you insisted I keep it, I tried putting it away, but I found myself slipping it on and off my finger and pretending we were engaged. One day I decided just to keep it on because I felt closer to you while wearing the ring.”

Carl leaned forward, his elbows braced against the table. “Say that first part again. You’re confusing me.

“What part?”

“The point about me proposing because you were pregnant.”

“Yes?” She didn’t understand what he questioned.

His patience seemed to be wearing thin. “Answer me this. Do you or do you not love me?” He was beginning to sound short tempered.

Candy didn’t so much as blink. “Only an idiot would think I didn’t love you, Carl Saks.”

Her response appeared to fuel his displeasure with her. “Then might I ask why you rejected my proposal?”

“Because you don’t love me.”

“Like hell I don’t.” He slammed his fist against the tabletop, causing what remained of their salad to leap halfway off the plate. Water sloshed onto the white linen tablecloth. The entire restaurant stopped talking and stared at them before resuming conversation.

She glared at him, leaned even farther toward him and whispered between clenched teeth, “Then why did you, with your own words, tell me that the only reason you were proposing was because I was pregnant?”

“Because you were—you are!”

“Did it ever occur to you that a woman needs to be wanted and loved for herself? I certainly don’t want to be accused of trapping you into marriage. If you’d asked me to be your wife and once, just once, so much as mentioned the word love, I would have leapt into your arms and wept for joy.”

He stared at her as if she were speaking a foreign language. The waitress hurried to their table, removed the salad plates and delivered their entrees.

Candy dug into her turkey and dressing as though she didn’t plan on eating for the next month. She damn near choked on every bite, but she’d do that rather than let Carl know how badly he’d hurt her.

Her mouth was full of mashed potatoes and giblet gravy when Carl carefully set his napkin on top of the table. He stood, walked around to her side and got down on one knee.

Candy was so shocked, she couldn’t swallow.

“I have never loved a woman as much as I do you, Candy Hoffman. You’re stubborn, beautiful and about the most obstinate woman I’ve ever known. I made a mistake earlier, and I don’t intend to repeat it.”

Stunned, she stared at him.

“Will you marry me?” he asked softly, his love shining through his eyes.

Candy’s hand shook as she reached for the water glass. She managed to down half of it before she could speak. Even then she found the words wouldn’t make it past the huge lump in her throat.

“I love our baby, too, in case you have any doubt. I can’t help thinking he’s going to be hell on wheels.”

Candy started to laugh and cry at the same time. She wrapped her arms around Carl’s neck and buried her face in his shoulder. He loved her. He honestly loved her.

Carl kissed the side of her face. “I take it that was a yes. If not, it’s too bad. I’m not taking no for an answer this time.”

With his arms wrapped around her waist, he stood and twirled around.

Candy threw back her head and laughed with joy. This had to be the happiest day of her life.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“HELLO, BOY.” LESLEY carefully approached Zane’s gelding, Arabesque. The Arabian’s sleek black neck appeared over the stall door, anticipating a treat. He tossed his mane and snorted when she hid an apple behind her back, telling her he was well aware of her games.

“Something tells me I’ve spoiled you,” she teased, holding out the apple in the palm of her hand. Like her, Arabesque missed Zane. His temper had been fierce in the first weeks after Zane’s death, almost as if he were aware of what had happened to his master.

Even now, after months of building a friendship, the exquisite Arabian barely tolerated Lesley’s presence and only then because she brought him a treat.

Even Eddie and Dennis hadn’t made much progress with Arabesque. Lady Jane, the filly, patiently stood still and allowed the two boys to groom her, but not Arabesque.

“You miss him, don’t you, boy?” Lesley asked as she stroked the gelding’s long, smooth neck. Arabesque nudged her shoulder and bobbed his head.

“Me, too,” she whispered brokenly. She didn’t know what was wrong with her lately. Perhaps it was the pregnancy that made her so weepy of late. Or the news of Candy and Carl’s engagement. The two had set their wedding for New Year’s Eve and Candy had asked that Lesley stand up as her maid of honor. She was both honored and delighted.

Lesley certainly didn’t begrudge the couple their happiness, but their joy seemed to magnify her loneliness, her loss, and her unhappiness.

The baby stirred, and without thinking, Lesley pressed her palm against her stomach, wondering at the sudden movement.

Arabesque jerked his head in an upward motion and whinnied loudly.

The softest of sounds drifted to her from the barn door. A ready smile touched her lips as she turned to greet the newcomer.

It was then that she saw Zane.

Her breath stopped and her heart quickened as she struggled to mentally deal with what her eyes were telling her.

It wasn’t him. The man who stood just inside the shadow-filled barn bore no scars. He was devoid of the ugly, red marks that scored her dead husband’s face. This man was thin. Terribly, terribly thin.

It was Zane. It had to be.

She must be dreaming, Lesley decided. Missing Zane as much as she did, her fertile mind had conjured up his image. But if this was a dream, Lesley never wanted to wake.

Neither spoke, but then Lesley wondered if words were possible between them. Although he seemed solid and real, it wouldn’t have surprised her had he vanished.

He took two steps toward her. The limp was there, and each measured footfall appeared to bring him pain. Still, he kept his gaze trained on her as if making the pain-filled trek to her was his goal. The love in his eyes all but blinded her.

“Zane,” she said in a soft, almost voiceless breath, afraid if she spoke he’d disappear, afraid words would drive him away. Slowly, her fingers trembling, she reached out and touched his cheek with the lightest of contact. His skin was warm and soft and his eyes drifted closed as if he had waited his entire life for this moment. As if her gentle touch had broken an evil spell that held him prisoner.

“Zane?” she repeated again.

He captured her hand and held it firmly against his face.

He felt real. Alive. His chest rose and fell with each breath. His heart beat. She saw with her own eyes the way a vein hammered in his neck.

All at once Lesley started to shake. Tears choked her throat and she tried to take in what was happening. Confusion swamped her. After taking months to accept that her husband was dead, she discovered he was very much alive.

“Say something,” she pleaded, fighting back the sobs. “Let me know you’re real.”

He brought her into his arms then, his hold so powerful and tight, he nearly knocked the breath from her lungs. His hands were in her hair as he repeatedly whispered, “I’m alive. Until this moment. Until I touched you, I was dead. I love you, Lesley, with all my heart, with all my being.”

His words confused her even more, but his touch…his touch was familiar and intimate. And welcome, so very welcome.

He kissed her with a hunger that wouldn’t be satisfied with one kiss or a thousand. A hunger a lifetime couldn’t quench. Again and again his mouth claimed hers, cherished her, loved her, using his lips his breath, all that he was.

“How…? Not possible…” she pleaded as she inched her mouth from his. She needed answers. Needed to understand how it was possible for him to have stayed away from her all these months and allow her to believe he was dead.

Zane led her back into the house, his steps slow and measured. Mrs. Applegate stood in the kitchen, weeping with happiness.

“He took ten years off my life, he did, showing up this way,” she announced to Lesley.

Lesley’s own shock hadn’t been any less dramatic. But if that was the price, then Lesley gladly surrendered each one of those years for the opportunity to have her husband back.

“How is it possible?” she asked again, needing answers, afraid to believe until she had them.

Zane led her into the library and lowered her into the leather wingback chair. He sat on the ottoman in front of her and reached for her hands, gripping them in his own, his hold painfully tight. Lesley didn’t care; she needed the pain to reinforce that this was really happening.

“I arranged to meet Schuyler in the desert,” he began, his face grim and tight with the memory. “Schuyler was as intent on killing me as I was in making sure he went straight to hell.”

Lesley bit her lower lip, which trembled uncontrollably. “He’s—dead?”

“Yes. I shot him, and saw the hate fill his eyes before he died. I heard him curse me as he screamed in pain. I wasn’t the only one who wished him dead, and some of my friends have their own way of dealing with the bodies of their enemies.

“I made one mistake,” Zane whispered, and kissed her fingers. “Schuyler had made a contingency to kill me if I succeeded in killing him first. He planted a bomb.”

Lesley gasped. Not another explosion. Zane had barely survived the first one.

“The world caved in on me and that was all I knew until I woke in a French hospital.”

“French?”

“I have no recollection of how I got there, and had no clue who I was or where I was when I woke. It’s taken me six months to regain my memory.”

“But you died,” she insisted, remembering the night his spirit had come to her, had filled their bedroom and told her goodbye. “I felt it. I woke up and you were there.”

His clear dark eyes held hers, unable to conceal his shock. “That was real?” He shook his head as though he wasn’t sure this was possible. “When I first felt the blast I remember thinking that I wasn’t going to make it. That escape now would be impossible. All I could think about was you and the baby.”

“You came to me.”

“Yes. I don’t know how it is possible, but I remember those few, precious moments with you. And I remember the pain, fighting it as best I could, choosing the physical agony over the summons of the intense white light.

“Week after week I lay in the hospital, more dead than alive. All I knew was that it was important that I live. Sometimes I would dream of a woman’s love, but those dreams were veiled and I woke frustrated with my inability to remember.”

“Your face?” She traced her fingertips down his smooth skin.

“The doctors seemed to think repairing my face would jolt my memory. It didn’t work.”

She kissed the edge of his mouth and braced her forehead against his. “You’re…beautiful.” She could find no other word to describe the difference. She’d always guessed that he’d been an attractive man, but nothing like this. He was the epitome of every woman’s dream.

“Not as beautiful as you are, pregnant with our child.” He planted his hands on her swollen abdomen, lifted her top and kissed her bare belly.

“Six months, Zane.” She wept with frustration. “You’ve been gone six months.”

“I know.” The bleak sadness in his eyes told her he begrudged every one of those days apart from her.

“It wasn’t only amnesia,” he told her, and she couldn’t doubt his desolate state. “I was in a coma for nearly a week. The doctors told me I suffered a stroke during that time, which isn’t uncommon. When I did wake, one side was briefly paralyzed. Not only was my memory gone, but my condition was complicated with other problems. It’s a miracle I’m here.” At her soft gasp, he kissed her fingertips. “I’ve recovered, and I’m here with you. That’s all that matters. Everything else is in the past.”

“Oh, Zane.”

“All the time I was in a mental haze, I felt this burning sense of urgency. A number of times, the pain and the frustration were more than I could bear and I wished for death, but I never entertained those thoughts long. Somehow I knew it was critical I live. Week after hopeless week I faced an empty future.”

“What triggered your memory?” Whatever it was, she would be forever grateful.

A hint of a smile touched his eyes. “An infant’s cry. I don’t know how many times I’d walked the hospital corridors. I’ll never know what prompted me to visit the maternity floor. Perhaps my inner spirit sensed my need to view life from the beginning.

“After so much time, I welcomed a new start. I remember wishing I could be born again. As I stood looking at the newborn infants, one let out a deep piercing scream.

“All at once, your face—your beautiful, perfect face—came to me. The memory was so brief, I shouted with agony, willing it back. The black veil lifted and eventually everything came back in bits and spurts.”

He smiled and gently kissed her. “The look, the love, the excitement expressed in your face when you told me you were pregnant glowed from your eyes. In that briefest of moments, I remembered.”

All these lonely months he’d been in a strange hospital, wrestling nameless demons, struggling to regain his memory and his sanity.

“Don’t leave me again,” she pleaded with him, struggling with her tears. “I couldn’t go through this again.” Even as she choked out the words, she knew his own hell had been much worse than hers. Zane fought to live, but didn’t know for whom or why.

“Never again,” he promised, kissing her.

“You’re alive, alive,” she chanted, wanting to shout with joy. The beauty of that reality filled her heart and crowded her soul.

As soon as it was possible, they made love. Zane’s hands rested on her rounded stomach. Their child moved against him and his eyes widened as his gaze slowly traveled to her.

“A girl,” she whispered.

“Dr. Wilson told you?”

“No,” she told him with a happy, satisfied smile. “You did.”

His look was skeptical.

“I thought you had,” she amended, and brought his mouth down to hers. “If we have a boy, then all I can say is that we’ll have to try again.”

Her husband’s dark eyes sparkled. “Anything you say, sweetheart.”

* * * * *
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				She’s stuck with Jack…

				Lorraine Dancy has just discovered that everything she believes about her father is a lie—starting with the fact that Thomas supposedly died years ago. Now she’s learned that not only is he not dead, he’s living in a small town south of the border. In the process of tracking him down, she manages to get framed for theft and pursued by the real thief, the police and a local crime boss. Her father’s friend Jack Keller agrees to help her escape, although Lorraine’s reluctant to depend on a man like him.

				And he’s stuck with her!

				Jack’s every bit the renegade Lorraine thinks he is—an ex-mercenary and former Deliverance Company operative. He’s also the one person who can guide her to safety. But there are stormy waters ahead, including an attraction neither of them wants to feel. An attraction that’s as risky as it is intense—for both of them. The sooner he can get Lorraine home, the better!

			

		

	

The Sooner the Better

Debbie Macomber

[image: logo]



		
			
				Contents

				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

				Epilogue

				

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				1998

				“Eternal rest grant upon her, oh, Lord….” Lorraine Dancy closed her eyes as the first shovelful of dirt hit her mother’s casket. The sound seemed to reverberate around her, magnified a hundred times, drowning out the words intoned by Father Darien. This was her mother—her mother—and Virginia Dancy deserved so much more than a cold blanket of Kentucky mud.

				Lorraine had received word the evening of April first that her mother had been involved in a horrible freeway accident. In the beginning she’d thought it was some kind of cruel hoax, a distasteful practical joke, but the mud-splattered casket was real enough to rip her heart wide open.

				Her chest tightened with the effort to hold back tears. A low mewling escaped her lips and her trembling increased as she listened to the priest’s words in the gray afternoon.

				After a while, the friends who’d come to say their last farewells started to move away. Father Darien gently took hold of Lorraine’s hands and in sincere compassionate tones offered a few final words of comfort. Reaching deep within herself, Lorraine managed to thank him.

				Still, she remained, standing by her mother’s grave.

				“Sweetheart.” Gary Franklin, her fiancé, stepped closer and placed his arm around her waist. “It’s time to go home.”

				She resisted and held her ground when Gary tried to steer her toward the waiting limo. She wasn’t ready to leave her mother. Not yet. Please, not yet. It made everything so final…to turn her back and walk away.

				This shouldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real. But the reality of the moment was undeniable—the open grave, the nearby headstones, the muddy ground. Her fears assailed her from all sides, sending a chill down her spine. Lorraine wasn’t sure she could survive without her mother’s love and support. Virginia had been her touchstone. Her example. Her mother.

				“Sweetheart, I know this is difficult, but you can’t stay here.” Gary again tried to urge her away from the grave.

				“No,” she said, her voice stronger now. What made it all the more difficult, all the more painful, was the complete lack of warning. Lorraine had talked to her mother that very weekend. They were so close; it had been the two of them against the world for as long as Lorraine could remember. Not a day passed that they didn’t connect in some way—with a conversation, a visit, an email message. On Saturday they’d spent more than an hour on the phone discussing plans for the wedding.

				Her mother had been delighted when Lorraine accepted Gary’s proposal. Virginia had always liked Gary and encouraged the relationship from the beginning. Gary and her mother had gotten along famously.

				Just last weekend—just a few days ago—her mother had been alive. During their phone call Virginia had chatted endlessly about the kind of wedding she wanted for her only child. They’d discussed the wedding dress, the bridesmaids, the flowers, the invitations. Lorraine had never heard her mother sound more excited. In her enthusiasm, Virginia had even mentioned her own wedding all those years ago and the only man she’d ever loved. She rarely spoke of Lorraine’s father. That was the one thing she didn’t share with her daughter—at least not since Lorraine’s early teens. Those were private memories, and it was as though Virginia held them close to her heart. They’d sustained her through the long lonely years of widowhood.

				Lorraine couldn’t remember her father, who’d died when she was three. Her mother had loved Thomas Dancy so completely she’d never entertained the thought of remarrying. No man, she’d once told Lorraine, could live up to the memory of the one she’d lost.

				Her parents’ love story was possibly the most romantic Lorraine had ever heard. When she was small, her mother had often told her how wonderful Thomas had been. In later years, of course, she hardly ever talked about him, but Lorraine remembered those long-ago stories—of her father being a decorated war hero and how her parents had defied everyone by getting married. They were the adventure tales, the marvelous bedtime stories of her early childhood, and they’d made a deep and lasting impression on her. It was one of the reasons Lorraine had waited until she was twenty-eight before becoming engaged herself. For years she’d been searching for a man like her father, a man who was noble. Honest. Brave. A man of integrity and high ideals. No one seemed right until Gary Franklin came into her life.

				“Lorraine, everyone’s gone.” Gary’s arm tightened around her waist.

				“Not yet. Please.” She couldn’t leave her mother, not like this. Not in a cold wet grave when Virginia Dancy hadn’t even reached the age of fifty. The pain was more than Lorraine could bear. As the agony of the moment overwhelmed her, tears began to roll down her cheeks.

				“Come on, honey, let me get you away from here,” Gary murmured in a compassionate voice.

				Lorraine took a step in retreat. She didn’t want Gary. She didn’t want anyone except her mother. And her mother was in a grave. “Oh, Mom,” she cried, then broke into sobs, unable to stop herself.

				Gary turned her in his arms and held her protectively against him. “Let it out, sweetheart. It’s okay. Go ahead and cry.”

				Lorraine hid her face in his shoulder and wept as she hadn’t since that night the state patrolman had come to her with the tragic news. How long Gary let her weep, she didn’t know. Until her eyes stung and her nose ran and there were no more tears to shed.

				“The house is going to fill up and you’ll need to be there,” Gary reminded her.

				“Yes, we should go,” she agreed, and wiped her nose with the tissue he handed her, grateful that Virginia’s neighbor, Mrs. Henshaw, would be there to let everyone in. Lorraine was calmer now, more self-possessed. People would want to talk about her mother, and since Lorraine was the only one left in the family, she’d have to be in control of her emotions.

				Together she and Gary started toward the parking lot. Away from her mother. Away from the only parent she’d ever known.

				Lorraine’s one, small comfort was the knowledge that after twenty-five years apart, her parents were finally together again.

				* * *

				Lorraine couldn’t sleep, but then she hadn’t really expected to. She should be exhausted. She was exhausted; she’d barely slept in days. This past week had been the most emotionally draining of her life. But even now, after the funeral and the wake, she was too restless to collapse into sleep.

				Gary seemed to think that spending the night at her mother’s house wasn’t the best idea. He was probably right. Her judgment, along with everything else, had been thrown off-kilter by her mother’s death.

				The wake had been here, at Virginia’s place, since Lorraine’s apartment was much too small to host the event, and a restaurant seemed too impersonal. Parishioners from St. John’s Church where Virginia had faithfully attended Mass all these years, plus a large group of neighbors, coworkers and friends, had lingered to tell Lorraine how sorry they were. They, too, appeared to have difficulty accepting the suddenness of her mother’s death.

				Virginia had been an active member of St. John’s and a devout Catholic. For twenty years she sang in the choir and worked tirelessly for her church “family.” As a stockbroker with a large national firm, she’d made a name for herself in the business world. Turnover at the firm was high, and Virginia had learned that office friendships were often fleeting. Nevertheless, the house had been crammed with people.

				Contrary to what Lorraine had assumed, she wasn’t needed as hostess. Friends and neighbors arrived bearing casseroles, breads and salads, which soon covered the dining-room table. The extras spilled into the kitchen and lined the countertops.

				Lorraine was grateful to everyone, especially Gary who’d been both helpful and kind. Yet throughout the wake, all Lorraine had wanted was to be alone, to grieve by herself without people pressing in on her. But that wasn’t possible. It took her a while to realize that the friends who’d come were in need of solace, too. So she’d thanked them for their condolences and done her best to take on the role of comforter. Before long, she’d found herself depleted of energy, and she’d sunk into her mother’s favorite chair. Sitting there helped her feel closer to the mother she’d loved so deeply. It eased the ache of loneliness that threatened to consume her in a room full of people.

				An endless stream of sympathy and advice had come at her.

				“Of course you’ll want to keep the house…”

				Lorraine had nodded.

				“Naturally you’ll be selling the house…”

				Lorraine had nodded.

				“Your mother was a fine woman…”

				“We’re all going to miss her…”

				“She’s in a happier place now…”

				“…such a senseless tragedy.”

				Lorraine had agreed with one and all.

				By the time everyone had left, it was dark. Gary had helped her with the cleanup and urged her to return to her own apartment. Or to his. He didn’t seem to understand her need to stay here, but how could he? He’d never lost a parent.

				“You should go on home,” she’d told him. “I’ll be fine.”

				“Darling, you shouldn’t be alone. Not tonight.”

				“It’s what I want,” she’d insisted, yearning for him to leave. It was an unfamiliar feeling, and one she didn’t fully comprehend. She loved Gary, planned to spend the rest of her life with him, but at that moment she’d wanted him out the door. She had to deal with her grief and pain in her own way.

				“You need me,” Gary told her with loving concern.

				“I do,” she said. “Just not right now.”

				Disappointment registered in his deep brown eyes and he nodded with obvious reluctance. “You’ll phone if you change your mind?”

				Lorraine had said she would.

				He’d kissed her on the forehead in a sweet gesture of love and consolation. Shivering with the evening’s cold, Lorraine had stood out on the porch and watched him drive off.

				She’d cleared away the dishes, then wandered aimlessly through the house, pausing in the entrance to each room. Tenderly she caressed the things that had once been her mother’s most prized possessions. She closed her eyes and pictured her mother and father together at last and the wonderful reunion they must be enjoying.

				Lorraine was comforted by the knowledge that Virginia had been happy during the last weeks of her life. She’d been thrilled at the news of her daughter’s engagement, thrilled at the prospect of planning a large formal wedding. No sooner had Lorraine said yes to Gary’s proposal than Virginia had started making elaborate plans for the October wedding. She’d valued tradition and frowned on Lorraine’s having chosen a small emerald necklace in lieu of the usual engagement ring.

				“You have your wish now, Mom,” she said aloud. The wedding ring on her left hand had belonged to her mother. The inside of the band was engraved with the words “I’ll love you always. Thomas.” The funeral director had given it to her that very day, just before he’d closed the casket. Lorraine had slipped it on and wouldn’t remove it until the time came for her own wedding. Her mother had worn this ring since the day Thomas Dancy placed it on her finger, and now Lorraine would wear it, too.

				“What am I going to do without you, Mom?” Lorraine said into the stillness of the night, her eyes welling with tears. It surprised her that she had any left.

				She mulled over everything she’d done that had been a disappointment to her mother. She’d dropped out of medical school after her second year and trained as a nurse-practitioner, instead. Virginia had said little, but Lorraine knew her mother regretted that decision. She liked to think she’d made up for it when she met Gary, who sold medical supplies to Group Wellness, where Lorraine worked.

				The fact that she’d become a lapsed Catholic had distressed her mother, as well, but Lorraine had never identified with the church the way Virginia had. She attended a nondenominational Christian church, but her mother would have preferred she remain Catholic.

				“I’m so sorry, Mom,” she whispered, knowing she’d let her mother down in countless other ways.

				When she’d finished her emotional journey through the house, Lorraine had taken a hot shower and changed into a nightgown, one she’d bought Virginia the previous Christmas. After giving the matter some thought, she’d chosen to sleep in her mother’s room, rather than her own. When she was frightened as a child, she’d always climbed into her mother’s bed. Lorraine was frightened now, afraid of the future, afraid to be without Virginia, without family.

				As she lay there sleepless, she gathered her memories around her, finding consolation in the happiness they’d experienced. Day-to-day life had been full of shared pleasures, like cooking elaborate meals together, watching the classic movies they both loved, exchanging favorite books. Virginia also worked for several church-sponsored charities, and Lorraine sometimes spent an evening helping her pack up boxes of food for needy families, or stuffing envelopes. Her mother had been a wonderful woman, and Lorraine was proud of her. She’d been devout in her faith, hardworking, kindhearted. Smart, but generous, too.

				After an hour or so, Lorraine gave up even trying to sleep. She sat up and reached for the framed photograph of her parents, which rested on the nightstand. The picture showed Virginia as young and beautiful, wearing a full, ankle-length dress with a wreath of wildflowers on her head. Her long straight hair fell nearly to her waist. She held a small bouquet of wildflowers in one hand; with the other hand she clasped her husband’s. Her eyes had been bright with happiness as she smiled directly into the camera.

				The Thomas Dancy in the picture was tall and bearded, and wore his hair tied in a ponytail. He gazed at his bride with an identical look of love and promise. Anyone who saw the photograph could tell that the two of them had been deeply in love.

				As recently as last weekend, when they’d been discussing Lorraine’s wedding plans, she’d teased her mother about the photo, calling her parents “flower children.” Virginia had been good-natured about it and merely said, “That was a long time ago.”

				Sadly this photograph was the only one Lorraine had of her parents together. Everything else had been destroyed in a fire when she was in grade school. Lorraine remembered the fire, not realizing until years later all that she’d lost. Her parents’ photographs and letters, her father’s medals…

				Lorraine knew that Virginia O’Malley had met Thomas Dancy her freshman year in college and they’d quickly fallen in love. The war in Vietnam had separated them when her father volunteered for the army in 1970. He’d survived the war and come home a hero. It was a year later, during a routine physical, that something unusual had shown up in his blood work. That something had turned out to be leukemia. Within six months, Thomas was dead and Virginia was a young widow with a child.

				Virginia’s parents had helped financially for many years, but both of Lorraine’s maternal grandparents had died in the early eighties. Her father’s relatives were unknown to her. Her mother had one younger brother, but he’d gotten involved with drugs and alcohol, and communication between them had been infrequent at best. The last time Virginia had heard from her brother was five years ago, when he’d phoned her asking for money to make bail. Virginia had refused. Lorraine’s only cousin lived someplace in California, and she hadn’t seen or heard from her since the summer she was thirteen.

				In other words, Lorraine was alone. Completely and utterly alone.

				The phone startled her, and she whirled around to grab the receiver. “Hello,” she said breathlessly, uncertain who to expect.

				Gary. “Just checking to make sure you’re all right.”

				“I’m okay,” she told him.

				“You want me to come over?”

				“No.” Why can’t you just accept that I need this time by myself? His attitude upset her. This wasn’t like Gary.

				“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be alone,” he said. He’d told her this earlier, more than once. “I know it’s all a terrible shock, but the last thing you should do now is isolate yourself.”

				“Gary, please. I buried my mother this afternoon. I… I don’t have anyone else.”

				Her words were met with an awkward pause. “You have me,” he said in a small hurt voice.

				She regretted her thoughtlessness and at the same time resented his intrusion. “I know how that must have seemed and I’m sorry. But everything’s still so painful. I need a chance to adjust.”

				“Have you decided to sell the house?” Gary asked.

				Lorraine wondered why everyone was so concerned about what she did with the house. “I…don’t know yet.”

				“It makes sense to put it on the market, don’t you think?”

				She closed her eyes and sought answers. “I can’t make that kind of decision right now. Give me time.”

				She must have sounded impatient because Gary was immediately contrite. “You’re right, darling, it’s too soon. We’ll worry about it later. Promise you’ll phone if you need me?”

				“I promise,” she whispered.

				After a few words of farewell, she ended the call. As she replaced the receiver, her gaze fell on the clock radio. She was shocked to discover it was only nine o’clock. It felt more like midnight. She lay back down and stared up at the ceiling, letting her thoughts creep into the future. Her mother wouldn’t be at her wedding, wouldn’t be there for the births of her grandchildren. Virginia Dancy had looked forward to becoming a grandmother; now her grandchildren would never know her.

				Rather than deal with yet another aspect of her loss, Lorraine turned her mind to Gary’s unexpected call. He’d brought up a number of questions she still had to face.

				The house had to be dealt with soon. If it sat empty for long, it’d start to deteriorate, not to mention attract vandals. Gary was right; she had to figure out what to do with it. Finances and legal issues posed another problem. She’d never even seen her mother’s will.

				She’d handle one thing at a time, she decided. That was advice Virginia had given her as a child and it had always stood her in good stead. One step and then the next…

				* * *

				The call from Dennis Goodwin, her mother’s attorney, came a week after the funeral, when Lorraine had returned to work. She’d been waiting to hear from him. Dennis had told her at the funeral that there were a few legal matters that needed to be resolved and then he’d get in touch. He wouldn’t need more than fifteen or twenty minutes. He’d promised to phone the following week and set up an appointment.

				True to his word, Dennis had called exactly a week after she’d buried her mother.

				Lorraine arrived at the appointed time, prepared to hear the details of her mother’s will. The receptionist greeted her pleasantly, then reached for the intercom button. “Lorraine Dancy is here to see you,” she announced.

				A moment later Dennis Goodwin appeared in the reception area. “Lorraine,” he said, his voice warm. “Good to see you.” He ushered her into his office.

				Lorraine knew that Virginia had both liked and trusted Dennis. They’d worked in the same Louisville office building, and during that time, he’d acted as Virginia’s attorney of record for her will and any other legal matters.

				“Have a seat,” he invited. “How are you holding up?”

				“About as well as can be expected,” Lorraine told him. She no longer felt the need to brush aside her own grief in an effort to comfort others. The week since the funeral had been difficult, and she couldn’t have borne it without Gary’s constant support.

				“As you’re already aware,” the attorney said, leaning toward Lorraine, “I knew your mother for a number of years. She was one of the most talented stockbrokers I ever met. Back in the eighties, she recommended I purchase shares in a little-known Seattle company called Microsoft. Because of her, I’ll be able to retire in a couple of years. In fact, I could live off that investment alone.”

				“Mom loved her job.”

				“She made several smart investments of her own,” he added. “You won’t have to worry about finances for a long time to come.”

				The news should have cheered her, Lorraine supposed, but she’d much prefer to have her mother back. No amount of financial security could replace what she’d lost.

				She folded her hands in her lap and waited for him to continue.

				“Your mother came to me four years ago and asked me to draw up her will,” Dennis said. He rolled away from his desk and picked up a file. “According to the terms, you’re her sole beneficiary. Under normal circumstances, our meeting wouldn’t be necessary.”

				Lorraine frowned.

				“But in the event of an untimely death, Virginia asked me to speak to you personally.”

				Lorraine slid forward in her chair. “Mom wanted you to talk to me? About what?”

				“Medical school.”

				“Oh.” She gave a deep sigh. “Mom never understood about that.”

				The attorney raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

				“It was a big disappointment to Mom when I decided to drop out.”

				“Why did you?”

				Lorraine looked out the window, although she scarcely noticed the view.

				“A number of reasons,” she finally said, glancing down at her hands. “I love medicine and Mom knew that, but while I have the heart of a physician, I don’t have the competitive edge. I hated what medical school was like—the survival of the fittest. I couldn’t do it. Maybe I’m lazy, I don’t know, but I have everything I want now.”

				“How’s that?”

				Her smile was brief. “I do almost as much as a doctor, but without the bucks or the glory.”

				“I believe your mother did understand that,” Dennis said, although Lorraine suspected it wasn’t completely true. “But she wanted you to know that the funds are available if you should change your mind.”

				Lorraine’s eyes stung as she held back the tears. “Did she tell you I’m engaged?”

				“She hadn’t mentioned it. Congratulations.”

				“Thank you. Gary and I only recently told…” Lorraine let the rest fade. The attorney waited patiently, but she didn’t trust her voice.

				“If you reconsider and decide to try medical school again, I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”

				His offer surprised her. “Thank you, but I’m not going to. Not when Gary and I are about to start our lives together.”

				“Well, I promised I’d bring it up if the occasion arose. It saddens me that it has.”

				Within a few minutes, Dennis had finished explaining the terms of the will and handed her the necessary paperwork. When she’d read everything, he passed her another sheet of paper.

				“What’s this?” she asked.

				“An inventory of the safe-deposit box. I went down to the bank yesterday afternoon and retrieved everything. I have it all for you here.” He stood and picked up the manila envelope on his credenza. “I need you to confirm that every document listed on the sheet is accounted for.”

				Because it was expected of her, Lorraine dumped the contents of the envelope onto the desk and checked off the items on the list. She’d previously seen or known about everything here. Or so she assumed until she found the opened letter addressed to her mother. How odd, she mused, studying its colorful foreign stamps.

				“Do you know anything about this letter?” she asked the attorney.

				“Nothing. Actually, it seemed odd to me that Virginia would put something so obviously personal in with documents that were all business-related.”

				“It’s from Mexico,” Lorraine said unnecessarily.

				“Yes, I noticed that.”

				“Postmarked seven years ago.” She withdrew the single page inside. After scanning it, she turned it over and read the signature. Gasping, she lifted her head to stare at Dennis Goodwin.

				“You’re…you’re sure you didn’t know about this?” She was unable to conceal her shock.

				“Lorraine, I don’t know anything about that letter. I was your mother’s lawyer, not her confidant. What she chose to place in the safe-deposit box had nothing to do with my role as her attorney.”

				Lorraine sagged against the back of the chair and raised her hand to her throat. “Could…could I have a glass of water, please?” Her mouth felt dry and her voice had gone hoarse. This couldn’t be true. Couldn’t be real. This was crazy.

				“I’ll be right back.” Dennis stepped out of his office and quickly returned with a large paper cup.

				Lorraine drank the contents in several noisy gulps and briefly closed her eyes, trying to take in what she’d learned.

				“I’m sorry if something’s upset you,” Dennis said.

				“You really haven’t read the letter?” she asked shakily.

				“No, of course not. It would’ve been highly unethical to do so.”

				Lorraine waited until she’d regained her composure enough to sound unemotional. “It appears, Dennis,” she said calmly, “that my father isn’t dead, after all.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				The nightmare woke Thomas Dancy out of a deep sleep. He opened his eyes and filled his lungs with air. A breeze wafted in through the bedroom window and a full April moon cast fingers of cool light into the room. It’s just a dream, he reminded himself. One that came to him periodically. It was always the same, and despite the passage of almost thirty years, it hadn’t lessened in intensity. He relived every gut-wrenching detail—and always woke up at the same point, trembling with fear and terror. Again, as he did every time, Thomas felt unabashed relief that it had only been a dream. Again, he reminded himself that the worst was over. He’d walked through that hell once, and lived.

				Thomas threw back the sheet and sat on the edge of the thin mattress as the darkness and the effects of the nightmare closed in around him. Even now that he was wide-awake, the fear would not release him, had seeped into his very bones.

				He’d lost so much, back in the early seventies. By far his greatest and most profound loss had been his wife and daughter, but the dream had nothing to do with them.

				In an effort to combat the lingering traces of depression—the dream’s legacy—he formed a mental picture of Ginny and tiny Raine the day he’d left for Vietnam. Ginny had been so young, so beautiful. Her face had been streaked with tears as she held their daughter in her arms. Despite everything that had gone wrong in the years since, that particular image never failed to lighten his heart.

				She’d come to the airport to see him off to war. A war he didn’t understand and had no desire to fight. It had nearly killed him to leave his family that day. But in the end he’d been the one to do the killing.

				Guilt surged up in him and he shook his head, refusing to allow his thoughts to stumble down that path. He rubbed his face with both hands, as if he could erase the last residue of the dream and all the memories it brought back.

				He couldn’t.

				The trembling started again, and he stood and walked over to the window and stared into the night. He gazed at the reflection of the moon over the smooth water of the bay, off in the distance. He needed a reminder that the war and its aftermath were far behind him.

				As memories of the war faded, they were replaced by thoughts of Ginny. Despite the years, despite her abandonment, he still loved her. He’d made a new life for himself here in El Mirador, and he’d come to think of Mexico as his home. He was a simple man, living a simple life. He’d never be rich, but then, money wasn’t important to him. Ginny had understood that.

				Ginny…

				Earlier that night, before his dreams had erupted into the sights and sounds of a brutal war, his wife had come to him in his sleep. He’d seen her as she was at twenty, and their love had seemed as real as the windowsill beneath his fingers.

				His heart sang at the sound of her name in his mind. He remembered the first time he saw her on the university campus and how he’d dismissed her as virginal and uptight. But the cliché about opposites attracting was certainly true in their case. He’d embraced the beliefs of the late sixties—like student power and “doing your own thing”—ideologies she’d regarded with contempt.

				As it happened, they’d attended the same English class and sat across from each other. Thomas took it upon himself to break through that barrier of reserve she held between herself and the world. Ginny was the challenge he couldn’t resist. He didn’t mean it to happen, but before he knew it, he’d fallen in love.

				So had she.

				A slow smile relaxed the taut muscles of his face as he recalled the night they’d first slept together. She’d been innocent, and while he was far from a virgin, that afternoon with Ginny was the first time he’d truly made love. The honesty of their lovemaking had forever changed him. Instinctively he’d known that, despite his other lovers, she was the only woman he’d really loved.

				He wanted to marry her. His feelings had nothing to do with religion and everything to do with his heart. They met every day after class and took crazy chances to be together in either his dorm or hers. Once they’d made love, it was impossible to stop, and their physical need for each other grew until it dominated all common sense.

				He’d suspected Ginny was pregnant long before she did….

				By that time he was renting a two-room apartment off campus. His sole piece of furniture had been a worn-out mattress tucked in a corner. What cooking he did was on a hot plate. The lack of material wealth was of little concern to either of them. They were too much in love to care.

				Ginny’s conservative family was shocked by the changes in her when she arrived home for the holidays with him in tow. Her hair was waist-length and her attire consisted of long cotton dresses and sandals. Her parents hadn’t liked him then and liked him even less when they discovered he’d gotten their honor-student daughter pregnant. It didn’t surprise him that her family strongly disapproved of their marrying. One of the things that distressed Thomas most in the years that followed was the rift he’d caused between Ginny and her family.

				They wrote their vows themselves and at Ginny’s insistence found a sympathetic priest who agreed to perform the ceremony. Their lovemaking had been good before they were married, but afterward it was incredible.

				With a wife to support and a baby on the way, Thomas had been forced to drop out of college and find employment. At one time he’d seriously considered medicine as a career, but that had been an unlikely dream from the beginning. He and Ginny both knew that. Besides, the only way he could’ve attended medical school would have been on a scholarship, and his marks had fallen since his involvement with Ginny. Still, he wouldn’t have traded his marriage for even a full-ride scholarship to the best medical school in the country.

				Although they lived in poverty, Thomas and Ginny were blissfully happy. At Lorraine’s birth, he was with Ginny as much as the doctors would allow. It’d been hell not to go into the delivery room with her. When the nurse came out and told him he had a daughter, Thomas broke into tears of joy. His heart had never known that kind of happiness.

				Two days after they brought Lorraine home from the hospital, Thomas walked into a U.S. Army recruiting office and handed over his life to Uncle Sam. It wasn’t what he wanted, but he had no real choice. Little did he realize when he put on that uniform how much he was about to lose.

				The nightmare was about Vietnam. Again and again he relived the day he’d held David Williams in a blood-filled rice paddy and watched him die. He’d been helpless to do anything but scream in anguish.

				He wrote Ginny about David, but words were inadequate to describe his loss. More than a friend had died that day. Part of Thomas Dancy had died, too. The young man he was, the innocent twenty-one-year-old who believed in the power of love and goodness, also bled to death in that rice field. From then on, he was able to kill without conscience.

				He’d gone to war a kid, trying to provide for his family, and returned a killer. It’d taken Ginny’s love to wipe away the ugliness of those long months in Vietnam. Halfway through his tour he’d flown to Hawaii on leave and never returned to the war. He despised what he’d become.

				The army referred to him as a deserter, but Thomas knew that walking away had saved his life. He would have lost his mind if he’d gone back. He’d hidden in San Francisco for a while and Ginny had come to him there, loved him, given him back his sanity. The bitterness and hatred inside him had slowly melted away until he was almost whole again, almost able to put all the horrors he’d seen out of his mind. But he felt a moral obligation to save others from what he’d experienced. Instead of fleeing to Canada as so many before and after him did, he made it his mission to work toward ending the war. He joined an extremist group and made friends with its leader, José Delgado, who had family in Mexico. Because Thomas had some fluency in Spanish after four years of study, José insisted they speak the language when talking about their plans. It had started out as a safety measure and then later become a necessity.

				“Thomas?”

				Reluctantly he turned at the sound of his name.

				“The dream again?” Azucena asked in a low whisper.

				He nodded, not wanting to explain that his thoughts had been of Ginny and the daughter he no longer knew.

				She slipped out of bed and walked to his side, her bare feet silent on the stone floor. “Come back to bed,” she urged in Spanish as she wrapped her arms around his waist.

				“Soon,” he promised, unwilling just yet to let go of the memories.

				“Come,” she enticed once more, splaying her fingers across his chest. “I will help you forget the bad dreams you have.”

				“Azucena…”

				Her response was wordless. She kissed his neck and pressed her heavy breasts against him.

				He needed her then as he’d needed her so many times before. Despite the advanced state of her pregnancy, he kissed her with little gentleness and she responded with a hunger that ignited his own. When he would have stopped, she pulled him to the bed and drew him close.

				Azucena deserved a much better man than he would ever be. She deserved someone who would love her completely for herself. A man who could give his name to the child who grew inside her. It shamed him that she was only two years older than his daughter, but that didn’t stop him from taking everything she offered. In the moment of his release he cried out Ginny’s name. It wasn’t the first time, and he suspected it wouldn’t be the last.

				* * *

				Lorraine had read the letter so many times she’d memorized it. She’d given up sleeping at her own place and spent the nights at her mother’s house instead. While she stayed there, she slept very little. Exhausted and angry, she sat in the dark living room night after night and tried to make sense of what she’d learned.

				She was vaguely aware that two weeks or so had passed since that afternoon in Dennis Goodwin’s office. Morning dawned and bright light spilled into the room and still Lorraine hadn’t slept. She wasn’t capable of dozing for more than an hour or two. The deep satisfying sleep of those at peace with life seemed forever lost to her.

				The mother she’d known and loved was someone whose existence had virtually disappeared. Virginia—or the person she’d pretended to be—was completely out of reach now. Her actions were beyond Lorraine’s understanding—or forgiveness. Lorraine felt as if the foundation of her entire world had crumbled beneath her.

				Although she knew each word of the letter by heart, she removed it from the envelope and read it once again.

				Dearest Ginny,

				Today is our daughter’s twenty-first birthday. Where did all those years go? It seems only yesterday that I bounced Raine on my knee and sang her to sleep. It hurts to realize how much of her life I’ve missed.

				I know you don’t want to hear this, but I never stopped loving you or needing you. I wish things could have been different for us. All I ask of you now is that you tell Raine the truth about me.

				The decision to tell her I was dead is one we made together. At the time it seemed the right thing to do, but I’ve regretted it every day since. You know that. You also know I’m a man of my word. I’ve done as you wanted and stayed out of your lives, but I’m pleading with you now to tell Raine the truth. All of it. She’s legally an adult and old enough to make her own judgments.

				I’m teaching at a small school in a coastal town called El Mirador on the Yucatán Peninsula. You can reach me by phone at the number on the bottom of the page. The school will make sure I get the message.

				Are you well, Ginny? Do you lie awake at nights and think of me the way I do of you? Are you happy? This is my prayer for you, that you’ve found peace within yourself.

				I’ll always love you.

				Thomas

				Three truths hit Lorraine full force each and every time she read the letter. First and foremost, despite what she’d been told, her father was alive and well. Second, he loved her. Last—and what had the most profound impact on her—her mother had lied to her all these years.

				There was a loud knock at the front door, yanking Lorraine away from her thoughts.

				She wasn’t surprised to find Gary standing on the other side of the screen door. “I figured you’d be here.” He glanced into the living room and eyed the disarray.

				“What time is it?” she asked, although it was obviously morning.

				“You were due at work an hour ago.”

				“Is it that late already?” she asked. She drifted around the room, picking up books and papers and piling them neatly on a shelf. Anything to avoid looking at him. Anything to delay telling him what she’d decided.

				“I don’t know what to do for you anymore,” he said, raising his palms in a gesture of helplessness. When she didn’t answer, he walked into the kitchen and opened the cupboard, then pulled out a tin of coffee.

				Lorraine followed him.

				“It might be a good idea if you got dressed for work,” he suggested pointedly.

				Rather than argue with him, she did as he asked, taking a quick shower and putting on her uniform, although she had no intention of showing up at the clinic. The scent of freshly brewed coffee greeted her when she returned. Gary handed her a mug and poured himself one.

				“Let’s talk,” he said, motioning for her to sit at the table.

				Once more she complied, because fighting him demanded too much energy.

				He took the chair across from her. “Sweetheart, hard as this is, you’ve got to get on with your life.”

				She didn’t pretend not to know what he was talking about. “I will.”

				“That’s a good start.” He sipped his coffee, then sighed heavily, as if he’d dreaded this confrontation. “You haven’t been yourself ever since that meeting with your mother’s attorney.”

				“I know.”

				He seemed unsure how far to press her. “I realize the letter upset you. It would’ve upset anyone, but you’ve got to come to grips with reality. Sleeping here every night, watching the same movies over and over, isn’t going to help.” He paused and changed tactics. “It’s been a month now, and you haven’t dealt with your mother’s death any better than when it happened.”

				“You’re right, I haven’t,” she agreed, cradling the mug with both hands, letting its warmth seep into her palms. Somehow she managed to go in to work most days, but she’d been late a number of times. Again and again she sat in front of the television and escaped into her favorite movies. Movies her mother had loved, too—romance, adventure, suspense, anything that would take her mind off the lies Virginia had told her. Lies both her parents had conspired in.

				“What do you do here every night?” he asked. “Besides watch Humphrey Bogart and Cary Grant movies.”

				“Do?” It seemed he had only to look around for an answer to that.

				He glanced back into the living room and frowned.

				Lorraine tried to look at the house through his eyes and had to admit its appearance must come as something of a shock. She was as neat and orderly as her mother had been. Both were meticulous housekeepers, yet Lorraine had gone about systematically tearing every room apart. The place was a shambles.

				“What do you hope to prove?” he asked.

				Lorraine was stunned by his lack of comprehension. “I’m not hoping to prove anything. I’m hoping to find what else my mother saw fit to hide from me.”

				He gazed into the distance as if it took some effort to assimilate her words. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but have you thought about talking to a counselor?” he asked gently. He risked glancing in her direction.

				“You mean a mental-health professional?”

				“Ah…yes.”

				Lorraine burst out laughing. “You think I’ve gone off the deep end? That I’m losing it?” As her laugh turned to a giggle, she wondered if he was right. At times the feeling of betrayal and pain threatened to strangle her. That her parents, particularly her mother, had chosen to lie to her was incomprehensible.

				“I know how difficult this is for you,” Gary added, rushing his words. “I’m trying to understand, and I know the people at Group Wellness are, too, but there’s a limit to just how accommodating everyone can be while you deal with this.”

				“I agree with you.”

				Gary’s eyes revealed his suspicion. “You do?”

				“I’m booking the next month off work.”

				“A month?” She could tell he was taken aback by the news. “That long? I think a week or two should be sufficient, don’t you?”

				“Not for what I have in mind.”

				“I thought we were going to save most of our vacation time for our honeymoon and—” He stopped midsentence and his eyes narrowed. “Have in mind? You have something in mind?”

				“I’m going to see my father.”

				It was a moment before he spoke. “When?”

				“My flight’s scheduled to leave at seven o’clock Tuesday morning.”

				Gary stared at her. “When did you decide this?” His voice was calm, which Lorraine recognized as a sign of anger.

				“Last week.” She’d known when she bought the ticket that Gary would disapprove. It was one of the reasons she hadn’t discussed her plans with him beforehand.

				“I see,” he said in a hurt-little-boy voice. He picked up his mug and took a long swallow.

				“I phoned the school where he teaches and talked to the secretary.” Communication had been difficult, but the woman’s English was far superior to Lorraine’s high-school Spanish.

				Gary’s silence was comment enough, but Lorraine hurried on with the details, hoping to settle this before she left for Mexico. She didn’t want to slight Gary or offend him, but she had to see her father, talk to him face-to-face. She had to find out what had driven him and her mother apart. Why her parents had allowed her to believe he was dead. There had to be a logical explanation for the lie; she prayed there was. Of all the emotions he’d revealed in his letter, the strongest was love, for her and for Virginia. And all these years they’d deprived her of that love. Why?

				“Have you talked to your father?” Gary asked, his voice now devoid of emotion.

				She hesitated before answering, knowing Gary would find fault with this aspect of her plan. “Not directly.”

				“I see.”

				“The phone number is for the school where he teaches.”

				“So you said.”

				“And he was in class when I called,” she continued. Surely that made perfect sense. “I left a message giving my flight information and asking him to meet my plane.”

				“Then he returned your phone call?”

				Again she hesitated. “Not exactly.”

				Gary snorted. “It’s a simple question, Lorraine. Either he returned your call or he didn’t.”

				This conversation had been unsatisfactory almost from the first. “I resent your tone, Gary. I was hoping you’d support me.”

				He released his breath in a long-suffering sigh. “I just wish you’d talked to me about it first.”

				“I’m sorry,” she told him, and she was. “I realize this is unfair to you, but I have to find out what happened between my parents. My father’s alive, and I want a chance to know him—to talk to him, to learn why they felt they had to lie. You can understand that, can’t you?”

				He took his time answering. “Yes,” he admitted with obvious reluctance. “But like I said, I wish you’d included me in this decision. We’re engaged. I would’ve thought you’d want to talk it over with me before you booked the trip.”

				“I’m going to see my father, not quit my job.”

				“Taking a month off has…ramifications,” he said.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Our honeymoon time,” he shot back. “Group Wellness isn’t going to give you a month off now and then two more weeks a couple of months down the road.”

				“Five months.”

				“Whatever.”

				“Gary, please. Try to see it from my point of view.”

				“See it from mine.”

				“Darling, I’m sorry,” Lorraine said. “I was hoping you’d understand. I have to do this before I can get on with my life—with our life.”

				Slowly he nodded, as if his agreeing to her trip was a gift. “I still wish you’d told me so I could’ve changed my schedule and joined you.”

				Joined her? Not once had Lorraine considered asking Gary to accompany her. He couldn’t come anyway, she thought with a surge of relief. Not when he was so recently promoted and training his replacement.

				But that wasn’t the real reason, and she knew it. She loved Gary, but she didn’t want him with her. This journey into her family’s past was her adventure, and hers alone.

				* * *

				Letting Lorraine travel to Mexico by herself had never sat easy with Gary Franklin. He loved his fiancée and realized this was a difficult, unsettling time for her. A measure of his love was his willingness to stand by and watch her fly off on her own. Not only that, he’d offered to drive her to the airport—which meant getting up at 4:00 a.m. He glanced at his watch in the dashboard light. Quarter to five now. They’d discussed this trip countless times since the morning she’d sprung it on him, and he was convinced she was making a mistake. But Lorraine didn’t want to hear that and had stopped listening to him.

				Although his only intent was to protect her, shield her from further hurt, she refused to imagine any outcome other than a joyful reunion with the father she’d never known. He’d long admired Lorraine for her common sense, but she exhibited little of it in this unpleasant matter.

				Gary had liked Virginia, and her death had shaken him, too. He’d respected Lorraine’s mother for her business savvy and the way she worked in what was still largely a man’s world. Furthermore he trusted her judgment. Since she’d chosen to tell Lorraine a lie regarding her father, he figured there had to be a good reason. Gary feared that whatever it was would mean bad news for Lorraine, maybe even heartbreak.

				Besides her unwillingness to listen to his advice, he couldn’t help resenting the fact that she didn’t want him with her. She hadn’t tried to hide it, either, and that hurt.

				He parked the car and collected his thoughts as he approached the house.

				“Ready?” he asked Lorraine when she answered the door.

				She nodded. At least she’d packed sensibly, he noted—just one medium-size wheeled suitcase. She wasn’t like some women, who found it necessary to bring every outfit they owned. She looked smart, too, in an off-white linen pantsuit, her blond hair neatly pulled back. She seemed a little uncertain, but obviously determined to follow through.

				“Do you have your passport?”

				“Yes.”

				“Traveler’s checks and cash?”

				She nodded.

				“Insect repellant?”

				“Gary! Honestly, you make me sound like a child heading off to camp.”

				He hadn’t seen it like that, but she was probably right. “Sorry,” he said with a grin.

				Because there was hardly any traffic this early, the drive to the airport didn’t take long. He insisted on having a coffee with her after she’d checked in. They sat there, not knowing what to say.

				“I don’t want you to worry,” she murmured at last.

				“I’ll try not to. Will you phone?”

				She shrugged lightly. “I don’t know about the phone situation in El Mirador. My guess is the schoolhouse is the only place in town with a working phone.”

				He wished she hadn’t reminded him how primitive this village was likely to be.

				“I’ll write,” she promised, “and phone if I can. Plus I’ll email if I have a chance.”

				“Great.” He had to be happy with that.

				They hugged and kissed and he clung to her for a moment, then stepped back as she left for the departure lounge. She’d vanished from view, and still Gary stood there.

				Despite Lorraine’s optimism, he couldn’t shake the feeling that everything—in his life and in hers—was about to change.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Jack Keller had never thought of himself as a big-game fisherman. But owning a thirty-two-foot twin-diesel cabin cruiser made about as much sense as anything else in his life, which was damn little.

				He’d “retired” as a mercenary, gotten out of the death-defying game while the getting was good. At the end of his five-year stint he was sick of it all. Sick of the low-profile corporate rescues Deliverance Company had specialized in. Jack was tired of fighting hotheaded terrorist groups and corrupt governments that used innocents in a cruel game of greed and revenge.

				He had, however, been paid well for his skills, and he’d managed to save most of it. The major part had been wisely invested, and with the proceeds of the sale of his condominium in Kansas City, he could live comfortably in Mexico until he was a very old man. Growing old in the tropics appealed to Jack. Footloose and fancy-free, that was him. The boat was a bonus he hadn’t expected. An inheritance of sorts from Quinn McBride, a friend whose life he’d saved a decade earlier. Jack had lived aboard Scotch on Water for the past three years. He’d stayed in the Gulf of Mexico for most of that time, dropped anchor here and there, made a few friends. The strongest of these friendships was with Thomas Dancy, another American expatriate who lived in the tiny coastal town of El Mirador.

				Although Thomas was about fifteen years his senior, the two shared a camaraderie and a deep love of their adopted country. Thomas was a man of secrets, but Jack had a few of his own. It was because of Thomas and Azucena that Jack had hung around the Yucatán; in the past few weeks, though, he’d decided to expand his horizons. Lately he’d been thinking about heading to the Florida Keys, stopping off at some of those small Caribbean paradises along the way. He’d heard the people were friendly, and it didn’t hurt any that the women were gorgeous.

				Then again, he might return to Belize. He’d pulled into port at Belize City any number of times and he was impressed with the beauty of the country. His American dollars were always welcome; Jack had no problem with that. The women were warm and friendly—and there was a pretty señorita he was sure would be glad to see him. Jack couldn’t quite remember her name, but no doubt it’d come to him in time.

				Either Florida or Belize—he had yet to decide. Before he set his course for either destination, he needed supplies and figured he might as well check his mail, too. Not that he was expecting anything. He hadn’t heard from Cain, Murphy or Mallory in several weeks, but he wasn’t much for keeping in touch with old friends himself. His life as a mercenary was far behind him. These days he had little in common with the men of what used to be Deliverance Company. His friends were married now, and the last Jack had heard they’d settled into domesticity. Not Jack, though.

				Standing on the flybridge, the sun in his face and a breeze slapping his unbuttoned shirt against his tanned chest, Jack set Scotch on Water in a westerly direction. He checked the chart and saw he wasn’t far from El Mirador. It’d been a couple of months since he’d had a beer with Thomas. Azucena must be ready to pop that kid of hers any day now, if memory served him right. Perhaps he’d arrive in time for the blessed event, and he and the new father could celebrate.

				This was their third kid in six years. Good grief, Thomas was as bad as Cain and Murphy, but at least Thomas had an excuse. Azucena was a traditional Catholic and didn’t believe in birth control. Sex without marriage, sure; birth control, no. Interesting logic, Jack thought with a grin. During one visit, Thomas had confessed how upset he’d been when Azucena got pregnant the first time around. In the years since, he’d apparently grown accustomed to fatherhood. Then again, Jack might, too, if he had a hot-blooded woman like Azucena warming his bed. There was some reason Thomas couldn’t marry her, some reason in his past; he’d alluded to it but never explained.

				A few years back, fool that he was, Jack had given marriage serious consideration. He found it hard to believe now, but he’d actually been ready to buy into the whole scene—wife, family, house in the suburbs. Luckily he’d escaped that trap…but at the time he hadn’t felt especially lucky. In fact, it’d hurt pretty badly when Marcie turned down his proposal. What really got him was that she’d married a plumber named Clifford instead. It still boggled his mind that a woman as smart and sexy as Marcie would find happiness with a slow-witted moose of a man named Clifford.

				But they did seem happy. He found it remarkable, but had to admit he felt relieved; he wouldn’t want her to be anything else. He’d received picture Christmas cards from her and Clifford for the past two years. The first one showed her standing proudly beside her big oafish husband with her stomach halfway across the room. She looked ten months’ pregnant. Next year’s Christmas card explained why. Twins. He’d forgotten their names now, but they were rather unimaginative, as he recalled. Billy and Bobby or something like that. What he remembered most was how happy Marcie had seemed. Her face had glowed with joy as she held one squirming toddler and Clifford hoisted the other. Jack had kept the photograph tucked away on the boat as a reminder that she’d made the right choice in not marrying him. Other than that one all-too-brief episode, Jack had realized a long time ago that he wasn’t the marrying kind. Nope, not even close. He wasn’t interested in settling down with a woman, putting up with all that domestic stuff. He enjoyed his carefree life and didn’t need anyone messing with his mind. Or his heart…such as it was.

				No question, things had worked out for the best when Marcie married Clifford. Jack would have made a rotten husband, but there were times, albeit few and far between, when he wondered what would’ve happened if Marcie had married him.

				He’d drink a beer in her honor, Jack decided, frowning into the wind. To Marcie and their lucky escape.

				* * *

				The Boeing 767 landed in Mérida on the Yucatán Peninsula early that afternoon. As Lorraine exited the aircraft, she peered over the customs counter, hoping her father had received her message and follow-up letter and been able to meet her plane. The only photograph she had of him was the wedding picture, which showed him with long hair and a beard. He’d be fifty now, and Lorraine had no idea whether or not she’d even recognize him.

				The map securely tucked in her purse showed that El Mirador was about seventy-five miles north of Mérida. She glanced around anxiously. It took an unusually long time to clear customs, with lots of people complaining about the unnecessary hold-up. From what Lorraine could make out, the small customs office was short-staffed because of some museum theft. Apparently every available officer was checking the luggage of passengers leaving the country.

				After what seemed like an eternity, she was waved through. She collected her suitcase and carefully searched the waiting area, but saw no one remotely resembling the man in the photograph.

				“Time for Plan B,” she muttered to herself, grateful that she’d thought this out beforehand. She made her way across the airport to the car-rental booth.

				“Can I help you?” the clerk asked.

				“Great,” she said, digging through her purse for her driver’s license. “You speak English.”

				“Yes.” The young woman flashed her a toothy grin.

				“I need to rent a car.”

				“Very good.”

				“I’m not sure how long I’m going to be needing it, possibly an entire month, unless there’s a rental agency I can return it to near El Mirador.”

				The friendly smile faded when Lorraine mentioned the name of the town. The clerk looked over her shoulder and said something in Spanish that Lorraine didn’t understand. Right away the first woman was joined by a second, who appeared to be the manager. They spoke in rapid Spanish, and while Lorraine recognized a few words, she couldn’t catch the gist of the conversation.

				When they finished, the girl with the toothpaste-ad smile turned serenely to face Lorraine once again. “I’m sorry, but my supervisor says we have no cars available at this time.”

				Lorraine didn’t believe it. “But you were perfectly willing to rent me one a minute ago.”

				“Yes.” She didn’t deny that.

				“Why won’t you now?”

				“El Mirador has no roads.”

				“No roads?”

				The clerk pulled out a rental agreement, silently read it over and underlined the appropriate section before handing it to Lorraine. People in the line behind her were becoming impatient, so Lorraine moved away and sat down to read the section the other woman had highlighted. With the aid of her dictionary, she discovered that rental cars were not allowed on anything but paved roads. In other words, El Mirador was well off the beaten path, and the roads leading in and out of it were either dirt or gravel. Getting there, it seemed, would be no easy task.

				“Okay, then. Plan C.” Except she hadn’t yet figured out what that would be. There had to be another way to reach El Mirador. A bus. If she couldn’t get a rental car, she’d take a bus. Which meant she had to find the bus station first.

				That decided, she wheeled her suitcase out of the air-conditioned airport. The blast of heat made her stagger. She felt as if someone had thrown a hot towel over her head. Almost immediately her linen pantsuit became damp and clung to her like a second skin. Summers in Louisville could be stifling, but she’d never experienced anything like this—and it was only May. She looked down at her limp wrinkled trousers and sweat-stained jacket; this was what she got for wanting to make a good impression on her father. If she’d been meeting anyone else, she would’ve dressed less formally.

				Joining the long line for a colectivo—cab—she patiently waited her turn. Unfortunately the taxi driver spoke little English, but with her pocket dictionary and traveler’s phrase book, she was able to get her message across. The driver nodded repeatedly at every question, then loaded her suitcase into his trunk, which he tied shut with a frayed rope.

				Lorraine climbed into the backseat and searched for a seat belt. There wasn’t one. The instant he got behind the wheel, her meek and mild-mannered driver turned into a road warrior. Lorraine was tossed about the backseat like a sack of oranges, flung from one side of the vehicle to the other as he wove in and out of traffic. He switched from lane to lane, sometimes racing toward oncoming traffic at a death-defying rate. It would have helped had she found something to hang on to, but all she had were her wits, and those had scattered long ago. The one compensation was that she was too terrified to notice how miserably hot it was.

				By the time she arrived at the bus station, she was grateful to have survived the trip. Her shoulder ached from being slammed against the side of the car and her jaws hurt from being clenched. She paid the fare with no argument but without any tip, either, and lugged her suitcase into the depot.

				One thing was for sure: her presence certainly attracted a lot of attention. Every eye in the dilapidated place was focused on her. With what she hoped was grace and style, she squared her shoulders and made her way up to the window as if she’d done this every day of her life.

				“I’d like a ticket to El Mirador,” she said in English, forgetting to use Spanish.

				The man stared at her blankly.

				Lorraine reached for her phrase book and flipped pages. Mentioning the name of the town apparently wasn’t enough to achieve the result she wanted, so she attempted more than once to ask for a ticket. Each time, the agent merely shrugged and looked blank.

				Then he tried speaking to her. First he spoke slowly, then louder as if that would make her understand. After five minutes of this, she was ready to scream with frustration.

				“Perhaps I can help.”

				Lorraine turned to find a smiling clean-cut man standing next to her.

				“Jason Applebee,” he said.

				“Lorraine Dancy.” She held out her hand, noting that his was bandaged. “You’re American?”

				“Sure am.” He grinned. “I guess that’s fairly obvious, isn’t it?”

				“And you speak Spanish?”

				“Fluently.” Then, as if to prove it, he spoke to the man behind the counter. The clerk grinned, nodded and said something in return. His eyes moved to Lorraine; she couldn’t miss the relief in his expression.

				Lorraine didn’t understand what either of them had said. By this point she was beyond translating even the simplest verbs. Jason turned to her. “Now, what were you trying to ask?”

				“I need a ticket to El Mirador.”

				“You’re joking,” Jason said, his face lighting up. “I’m heading that way myself.”

				“Really? I thought it was just a small town.”

				“Actually, I’m going to a place not far from there. I was planning to spend the night in El Mirador.”

				“You mean there’s a hotel?” If things didn’t work out with her father, it was reassuring to know she’d have someplace to sleep that night.

				“I guess you could call it that,” Jason said, and they both laughed.

				Lorraine paid for her ticket, and Jason bought his, as well. When they’d finished, they sat in the shade outside and waited for the bus, which was due to arrive, Jason said, in thirty minutes.

				“Will you be staying at the hotel, too?” her newfound friend asked as he arranged his backpack at his feet.

				“I don’t know yet,” Lorraine said. It had been a long day already, with a plane change in Atlanta and a two-hour delay. “How long will it take to reach El Mirador?”

				“A couple of hours, possibly more—if the bus doesn’t break down, that is.”

				“Oh, great.” She sighed loudly, wondering if anything else could possibly go wrong.

				“Hey, it isn’t so bad,” Jason said. “At least there aren’t any bandidos. Not like the dig I was on last week.” He explained that he was a part-time archaeology lecturer at a small college in Missouri; she didn’t recognize the name. He was here doing research for his doctoral thesis. He’d been in Mexico a month now, he told her, although this wasn’t his first trip. Lorraine guessed him to be in his midthirties. He had short dark hair and the ubiquitous sunglasses, and wore a short-sleeved cotton shirt tucked neatly into khaki pants. The freshness of his clothes made Lorraine feel even more despairing about the condition of her own.

				“So you were working on this dig? And…and there were bandits?”

				“Yeah,” he said, lifting his bandaged hand. Jason entertained her for the next hour—the bus was late, of course—with tales of his adventures, including a harrowing description of the incident during which he’d injured his hand. He’d rescued one of the Mexican assistants on the dig from a knife-wielding pair of thieves. She shuddered at his dramatic telling.

				Lorraine liked Jason. It was impossible not to. He was witty and cheerful, not to mention generous with his help. He bought some melon slices from a street vendor and shared them with her. Lorraine hadn’t really been hungry, but the fruit quenched her growing thirst.

				She’d never made friends with anyone so quickly. She suspected that everyone responded to Jason this way; his open exuberant personality encouraged confidences and camaraderie.

				With billowing exhaust and much grinding of gears, the bus finally pulled into the station. Jason had been right to warn her about its likely condition. The rattletrap of a vehicle looked as if it’d been on the road since the Second World War. Its color was no longer distinguishable and half the windows were missing. In this heat, though, that was probably a blessing.

				The bus was one thing, her fellow travelers another. The minute the bus rolled into the yard, people appeared from every direction. Adults and children and caged chickens. One man was hefting a pig under his arm.

				“Go and get us the best seat you can,” Jason advised, urging her toward the bus. “I’ll make sure our luggage gets on board.”

				Lorraine watched, astonished, as two men clambered on top of the bus and waited for Jason and another man to throw suitcases up to them. She didn’t envy anyone the task of lifting her suitcase, let alone hurling it eight feet off the ground.

				After about ten minutes a breathless Jason climbed on board and collapsed onto the seat beside her.

				“You mentioned you’d be traveling to someplace near El Mirador,” Lorraine said once he’d caught his breath.

				“I’m on my way to another dig,” he said, shifting a bit to give her more room on the cramped seat. The narrow cushion was barely wide enough for one adult, let alone two.

				He’d told Lorraine a little about Mayan ruins earlier, and she’d found it fascinating.

				“There’s a dig near El Mirador?” She’d researched the tiny coastal town at the library and on the internet, but hadn’t learned much. El Mirador had a population of less than a thousand. The economy of many of these towns along the coast depended, not surprisingly, on the fishing industry, but there was little else. She couldn’t remember reading about Mayan ruins in the area around El Mirador, but that didn’t mean much.

				“Actually,” Jason said, “our El Mirador was named after another El Mirador, in Guatemala. It was an important Mayan site—one of the earliest. But there’s a Mayan temple a few miles from this El Mirador, too. It was discovered a few years ago, and they’ve only begun excavating, so I want to spend a few weeks there before I go home.”

				“Home is Missouri, right?”

				“Jefferson City,” he said. “Now what about you? Why are you traveling to El Mirador? It’s not like the town’s exactly a tourist destination.”

				Lorraine took her time answering, wondering how much to tell Jason. She’d known him slightly more than an hour. Granted, they’d become virtually instant friends, but still… This wasn’t the kind of personal information one generally shared on such recent acquaintance.

				“My father lives there,” she said without elaborating.

				“In El Mirador?” Jason’s eyes widened briefly. “What’s he doing there?”

				“He’s a teacher.”

				“The Peace Corps?”

				Lorraine looked out the window. Considering how nervous she was about meeting her father, she should be grateful for someone to talk to. She’d tell Jason the whole story, she decided impulsively. He’d certainly told her a lot about his own background, and she sensed she could trust him. She took a deep breath. “To be honest, Jason, I don’t really know. I haven’t seen him since I was three—I was told he’d died of leukemia. I only found out a month ago that he’s actually alive, and once I did, I couldn’t stay away. My fiancé thinks I’ve gone off the deep end and maybe I have.” She ended up telling Jason about her mother’s death, the letter she’d discovered with the items from the safe-deposit box and about Gary.

				Jason took a moment to absorb everything. “Does your father know you’re coming?”

				“Yes, of course,” she said, struggling not to sound defensive. Then she sighed. “I’m not sure.” Since he hadn’t been in Mérida to meet her, she no longer knew what to expect.

				“But you’ve been in touch with him?”

				“Oh, yes.” Lorraine had grown resentful when Gary asked her these same questions. But Jason seemed genuinely interested and concerned about her, while Gary had been so insistent. So overprotective. “I phoned and left a message at the school, but he didn’t return my call. When I didn’t hear back from him, I sent a letter. I was hoping he’d be waiting for me at the airport…but he wasn’t.”

				“When did you mail the letter?”

				“Beginning of last week.”

				Jason shook his head. “I hate to tell you this, but I’ll bet he hasn’t gotten it yet. The mail—” They hit a rut in the road just then. The bus jolted badly and sent both Jason and Lorraine flying upward. Her teeth felt as if they’d been shaken loose, and she heard Jason’s cry of pain as his head slammed into the roof. The pig escaped, squealing as it raced toward the back of the bus. Undisturbed by the commotion, the driver didn’t even slow down.

				After a few minutes, everything was quiet again, and Jason finished his sentence. “The mail in this part of the world is notoriously slow.”

				“Oh, dear.”

				“You should probably assume that your father has no idea you’re coming,” he warned her. “Who knows if he got your phone message—and he definitely won’t have the letter.”

				His words sobered Lorraine. She’d traveled thirteen hundred miles, the last part under deplorable conditions. Now there was reason to believe that her arrival would take her father completely by surprise.

				* * *

				Ever since that night the dream had awakened him, Thomas Dancy hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Ginny. He realized this had more to do with Azucena than Ginny, since his common-law wife was due to deliver their third child any day.

				He hadn’t meant to love Azucena, hadn’t meant to start this second family. But along with his other faults, he was weak. Too weak to resist a second chance at love—and life. He usually didn’t give in to these occasional bouts of remorse and self-loathing; he was too realistic for that. But occasionally, like now, thoughts of his former life wouldn’t leave him alone.

				He sat at his desk, his classroom empty, and stared at the test papers he should be grading. Instead, his mind was on Ginny and the daughter he didn’t know. Guilt weighed heavily on him for breaking the vows he’d spoken in love. He’d always intended to remain faithful to Ginny. In the early years, after he’d fled to Mexico, she’d met him at prearranged destinations, in Mexico City or Veracruz. He lived for those few brief days together. Then Raine had started school and Ginny’s visits became less and less frequent until finally they stopped. Still, he’d spoken vows of love and fidelity. Vows he’d written himself.

				He was burdened by more than guilt and regret. He worried about Azucena and this baby yet to be born. He was fifty now, and he’d been with her for only the past eight years. Sometimes he believed he had a right to take whatever happiness he could, the happiness Azucena offered him; other times he prayed Ginny would never know of his weakness for this woman so much younger than himself.

				He hadn’t wanted more children, but Azucena was stubborn and she’d yearned for a baby. She had a loving generous heart, and he couldn’t deny her, not when she’d done so much for him. Soon there would be three children. He wondered if this third child would be a son like the first two.

				He loved his children, doted on them and, according to Azucena, spoiled them. Because of Antonio and Hector, he realized how much he’d missed with his daughter. Raine was an adult now, but in his mind she remained a child. She’d been so young when he left! Ginny had brought him photographs during those infrequent visits; the last one was a school picture of Raine, gap-toothed, pigtailed, eight years old.

				A knock sounded on his door. “I apologize for disturbing you,” one of the older students said in Spanish on entering his classroom. “A man has asked to see you.”

				“Did he give his name?”

				“Jack Keller.”

				Thomas grinned despite himself. “Tell him I’ll be right out.” He had little in common with the former mercenary, but it was always good to spend time with another American. Jack didn’t visit all that often, but he invariably brought news of home and the world. On the negative side, he tended to have a foul mouth and a quick eye for a pretty face, but both of these faults were easily forgiven. Jack was a good friend to a man who had few.

				Thomas shoved the test papers into his leather case and headed for the school office. Jack lounged in a broken-down desk chair, flipping the pages of a year-old magazine. He looked terrible. He needed a haircut, but Azucena would probably see to that. His sun-streaked brown hair brushed his shoulders. Apparently he hadn’t shaved in two or three days, either. His jeans were cut off at midcalf, the ends frayed, and he wore tennis shoes without socks.

				“Jack.” Thomas greeted him with enthusiasm and held out his hand.

				“Hey, Thomas.” Jack tossed aside the magazine and vaulted to his feet. He gripped Thomas’s hand for a firm shake, then slapped him on the back in a gesture of fondness.

				“You’re beginning to look like an old sea dog,” Thomas said.

				“Yeah, well, you don’t look so bad yourself. Are you a proud papa yet?”

				“Any day now.” It worried Thomas that there were no medical facilities close to El Mirador, not that Azucena would agree to have this baby anywhere but in their own home with a midwife. Yet he couldn’t help being concerned, despite the ease of the two previous deliveries.

				“Got time for a beer?” Jack asked.

				“Of course.” Thomas would send word to Azucena via a student. She would want Jack to come to the house for dinner. Not only did she like Jack a great deal, it was a matter of pride to her that she feed their guests like visiting royalty. She’d have Thomas’s head if he didn’t bring Jack home with him.

				He left instructions with Alfonso, then he and Jack strolled over to the waterfront cantina. No sooner had they sat down at a table and tasted their beer than Alfonso was back, breathless from running.

				“Señor Dancy!” he cried. “Señor Dancy!”

				“What is it?” Thomas’s first thought was of Azucena.

				“There’s a woman at the school asking for you,” Alfonso blurted.

				“A woman?” Thomas ignored Jack’s raised eyebrows.

				“Sí. She says her name is Lorraine Dancy. She says she’s your daughter.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				Lorraine’s nerves wouldn’t allow her to wait quietly for her father. She couldn’t sit still, and as she paced the school hallway, her heels clicked against the hard stone floor. A framed document on the wall, written in both Spanish and English, stated that the school was financially supported by a group of Texas churches. It listed the headmaster’s name, plus the three teachers. And it explained that the children’s uniforms were sewn by the Women’s Missionary Society. She read the information twice, then paced some more. Lorraine had arrived in El Mirador half an hour ago—it was nearly six now. She’d known her chances of catching Thomas Dancy at the school this late in the afternoon weren’t good. Jason had wanted her to check into the lone hotel with him, but she’d decided to look for her father first.

				As it turned out, the school building was open, and when she mentioned her father’s name to a young man in a school uniform, he’d nodded vigorously and even managed to ask her a few questions in English. He’d suggested she wait inside while he went to get her father.

				For a moment Lorraine had felt light-headed with relief—at least her father was there. Then the real anxiety had begun, the jittery nervous fear. The almost sickening excitement.

				At the sound of footsteps behind her, Lorraine turned. Thomas Dancy stood in the doorway, framed in bright sunlight.

				“Raine,” he whispered.

				“Thomas Dancy?” she asked hesitantly, then, “Dad?” He’d called her Raine in his letter, too, but her mother had always insisted her name not be shortened.

				The look in his eyes was answer enough. Deep blue eyes, the same color as hers. He came slowly toward her and she could see that he was indeed the man in her mother’s photograph. He gazed at her for a full minute, an awed expression on his face. Then he smiled, and his eyes shone with an intensity that hinted at tears.

				“Raine,” he said again. “If only I’d known…”

				“You didn’t get my letter?” she asked.

				“No…no.”

				“I phoned, too.”

				He frowned. “I didn’t get the message.”

				“Then you didn’t know I was coming?”

				“No…but I thank God you did.”

				They stood a few feet from each other, and he continued to stare at her. “How like your mother you are,” he whispered. “So beautiful…” Thomas raised his hand as if to touch her face, then apparently changed his mind and let his arm fall. The love in his eyes was unmistakable.

				At the mention of her mother, Lorraine felt her own eyes fill with tears.

				“Raine, what is it?” He stopped short of taking her in his arms.

				“Mom was killed April first,” she told him shakily.

				His eyes widened with shock and then slowly, as though his legs would no longer support him, he staggered toward a chair. “Killed? How? Dear God in heaven, tell me what happened.”

				“She was on her way home from work. It’d been raining that day and no one knows exactly why, but her tires lost traction and her brakes locked—and she skidded into oncoming traffic. She was hit by a huge semi… There was nothing he could do to stop. Nothing anyone could do.”

				Her father closed his eyes. “Did she suffer?” he asked, his voice so low it was an effort to understand him.

				“No. The investigating officer told me death was instantaneous.”

				Thomas nodded, his face wet with tears that ran unrestrained down his cheeks. “April first, you said?”

				“Yes.”

				He nodded again, reached into a pocket for his handkerchief and wiped away the tears. “I woke up that night.” He paused for a moment. “My Ginny is dead,” he said as if he needed to hear himself say the words to believe they were true.

				Lorraine sat down in the chair beside his. “Mom told me you were dead.”

				“I know. We…we thought it best.”

				“Why?” Everything Lorraine had endured today would be worth it if he could answer this single question.

				Thomas inhaled a deep breath and turned to face her. He took both her hands, clasping them between his own. It was then that he noticed the ring.

				“It’s Mom’s. I put it on the day of the funeral.” She told him a little about her engagement to Gary and then waited, needing answers before she continued.

				His thumb tenderly caressed the wedding band. “I’ll love you always,” he whispered—the words engraved inside the ring. His eyes gazed into hers. “I loved your mother and you with all my heart, Lorraine. First and foremost, I need you to believe that.”

				“Why would you leave us?” she cried. Now that she was with him, she wanted to know the truth with an urgency that left her trembling. For more than twenty years her mother had lived under false pretenses, and Lorraine had to find out why. She couldn’t imagine what would drive her parents to do something so drastic. Honesty had been the very basis of her mother’s character. At least that was what she’d thought….

				“Mom loved you, too…all that time. She wouldn’t talk about you, especially once I got older. Whenever she did, she’d start to cry.”

				“I know… I know.”

				Tears spilled from Lorraine’s eyes. “She told me you’d died of leukemia.”

				The merest hint of a smile touched his mouth, raising one corner. “We concocted that story together.”

				“But you’re alive!” She needed the truth, and quickly, while she was strong enough to bear it. “Please—tell me…”

				“It began in Vietnam,” he said, his voice falling to a whisper. “In many ways, the man I was meant to be died there.”

				“But you were a decorated hero! Mom said the thing she regretted most about the fire was that your medals were lost and—”

				Thomas’s head snapped up. “She told you that?” His expression was sober. Regretful. “I was far from a hero, Lorraine. I deserted halfway through my tour of duty. I couldn’t take the killing any longer, the death….”

				Lorraine didn’t want to believe what she was hearing. It couldn’t be true. Any of it. “But—”

				“I returned to the States and joined a militant antiwar group. They helped me hide out. From the moment I turned my back on the army, I made it my mission, my goal in life, to keep other young men from dying pointlessly on foreign soil. I wanted to save them from watching their friends blown to bits for reasons that had nothing to do with us or our country.”

				“But surely you could come back now—even if you were a deserter. There was an amnesty, wasn’t there?” All her life she’d viewed her father as a hero. This lie her parents had lived made no sense, and she found Thomas’s story confusing.

				“I did much more than desert.” He broke eye contact and lowered his head to stare at their clasped hands. “As I said earlier, I joined a militant antiwar group. A number of us decided to blow up the ROTC building at the University of Kentucky. We didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt…. The security guard wasn’t supposed to be anywhere close to the building.”

				“He died in the explosion?”

				Her father nodded. “Two of our group were picked up almost immediately when they tried to cross the Canadian border. José and I knew it was only a matter of time before we’d be arrested, as well.”

				“José?”

				“José Delgado, a friend, a good one at the time. The two of us made our way into Mexico before an arrest warrant could be issued.”

				“What happened to him?”

				“José? We bummed around the country for a while, then he found another cause. We argued and split up—I haven’t seen him in years. The last I heard he was part of a guerrilla group somewhere in Central America.”

				“But couldn’t you come back now? That was thirty years ago!”

				“No,” Thomas said with a sadness that couldn’t be disguised. “There’s no statute of limitations on murder. The minute I cross the border, I’ll be arrested for murder and prosecuted to the full extent of the law. Raine, I want you to know I was involved with the group, but I was against the bombing. I never believed violence was the way to get our message across. But I didn’t have the courage to stand up to the others. That was my greatest sin and one I’ve paid for dearly in the years since.”

				“What happened to the two who were arrested?”

				Again her father lowered his gaze. “Rick and Dan? Rick committed suicide in prison, and Ginny told me Dan was paroled after serving six years of a twelve-year sentence.”

				Questions crowded Lorraine’s mind, and she asked the most pressing ones first. “Why didn’t Mom join you here? Surely after five or ten years she could have done so without anyone suspecting.”

				“That was what we planned in the beginning,” he said. “Your mother moved to Louisville and she visited me every six months or so. We were able to keep in touch through a mutual friend.”

				“Who?”

				“Elaine Wilson.”

				“Aunt Elaine?” She’d died when Lorraine was nine.

				“Everything fell apart after Elaine died,” her father said. “Ginny would write that she was coming, but each time she’d find some excuse to postpone it. Eventually her visits stopped entirely.”

				“But couldn’t we have moved to Mexico? Then the three of us would’ve been together.”

				He shrugged. “Ginny was afraid that if she left the country for more than a few days, she wouldn’t be able to return. She worried about her parents. She worried about you, too. Your mother loved you beyond everything, and she wanted you to have the best education and all the advantages America has to offer.”

				“But…she told me you were dead.” Lorraine didn’t know if she could forgive either of them for the lie.

				“You were a child and far too young to carry the weight of our secret.”

				“But I’m an adult now. I have been for years. There was no reason to continue hiding the truth from me,” she insisted. No reason Virginia couldn’t have told her and allowed her to form her own judgments, make her own decisions.

				“Any blame falls on me, Raine,” he said. He raised his hand to her face, touching her cheek. “I was the one who screwed up. I was the one who got involved in a bombing that claimed an innocent man’s life.”

				“But I needed you,” Lorraine said, fighting back tears.

				“I needed you, too,” he said, and gathered her in his arms. They clung to each other for a long time.

				When he released her, Lorraine sat back and tried to collect herself.

				“You must be exhausted,” he said. “Hungry, too, I’ll bet.”

				Her stomach growled, reminding her that, except for a few pieces of melon in Mérida, her last meal had been on the airplane. Yogurt, a banana and some type of forgettable roll. Her father was right; she was both tired and hungry.

				He took charge of her suitcase and led her out of the school. While they walked the short distance to his house, Thomas told her how he’d spent his life here in Mexico. Until nine years ago, he’d worked at various odd jobs around the country, never staying in any one place for long. Then the opportunity had come to teach science and math at this private school, a job he thoroughly enjoyed.

				“I’m ashamed to admit I didn’t find my calling in life until I was over forty.”

				Already Lorraine could see how easy it would be to love this man. He might have been militant in his youth, but despite the tragic results of his actions, he’d joined the antiwar effort for compassionate reasons. He’d repented his mistakes and was obviously still a good man, but one who’d achieved self-knowledge.

				Lorraine was grateful to have found him.

				* * *

				It had been a shock when Lorraine showed up in El Mirador, but one of the happiest of Thomas’s life. His daughter was everything he’d hoped she’d be. Intelligent, beautiful, caring. And so much like her mother.

				His first look at Lorraine had stopped him cold. She resembled Ginny in almost every way. In fact, it was like stepping back and seeing Ginny at nineteen.

				The news that his wife was dead was a hard blow, and he’d need time to assimilate it. Time and privacy to mourn. He’d told Raine the truth—he had loved her mother. Yes, she’d hurt him; yes, she’d disillusioned him, but he’d forgiven her. He couldn’t blame her for the tragic turn his life had taken. He just wished things had been different for both of them. Too late now for wishing, though.

				His home was a humble one and Thomas hoped Lorraine would understand that the village was poor. The school couldn’t afford to pay him a large salary.

				Antonio and Hector were playing in the front yard. Under other circumstances, his sons would have raced toward him, but they were shy boys and unaccustomed to seeing him with strangers. They stopped and stared, Antonio clutching the soccer ball to his chest, as Thomas opened the door for Lorraine.

				Azucena was in the kitchen preparing dinner. The scent of garlic drifted through the house. Thomas set Lorraine’s suitcase in the living room and tried to find a way to explain that this very pregnant woman was his common-law wife. Lorraine would probably be surprised, perhaps disapproving, but Azucena was his wife in every sense except the legal. Now that he was free to marry her, he would do so.

				Azucena stepped into the room, her smile automatic until she saw Lorraine. Her welcome faded as she glanced at him, her eyes filled with questions. Azucena spoke little English and showed no desire to learn. Because she made no effort herself, their sons knew only a few English words.

				“This is my daughter,” he said in Spanish. Her eyes widened, and Thomas could see that she was flustered. He’d told her about his family, about Raine, and realized that she felt threatened. He wanted to reassure her but wasn’t sure how.

				“Where’s Jack Keller?” Azucena asked abruptly.

				“Back on his boat, I suppose. I left him when I learned my daughter was at the school.”

				“You knew about your daughter’s visit?” Her beautiful dark eyes were accusing.

				“No.” He longed to take Azucena in his arms and apologize, but didn’t dare. “Her mother died last month, and she only recently found out I was alive.”

				Azucena nodded, her expression sympathetic. “Introduce me as your housekeeper,” she advised with gentle wisdom. “Your daughter has had more than enough shocks.”

				“I won’t lie to her again. It’s better if she knows.”

				“We’ll tell her together,” Azucena said. “Later. She’s traveled a long way and must be exhausted.”

				He hesitated, then agreed with a short nod.

				“Ask her to sit down, and I’ll serve you both dinner.”

				“What about you and the boys?” It didn’t seem right not to have them at the table with him. As he’d told Azucena, he didn’t like the idea of lying to Raine, but he could see that his daughter was physically tired and emotionally distraught. He didn’t want to burden her with still another difficult truth. But he also feared her anger. He couldn’t bear to lose her when he’d only just found her again. Although it went against his better judgment, he agreed with Azucena that they would delay telling Raine about their relationship.

				“Don’t worry, we’ll eat later,” Azucena said.

				Thomas noticed Raine listening to the flow of words between them. Her eyes revealed her lack of comprehension. “This woman is someone special?” she asked, eyeing Azucena closely.

				“My housekeeper,” he said, silently adding and so much more.

				“She’s meticulous,” Raine said, glancing around the sparse but lovingly decorated home. Thomas tried to see the house through her eyes and knew it must be far less than she was used to, but he made no apologies. He’d earned his living by honest means.

				“Dinner’s ready if you’d like to eat now. Azucena’s a wonderful cook. She’s made a dish called camarónes con ajo, which is shrimp with garlic.”

				“It smells delicious. Please thank her for me,” Lorraine said.

				“I will.” Thomas showed his daughter to the bathroom, where she could wash up.

				She returned a few minutes later. The table was set with steaming ceramic bowls filled with rice, tomatoes and the delectable-smelling shrimp.

				Lorraine took a seat. “When is…your housekeeper’s baby due?”

				“Any day now,” he answered as he passed her the rice, hoping to avoid further questions for the moment.

				“Those were her children outside?”

				Thomas nodded.

				“Her name is lovely.”

				“It means lily.”

				The irony of the situation didn’t escape him. At one time Azucena had, in fact, been his housekeeper. The school had hired her on his behalf, and for six months he’d hardly been aware of her. His house was kept spotless and his meals cooked every night. Beyond that, he was absorbed by the demands of teaching and enjoying his newfound profession. He’d never intended to take Azucena to his bed. He was married, although no one in El Mirador knew about his American wife. Nor did he wish to indulge in behavior that would be viewed with disfavor by the church-supported school.

				To date, the headmaster had never mentioned Thomas’s living arrangements. He’d eaten meals in this house, so he had to know what was going on. Nevertheless he always referred to Azucena as Thomas’s housekeeper. And for those first six months that was exactly what she was. Thomas hadn’t made so much as an untoward gesture, and in the end, Azucena, whose name was regarded as a symbol of purity and perfection, had been the one to seduce him.

				The meal was excellent. Azucena had chosen his favorite. He could see that Raine was enjoying it, too.

				“She really is a wonderful cook,” Raine said as Azucena carried a plate of hot tortillas to the table.

				It was difficult for Thomas to disguise his fondness for his common-law wife. He knew Lorraine had seen the smile he’d given Azucena and might have commented, but their meal was interrupted by a loud demanding knock on the door. Both women looked at Thomas.

				He set his napkin aside and hurried across the room, unsure what to expect. The knock was not that of a friend. He knew trouble when he heard it.

				Two uniformed policemen stood on the other side of the threshold. He’d rarely seen armed police in this town; not only that, he didn’t recognize either man, which was unusual in itself. He knew almost everyone in El Mirador, if not by name then by sight.

				“Can I help you?” Thomas asked, taking care to pronounce each word distinctly and with authority.

				“We’re looking for Lorraine Dancy.”

				“May I ask what this is about?”

				“Dad?” Raine said from behind him. “I heard my name.”

				He ignored her, refusing to break eye contact with the two officers. “Why are you looking for my daughter?”

				“We need to ask her a few questions,” said the taller and more muscular of the two.

				“Questions about what?”

				“Jason Applebee,” the second policeman informed him. “We need to know what her relationship is to this man.”

				“Dad?” Raine had joined him. “What’s this about?”

				“Do you know anyone by the name of Jason Applebee?” he asked in English.

				She nodded. “He’s an American I met in Mérida. He helped me buy my bus ticket. Is everything all right? Nothing’s happened to him, has it?”

				Thomas asked the two police officers those very questions. Raine had said nothing previously about meeting this other man, but Thomas could see that she cared about his welfare.

				They answered, and he turned back to Lorraine. “They’re holding him at the police station. They won’t tell me why.”

				“Oh, no.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “Something’s wrong. We’ve got to help him.”

				Thomas had been in Mexico long enough to know how difficult situations with the police could get. If for no other reason than Raine’s endorsement of her new friend, he felt obliged to do what he could to help the guy.

				“They want you to go to the station with them,” Thomas explained next.

				“Me?” Raine frowned uncertainly.

				“I’ll be with you.”

				“Then I’ll go,” she said. “I’m sure this is just a misunderstanding and everything will be cleared up in no time.”

				Thomas wished he could believe that. But one thing he knew: he would do everything within his power to protect his daughter.

				* * *

				The minute Lorraine entered the small building, Jason leaped to his feet, relief at seeing her evident on his face. “Lorraine!” he cried as if she were the answer to his prayers.

				“What’s going on?” she asked.

				Jason looked at the two officers standing near the door; they gazed back at him impassively.

				With three policemen and Jason, plus Lorraine and Thomas, the station was crowded. For the first time Lorraine realized that only one of the men who’d come to the house had accompanied them here. She hadn’t a clue where the second man had gone. Not that it particularly concerned her.

				“This is my wife,” Jason announced in English.

				Lorraine barely managed to swallow her denial.

				Her father glared at her, eyes narrowed. Both policemen immediately glanced at the ring finger on her left hand.

				“Is this true?” the older man asked. He was tall and distinguished-looking with a crop of thick white hair.

				Everyone present seemed to await confirmation. Jason’s expression begged her to go along with him. She forced a smile and nodded.

				The room erupted into shouts and denials from the officer who’d escorted Lorraine and her father to the station. She didn’t know what anyone was saying, but it didn’t take long for her father to become involved in the heated conversation.

				“What’s all this about?” Lorraine asked Jason under her breath.

				“I don’t know,” he said, looking as confused as she felt. “But from what I can make out, they think I’ve got some Mayan artifact, which is ridiculous.” He appeared frightened, baffled and apologetic. “I didn’t mean to drag you into this,” he confessed in a low voice, “but I didn’t know what else to do.”

				“Why’d you say I was your wife?”

				“I had to tell them something so I could convince them to contact you. I told them you were visiting your father, so you hadn’t registered at the hotel yet.” He paused, lowering his eyes. “They wouldn’t let me place a call or have an attorney present. I didn’t know what to do or what’s going on. I helped you and I was hoping you could help me.”

				“Don’t worry,” she told him, although she hated lying. Still, she supposed there were times it was necessary; now seemed to be one such occasion.

				The argument continued between the police and Lorraine’s father.

				“I still wish you’d told them the truth,” she murmured.

				“You want me to tell them I was recently on a dig?” He stared at her with wide-eyed disbelief. “Lorraine, that’s crazy! The minute they learn that, they’ll be convinced I actually have the thing.”

				The white-haired officer walked over to the other side of the room. Jason’s backpack was open on a table and his clothes and personal effects littered the top. His bag had been thoroughly searched.

				“Dad?” Lorraine stepped closer to her father. “Have you found anything out?”

				“Sergeant Lopez is of the opinion that your…husband is guilty of stealing a national treasure. They think Jason stole the Kukulcan Star.” He went on to explain that the Star was an artifact associated with the god Kukulcan. It actually consisted of two separate parts, designed to fit together. One half of the Star had been discovered in the 1930s and kept in a Mexico City museum. That piece had gone missing a few days after the second half of the Star was found on a new archaeological dig. But it disappeared under mysterious circumstances before its authenticity could be verified. Even worse, one man—a guard at the museum—was hospitalized and not expected to live. Another man, an archaeologist named Raventos, hadn’t been seen since the first theft. There was evidence of foul play. It was assumed that the same person was responsible for all these crimes. “And the police suspect Jason of being the culprit,” Thomas said, concluding his explanation.

				“That’s not true!” Jason shouted. “I swear that isn’t true.”

				“Fortunately for your friend,” Thomas said to Lorraine, “Lieutenant Jacinto is inclined to believe him.”

				“Thank God,” Jason whispered, sagging against his chair. “They’ve searched everything I have. They tore my backpack inside out.”

				Her father faced Jason and met his look squarely. “If you’ve taken this artifact, it would be best to own up now.”

				“I didn’t!” Jason said fervently. “I swear I don’t know what these men are talking about. I’m just a part-time university instructor.”

				Lorraine noticed that he conveniently forgot to mention that the subject he taught was archaeology or that he’d just been on a dig. Not that she blamed him—well, not entirely. She understood the reason he’d given her: just mentioning his background would make him instantly suspect in police eyes.

				“They said they were looking for a long-haired blond American male with round glasses and a bad cut on his right hand,” Thomas said.

				Jason shrugged. His own hair was dark and clipped short and he didn’t wear glasses. “I don’t know what to tell you. It isn’t me.”

				“I’m not sure I’d have made it to El Mirador without his help,” Lorraine told her father.

				Thomas leveled his gaze on Jason. “Like I said, lucky for you Lieutenant Jacinto believes you.”

				Jason sighed with relief.

				“I’ve been able to convince them to let you go back to your hotel room for the night, but they might want to question you again in the morning.”

				“Of course. I’ll do anything I can to clear my name,” Jason said eagerly.

				“I’ll be here if you need me,” Thomas added.

				“Thank you, sir. I appreciate your help more than I can say.”

				“Jason won’t disappoint you,” Lorraine said with confidence. “He’ll do whatever he’s supposed to do.”

				“Well, for tonight you’re free to go back to the hotel,” Thomas reminded him.

				“Thank you again,” Jason said.

				Jason, Lorraine and her father left the police station together. The police had repacked his bag and returned it. Her father insisted on walking Jason to his hotel and stopped to talk to the proprietor, an old man who greeted Thomas warmly.

				Although Lorraine couldn’t understand what was being said, the gist of the conversation was obvious. The man in the hotel was to keep an eye on Jason.

				Thomas didn’t refer to her role in this fiasco until they were almost back at the house. “Why’d you lie about being Jason’s wife?” he asked her point-blank.

				“I… I didn’t know what else to do.” She knew she’d displeased him, but that couldn’t be avoided. “I certainly hadn’t planned on doing it,” she qualified. “But when he said I was his wife…” Lorraine gave a helpless shrug. “Anyway, I know Jason’s innocent.”

				“You’re that sure?”

				“Yes, positive,” she replied without further thought. “Yes,” she said again for emphasis.

				Her father was about to say something else, then stopped abruptly. “Antonio,” he called as a youngster ran toward him with an older boy she didn’t recognize.

				Antonio had been one of the children playing in the yard at the house, she recalled. Something was clearly wrong, because the boy burst into a torrent of Spanish almost as if he couldn’t get the words out fast enough.

				Her father listened and his body language confirmed her guess. He turned, gripping her arms tightly. “We have to get you out of here.”

				“Get me out?” Lorraine was nearly too stunned to speak.

				“One of the policemen searched your suitcase while we were at the station.”

				“But that’s not legal!” she cried in outrage.

				“Raine,” he said, shaking her hard. “They found the artifact.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				Jack sat on board Scotch on Water watching the sun sink into a friendly pink sky. This was his favorite time of day. Soon the moon would rise over the water, its reflection silver-bright. He propped his feet on the side of the boat and held a bottle of his favorite Mexican beer. A clear sky, a beer in his hand and his mind free of worries. Life didn’t get any better than this.

				With nothing more than the sunset to distract him, Jack let his thoughts wander back to his friend Thomas Dancy. When Thomas had learned of his daughter’s visit, he’d raced back to the school, promising he’d see Jack later. Jack hadn’t even known Dancy had a daughter. Her visit sure wasn’t expected if Dancy’s reaction was anything to go by. He hadn’t heard from his friend since, but he would; Dancy was a man of his word. Jack had delayed having dinner, preferring to let Azucena spoil him with one of her specialties. Man, could she cook! His mouth watered just thinking about what she could do with a fresh fish, a couple of tomatoes, peppers and a few spices. Her tortillas hot from the grill were the best he’d ever tasted. If she was feeling up to it, he’d ask her for a haircut, too. He should shave before dinner, he mused, rubbing his hand down his face. The stubble scraped his palm.

				He’d enjoyed seeing Thomas again, even if their visit was cut short. He’d forgotten how much he liked Dancy’s company. Jack had laughed more in the half hour he’d spent with Thomas than he had in weeks. He’d make a point of sticking around until the kid was born. He wanted to be sure he saw lots of Antonio and Hector, too. Those two were pure fun. It didn’t hurt that they worshiped him, either.

				His evening plans might have fallen through, but the afternoon hadn’t been wasted. He’d filled the boat’s 480-gallon fuel tanks with diesel and paid for his supplies. They’d be loaded on board first thing in the morning. Given the option of heading toward Florida or Belize, he’d decided to return to the Central American country and would set his course southward as soon as the mood struck him.

				“Jack!”

				The urgency of the voice caught him off guard. He dropped his feet and stood, tensing with sudden wariness. Then he leaned over the boat’s side, peering toward the dock.

				Thomas ran along the waterfront, tugging a blonde in a white pantsuit by the hand. Jack noticed that the woman was having trouble keeping up. Briefly he wondered if she was Dancy’s daughter. Her purse swung wildly at her side and threatened to slip off her shoulder. Both were breathless and appeared to be arguing. As they drew closer, Jack was able to make out their words.

				“Antonio’s your son, isn’t he?” She turned to Thomas and Jack could hear the anger in her voice.

				“We don’t have time to talk about that now,” Thomas said.

				“He called you Papa. How many other children do you have? How many wives?” Then, as if she should have realized it earlier, she added, “Azucena’s your…lover, isn’t she? Why, she can’t be more than three or four years older than me!” Shock and outrage sounded in each word. She lapsed into silence as they approached Jack’s slip.

				Thomas’s face was tight with frustration. “I’m here to ask a favor,” he said, looking up at Jack.

				“It’s yours,” Jack said, not waiting to hear what it was. Few people in this world warranted that kind of response, but Jack liked and trusted Thomas Dancy.

				“Raine, this is Jack Keller.”

				Jack nodded in her direction, choosing to disregard the fact that they’d been arguing. “Pleasure to meet you, Raine.”

				She barely glanced at him. “I prefer to be called Lorraine,” she said with all the warmth of a rattlesnake.

				La-di-da. “Lorraine,” he corrected, and resisted rolling his eyes.

				Thomas didn’t waste words. “I need you to get her back to the States without the authorities here finding out.”

				Jack read the panic in his friend’s voice and eyes. “In other words, you don’t want me to take her through customs.”

				“You got it.” And then Thomas said, “You need to leave now. Right away.”

				“Trouble?” Jack asked, ignoring the woman.

				“Big trouble.”

				“You’re overreacting,” Lorraine insisted. “Once I’m able to explain the situation, I’m sure—”

				“We don’t have time to discuss it,” Dancy said, cutting her off.

				“The last thing I should be doing now is running,” she countered. “Taking off like this makes me look guilty. I’d rather face the authorities than—” she paused and cast Jack a scornful look “—be stuck with him.”

				Apparently Jack didn’t meet her dress code. Truth be known, he wasn’t exactly thrilled about being stuck with her, either.

				“We’ve got to get you back to the States,” Thomas said forcefully. “If the police arrest you, I won’t be able to help. They’ll be here any minute. Now go! For the love of God, go!”

				Police? Arrested? Her? Jack couldn’t imagine what she’d done to fall into such disfavor with the authorities, but whatever it was had to be major.

				“Take her!” Thomas practically propelled her in Jack’s direction. “Get her out of here.”

				“My suitcase…my clothes! I can’t just leave like this! Besides, there are things you and I need to talk about.”

				“The police have your suitcase! Anyway, do you think they’ll let you keep it when Sergeant Lopez hauls you off to jail? Do you?” Thomas’s composure slipped as his voice rose in fear and anger. “Trust me, you don’t want to see the inside of a Mexican jail. Now go! Hurry. Get the hell out of here.” He was shouting, gesturing frantically for Jack to take her. Thomas untied the rope from the dock and tossed it onto the deck.

				“The American Embassy will help me,” Lorraine said as she reluctantly climbed on board. Scotch on Water rocked slightly with her entry. “When I explain that I know nothing about the artifact,” she went on, “they’ll square everything with the Mexican government.”

				Even without knowing her circumstances, Jack could see the woman lived in a fantasy world. Once she was in the hands of the Mexican authorities, there was little anyone could do to help her. The willingness—and ability—of the American Embassy to assist her was a matter best left to speculation. Thomas knew this as well as Jack did.

				“Please—just go,” Thomas pleaded.

				“But—”

				The boat’s engine fired to life with a roar. A burst of exhaust fumes polluted the air.

				“But I only just arrived!” she shouted. The high-pitched plea in her voice could be heard over the noise of the engine. “I—there’s things I need to know before I leave… This isn’t right. None of this.”

				Jack heard her distress but felt no real sympathy.

				“This isn’t what I want, either,” Thomas said. Slowly, as if it ripped his heart out, he stepped away from the slip. “I’ll find a way to reach you,” he promised. “You have precious cargo, my friend,” he told Jack, his eyes filled with pain. “Get her safely back to the States for me.”

				The situation was urgent; that much was obvious. Without waiting any longer, Jack climbed to the flybridge. Thomas remained at the far end of the dock and watched them pull out.

				Looking over his shoulder, Jack noticed that Lorraine stood at the rear of the cabin cruiser. He pushed the lever forward, easing the craft out of the protected waters of the marina. Lorraine leaned against the gunwale, arms crossed. Even from the back, Jack could tell how furious she was. She might be tempted to leap overboard and swim back to land, but he wouldn’t recommend it.

				Not long afterward, the empty feeling in the pit of his stomach reminded Jack that he hadn’t eaten yet. Furthermore, there was almost no food on board. The supplies he’d ordered and paid for were back in El Mirador on the storekeeper’s porch. Not only was he out his supplies, but he was stuck with a woman who was sure to irritate him every time she opened her mouth.

				No, this certainly wasn’t how he’d thought his evening would go. No, sir. Not at all.

				* * *

				Lorraine stayed on the open deck of the boat and watched the lights of El Mirador gradually disappear. She stood there for some time, trying to make sense of what had happened in the past hour. It seemed that only minutes ago she’d been enjoying a wonderful meal with her father, becoming acquainted with the man she’d believed forever lost to her. Her face reddened as she recalled the way she’d complimented his “housekeeper.”

				This business with the Kukulcan Star was a complete shock—and made her feel even more idiotic. It was entirely clear now that Jason Applebee—if that was his real name—had used her to corroborate his story. He’d tricked her into lying on his behalf, knowing that the authorities were looking for a man traveling alone. No wonder he’d wanted her to tell the police they were married. She groaned at her own stupidity. She’d believed in his innocence right to the bitter end—when she’d learned that the artifact had been found in her luggage. That certainly didn’t say much for her ability to judge character. As for his appearance, he could easily have cut and dyed his hair. And as for placing the artifact inside her suitcase, he could have done that when she’d climbed on the bus and he’d loaded their bags onto the roof.

				How convenient for Jason that he’d come across such a naive trusting American. If there was anything she should’ve learned from the past month, it was not to trust appearances. Now, because of him and her own naiveté, she was on a boat with this…this overgrown whatever he was. Jack Keller looked like an unkempt surfer who’d spent too much time in the sun. Apparently he lived on his boat. His hair was bleached blond, his body tanned to a bronze hue. Even if she’d just reminded herself that there was no use in relying on appearances, she couldn’t help it with this guy. He seemed so shiftless and irresponsible. Her father must’ve been desperate to have brought her to such a misfit.

				They’d been at sea for more than an hour before either spoke.

				“Find me something to eat, would you?” Jack called from the flybridge.

				His tone of voice rankled—he sounded as if he expected her to be at his beck and call. She thought about setting him straight but stifled her irritation. He was, after all, doing her and her father a favor.

				“Where would you like me to look?” she called back.

				“Try the galley,” he said, as though she should have figured that out for herself.

				The boat pitched and heaved with the swells as Lorraine made her way belowdecks, which was no easy task because the steps were incredibly steep. Once below, she was in the saddest, smallest excuse for a kitchen she could ever have imagined. She took a moment to glance around and found a toilet and shower, crammed into an impossibly tiny space. The only other room, if it could be considered that, was obviously where Jack slept. There was a narrow bunk, littered with clothes. Books lined the walls and he’d hung several firearms there, next to the light. Never having been around anyone who owned a gun, Lorraine had no idea what kind or caliber these were, but they didn’t resemble any she’d seen in the movies.

				Returning to the galley, she discovered a wrinkled orange in the tiny refrigerator, along with four or five beers. She pushed those aside—with a fleeting recollection of Katharine Hepburn in The African Queen methodically dumping out Humphrey Bogart’s booze. Further investigation netted her a dried-out tortilla and an open can of sardines, the smell of which disgusted her.

				With no other choice, she peeled the orange. By the time she’d finished that small task, her stomach was queasy.

				“I…seem to be getting seasick,” she said when she brought him the orange. “Do you have any suggestions?”

				“When you vomit be sure you do it with your head over the side. If you get sick on this boat, you clean it up.”

				“Thank you for that charming advice,” she muttered as she walked carefully back to the main deck. The ocean wasn’t calm anymore, the way it’d been when they set out, and it tossed the boat viciously. Scotch on Water—ridiculous name for a boat—surged up and down with the waves, and with every bounce her stomach heaved. Determined not to throw up, Lorraine sat in the only chair on the deck, pressing her arms against her stomach. That didn’t seem to be helping. She was shaking with chills and sweating, both at the same time.

				It wasn’t long before she vaulted out of the chair and dashed to the side of the boat. What little she’d eaten at her father’s before the police arrived was soon gone. Still retching, she closed her eyes. Finally it seemed to be over. She straightened and moaned loudly, no longer caring if Jack heard her or not. She was too sick to maintain any pretenses.

				“Feel better?” he asked.

				“No. Worse.” She swore the man sounded amused. She would ignore him, she decided, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

				“Go ahead and lie down, but I don’t suggest you do it belowdecks.”

				She had no intention of sleeping in that horrible bed and there didn’t seem to be anyplace else. If she hadn’t felt so deathly ill, she might have pointed that out.

				Jack disappeared and came back a couple of minutes later with a blanket and pillow. He threw them to her in the chair.

				“Thank you,” she managed to say, rolling her head from side to side, more miserable than she could ever remember being.

				He hunkered down beside her, but in Lorraine’s opinion didn’t look too sympathetic.

				“How long will it take to reach the States?” she asked in a weak voice.

				He didn’t answer immediately. “Longer than either of us is going to like,” he finally said.

				Lorraine already knew he was right.

				* * *

				When Jason returned to the hotel—Dancys in tow—he’d recognized that time was of the essence. Thomas and Lorraine had eventually left after interminable cautions and goodbyes, and now he was back in his room, repacking the few things he’d taken out of his bag. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the authorities discovered his lie, and when they did, no amount of smooth talk was going to stop them from arresting him. He needed to make his move, and soon.

				He hadn’t expected the police to be this tight on his tail. The bandage on his hand must have alerted the clerk at the bus depot. His mistake, he realized, was assuming the bus stations hadn’t been alerted. His photograph couldn’t possibly have circulated yet—could it? In any event, he’d changed his appearance as best he could. Cut and dyed his hair, discarded his glasses in favor of colored contacts he’d brought with him from home, changed his clothing. But he could do nothing about the deep cut on his hand. That must be what had given him away.

				He’d linked up with Lorraine to confuse the authorities, yet no sooner had he checked into the hotel than the cops arrived. He’d barely had time to sign the register and go up to his room, such as it was.

				He stepped quietly into the hallway to study the exits and saw that the proprietor had taken Dancy’s words to heart and fully intended to keep a close eye on him. Dancy wasn’t nearly as big a fool as his daughter.

				Back in his room, Jason stuffed a few scattered things into his pack, including a switchblade he’d hidden under the pillow. The police either hadn’t found the knife or weren’t concerned about it. When he was done, he glanced out the small window that overlooked the street. A police car was just pulling up in front of the hotel. With no time to lose, he threw on his jacket and grabbed the backpack, then slipped quietly out the door.

				Jason met up with the proprietor on the back stairwell. Their conversation was brief. The old man’s mistake was thinking he could stop him. The struggle to silence him cost Jason precious minutes. He would’ve liked to avoid another death, but this one couldn’t be helped. If anyone was to blame, it was Dancy.

				By the time Jason reached the rear exit of the hotel, he could hear police coming up the stairs. That was close. Much too close.

				Now he needed to find Lorraine. During the bus ride, he’d done his damnedest to talk her into checking into the hotel; however, he couldn’t show his cards by being too demanding. But before he left her that afternoon, he’d learned where Dancy lived.

				He hid until night had completely fallen and then found his way down a series of back streets to the schoolmaster’s house on the edge of town. Fortunately El Mirador was laid out in a simple grid pattern, and the moon was bright. He’d tracked people under more adverse conditions—quite recently, as a matter of fact. Lorraine shouldn’t be hard to find.

				She was the key. Once he had what he wanted from her, he’d just disappear again.

				A dog barked as he crept down the dirt road. Fearing discovery, he ducked around the darker side of a small adobe house.

				Then, in a wonderful turn of luck, Jason watched as Thomas Dancy hurried toward the houses shouting for someone named Azucena.

				A pregnant woman rushed out of a house directly across the street and fell into Dancy’s arms, sobbing.

				The two were hugging each other as if they’d spent the past year apart. Jason’s patience wore thin until he was able to make out the woman’s words. So the police had already been to the house and found the artifact. Damn.

				“Where is she?” the woman asked in Spanish.

				Jason was interested in learning that, as well.

				“With Jack.”

				“You gave her to Jack Keller?”

				“What choice did I have?” Dancy asked. “I had to get her out of here before the police arrested her.”

				Again Jason had to credit the man with some intelligence, unlike his daughter who was as gullible as they came. Dancy was right to send her away. The police would’ve made mincemeat out of her. He smiled, remembering how easily she’d believed his stories—and how willingly she’d told him all about herself. He almost hated dragging her into this, but there was nothing he could do about that now.

				“Jack’s a good friend,” Dancy said. He drew the woman as close as her swollen belly would allow and kissed the top of her head.

				“I trust him to see that your daughter is safely returned to your country.”

				“Mexico is my country now,” Dancy said, but even from a distance Jason could hear the sadness in his voice. “And soon you will be my wife.”

				The woman lifted her head to look up at Dancy. Jason couldn’t see her expression.

				“I’m free to marry you,” Dancy explained.

				“I don’t need to stand before the priest to be your wife. In my heart, I am already your wife. My body shelters your child. In this house your sons sleep. I have everything I need.”

				“I do, too,” Dancy said, sliding his arm around her waist and leading her back into the house.

				Jack Keller, Jason repeated silently. Now that he had the name, he had everything he needed, too.

				* * *

				Lorraine awoke with the sun shining in her eyes. Her body rebelled from having spent the night on a deck chair. Her throat felt dry and irritated from being sick. Her neck was stiff, too. But the physical discomforts were minor compared to the ache in her heart. The events of the previous day ran through her mind, and she started to feel dizzy as she thought about everything that had happened. Twenty-four hours ago, she’d kissed Gary goodbye at the airport. And then the flight, the bus trip, meeting her father…and Jason’s betrayal. The police. Jack’s boat… A single day felt like a lifetime.

				She’d gone to sleep without washing her face and brushing her teeth for perhaps the first time in her life. Her hair was uncombed and her stomach empty. What she’d eaten the night before had ended up feeding the fish.

				A sound startled her and she glanced up to see Jack standing on deck, hands on his hips as he squinted out at the bright blue water. He didn’t look any better in daylight than he had at dusk. If anything, he seemed even more unkempt and unfriendly.

				“Good morning,” she ventured.

				He glared at her and didn’t return the greeting. Apparently he wasn’t a morning person.

				“Would you like me to put on a pot of coffee?” she asked. Despite his grudging manner, she wanted him to know she was grateful for his help. And she was more than willing to do her share.

				“Cook up some eggs while you’re at it,” he snarled.

				She hesitated, not understanding the malice in his voice. “All right. How would you like them cooked?”

				“Over easy,” he said. “I prefer the yolks runny.”

				“Okay.” She wasn’t entirely sure how she’d manage, but she’d learn that soon enough. “If you’ll kindly tell me where the coffee and the eggs are, I’ll see to it right away.”

				“Where the coffee and the eggs are?” Jack repeated, speaking with exaggerated slowness. “You don’t know?”

				“No.” She hadn’t seen them the night before when she’d brought him the orange. Perhaps there was another fridge somewhere, or a cooler.

				“My supplies are back in El Mirador.”

				“But…” It took a while for the implication to register in Lorraine’s mind. “You mean to say we don’t have any food?”

				“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

				She was ten times hungrier now than before she knew this. “What are we going to do?” she asked in growing alarm.

				“Fish. Sardines make good bait.”

				She grimaced.

				“What’s wrong now?” he demanded.

				It seemed silly under the circumstances, but he had asked. “I have trouble watching anything die, even a fish.”

				He laughed as if he considered that uproariously funny. “Then do without.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				The woman was utterly useless. If he hadn’t known that before, Jack would’ve ascertained it in about two seconds.

				“I’ll fish,” Lorraine finally said after a lengthy silence, “but I refuse to…clean any.” She turned her back on him. Disapproval radiated off her like sonar waves. Her nose was so high in the air, he thought with amusement, it was a wonder some bird didn’t land on it.

				“Do you have a problem with pulling your own weight?” he asked, not that he was looking for an argument. He was more interested in seeing how far he could push her.

				“Of course not. I’ll pull my own weight.”

				It was too early in the morning to argue. Besides, he was hungry. He missed his morning coffee and was in no mood to deal with an unexpected passenger, especially one who’d inconvenienced him as much as this woman had. Not only that, she didn’t seem to recognize that he was doing her a favor by saving her stupid ass from jail.

				“I want to know what you plan to do about our predicament,” she said next.

				Well, excuse me. All he needed now was for Her Highness to start issuing commands.

				“I already told you.” With his back to her, he worked at rigging up the first fishing pole. He secured the bait—the sardine was nothing he’d seriously consider eating himself—and locked the rod into place. Once he’d finished that, he set up the second pole. With two lines in the water, he doubled his chances of scoring breakfast. He hadn’t so much as caught a fish and already Miss Pull-her-own-weight was letting it be known that she wasn’t about to dirty her delicate fingers.

				“Sight of blood makes you squeamish, does it?” he taunted.

				“Hardly,” she said in a huff.

				He arched one eyebrow and finished with the second rod.

				“I find the idea of fishing barbaric.”

				“You can have breakfast or, as I said earlier, you’re free to do without it.”

				“Fine.”

				Unlike him, she’d enjoyed a decent dinner—the dinner he should’ve had over at Thomas’s place. Whether or not she ate breakfast was her choice. Jack couldn’t care less.

				“Um, I realize how that must sound,” she said, apparently reconsidering. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer….”

				“Hey,” Jack said as he moved forward, “you go ahead and do what you’ve got to do.” He started the engines and the boat took off at a slow easy troll.

				Lorraine looked as if she was about to be sick again. Her face went from healthy pink to ashen, followed almost immediately by a faint tinge of green.

				Jack resisted asking her how she was feeling. That seemed too cruel, even for him. One look said it all.

				Her Highness staggered back to the chair and collapsed into it.

				Luck was with him, and in less than ten minutes he’d snagged his first fish. A red snapper, which made for excellent eating.

				Lorraine didn’t move from her throne the entire time it took him to reel in breakfast. Nor did she show any signs of interest when he took his catch below, gutted, filleted and fried it up in a skillet. The scent of the fish frying made his mouth water. It didn’t come any fresher than this. He could have eaten in the galley, and often did. Not now. With a good deal of ceremony, he dragged another chair onto the deck and placed it beside Lorraine’s. Then he carried up his plate, along with a cold beer, and settled down. She glanced once in his direction, and Jack recognized the look. Hunger. After insisting that she didn’t like fishing, her pride wouldn’t allow her to give in and enjoy a fine meal—even if he did say so himself.

				“I don’t mean to be a pest…” she began.

				“It’s a gift.”

				“A gift?”

				“Being a pest. You appear to have a real talent for it.”

				That shut her up for a few minutes, as he’d suspected it would.

				“What are we going to do about the lack of supplies?” she asked after a while.

				Jack could tell from the forced evenness of her voice that she was having trouble controlling her temper. He figured she probably didn’t lose it often; a fine Southern belle like Lorraine had good manners drilled into her the way boot camp had taught him the basics of soldiering.

				“I’ll answer your question if you answer mine,” he said, savoring the last bite of fish and washing it down with a swallow of beer. There was plenty left in the galley, but he didn’t mention that. If she wanted breakfast she’d have to ask for it.

				“All right,” she said with obvious reluctance.

				The boat bobbed gently, and she’d regained some of her color. A good sign, he supposed. Until she found her sea legs she’d be miserable. Jack wasn’t sure which he preferred. Sick as a dog, she still managed to be a nuisance. He hated to think how much she’d annoy him when she was a hundred percent herself.

				“You wanted to ask me something?” She sounded impatient.

				He weighed his thoughts. Teasing her was definitely entertaining, but he felt a little confused about this unaccountable need to learn what he could about her. It must be on account of Thomas; he simply wanted to know what kind of woman his friend had for a daughter. “I realize this isn’t any of my business,” he said, “but I’m afraid curiosity has gotten the better of me.” He chuckled dryly. “What’s your husband like? Is he as much of a prude as you are?”

				Her gaze fell to the wedding ring on her left hand as though she was surprised to see it there. Forgotten Mr. Whoever-he-was already?

				“I imagine the two of you are quite the pair,” he went on. “Do you ever jump each other’s bones?”

				“I beg your pardon?”

				“You know, get so hot for each other you can’t wait to get your clothes off. That’s when sex is best, don’t you think?”

				Her eyes went wide as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I find you both vulgar and offensive.”

				Jack laughed. It was far too much fun baiting this woman. “You don’t like me any better than I like you. That’s perfectly fine by me. But you can’t blame a guy for being curious about the type of man who’d marry someone as highfalutin as you.”

				“I don’t know what—”

				“I bet you and your stuffed-shirt husband make love every Wednesday and Sunday nights, regular as clockwork.”

				“That’s none of your business!”

				He laughed again. “I’m right, aren’t I? You do it in the dark, too. And when you’re done you make polite little sounds, give each other a peck on the cheek, then roll over and go to sleep.”

				“Is there a reason you’re so interested in my love life?” she asked. She was pretending to be bored but not doing a very good job of it. He watched as color seeped up her neckline and into her cheeks.

				He ignored the question.

				“Are you interested in the love life of every woman you meet,” she asked, still faking disinterest, “or is it just me?”

				Jack snickered as if to suggest someone like her would be the last woman on earth to tempt him. “Just wondering,” he answered. “I’m not doing a survey or anything.” However, much as he hated to admit it, she had a point. He didn’t normally provoke women. There was just something about her….

				It was the clothes she wore, he decided. The conservative pantsuit. No one wore white out here. Not that it looked so white anymore. And it didn’t help matters that it fit her like a glove. She’d removed the jacket and the short pink top hugged her waist and allowed him to speculate about the soft swell of her breasts beneath. He shook his head. The woman had no sense; if he’d had nefarious designs on her—which he certainly didn’t—she’d be in trouble.

				“You’ve asked your question, Mr. Keller, stupid as it was, and now it’s my turn.”

				“Feel free.” He gestured toward her.

				“You’ve already started drinking. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

				“You get to ask me a question, sweetheart, not preach a sermon.”

				“All right.” She cast him a look of pure disgust. “What exactly do you intend to do about the lack of supplies?”

				He laughed at the sheer foolishness of her question. “You don’t have anything to worry about, Your Highness.”

				To her credit, she ignored his teasing. “So what are we going to do?”

				The answer seemed obvious. “Buy more, of course.”

				* * *

				Lorraine had never disliked anyone so fiercely in her whole life. Jack Keller was rude, insensitive and vulgar. It was beyond comprehension that her father had freely handed her over to this…barbarian. Reluctantly she had to conclude that her situation must be far more dangerous than she’d realized.

				The morning had seemed interminable. The sun beat down with an intensity that robbed her of strength. All wit had abandoned her. Jack seemed to take great pleasure in ridiculing her and calling her ridiculous names like Your Highness. He spouted insults, and when he wasn’t mocking her, he called her Raine. The only person who’d ever called her that was her father. When Jack said it, he made it sound, somehow, as though he was speaking to a disobedient child.

				The one positive aspect of the morning was that she’d finally adjusted to the boat’s movement on the water. She wasn’t sure if it was the lack of anything in her stomach or if she’d found what he referred to as her sea legs. Whichever, she was grateful. She’d never spent any time on a boat before and had no idea what else to expect.

				Gazing out at the horizon, Lorraine suddenly saw land—an outcropping of lush green hills far in the distance. That excited her so much she climbed awkwardly out of her chair and shuffled toward the rear of the boat.

				“Where are we?” she asked.

				“Mexico.”

				“That much I know,” she returned, trying not to sound sarcastic. At this point, it was difficult. She sighed, loudly and expressively. “Are we buying supplies here?” she asked.

				“That’s the plan.”

				She couldn’t quite hide her relief. It was clear to her, if not Jack, that they couldn’t continue this voyage without obtaining some food.

				As they headed toward land, Lorraine noticed a number of high-rise luxury hotels in the distance. “What city is that?” she asked when curiosity overcame her unwillingness to ask him any further questions.

				“Campeche,” he said, and didn’t elaborate.

				Lorraine remembered reading about the town in the information she’d gathered when she was researching the Yucatán Peninsula. If she recalled correctly, the city was one of the fastest-growing tourist spots in the region. There were a number of Mayan ruins close by.

				“Don’t get your hopes up,” Jack said.

				“What do you mean?”

				“We aren’t going to Campeche.”

				“We aren’t?” She frowned in disappointment. “But—”

				“We can’t risk it.”

				In her opinion, they’d probably be safer in a large city where they could get lost in anonymous crowds. Not that he’d given her any say in the matter, nor did he seem at all interested in her opinions. “Well, if not Campeche, where are we going?”

				“La Ruta Maya,” he said. “That means route of the Maya. It’s a small village down the coast from Campeche. Tradition says the village was on the main artery for Mayan traders a thousand years ago.

				“I’ve docked there in the past,” Jack added, “and I can buy supplies with a minimum of fuss. That way we can be in and out of port quickly.”

				“I see.”

				“I don’t think you do,” Jack said, narrowing his gaze. “We can’t risk you being seen. With that suit of yours and that blond hair, you’d stick out like a red flag to a herd of bulls.”

				“What do you want me to do?” she demanded. “Jump overboard and hold my breath until you get back?”

				“Don’t give me any ideas.”

				Lorraine had to clamp her jaws shut to keep from saying something she was sure to regret later. No one had ever infuriated her faster than this shiftless, worthless, good-for-nothing bum. She wanted as little to do with him as possible and actually felt grateful that he assumed she was married. She could only guess how much more obnoxious he would’ve been if he’d figured she was up for grabs. Wearing her mother’s wedding band had turned out to be a fortunate thing.

				“You’re going to have to stay out of sight while I’m in town.”

				The implication didn’t hit her right away. Then, “You want me to go down there—belowdecks?” It would be stifling holed up in that dreadful little place.

				“You got it,” he said. Then, as though he understood her objection, he told her, “I’ll be as fast as I can.”

				“How long?” She supposed she could endure anything provided she had some idea of the time involved. Fifteen minutes? Twenty? Already she could feel the suffocating heat crowding in around her.

				“If everything goes smoothly, I should be back in about forty minutes.”

				“Forty minutes!” she exploded. Just how long could it take to purchase a few necessities?

				“Possibly a bit longer.”

				Lorraine had to bite her tongue. He was doing this on purpose, she knew he was, to punish her for their predicament. The more she objected, the more time he’d take. She wouldn’t put it past him.

				He slowed the boat long before they reached the village. “Go on below,” he said tersely.

				“But…” Lorraine closed her mouth rather than protest further. It would be pointless to mention that they were well out of sight of the village and no one was likely to see her. Any argument would only be grounds for trouble with Jack.

				Her steps were mutinous as she climbed the few steps into the cabin and slammed the door. The heat hit her like a furnace blast, and sweat immediately dampened her brow.

				Jack pounded down the steps and opened the door. A sweet cooling breeze whistled through. “Listen and listen good,” he said in a clear, calm voice. “I’m going to close these doors once I’ve docked. I don’t want you to come out until I tell you it’s safe to do so. Understand?”

				She didn’t answer.

				“Understand?” he repeated.

				“Yes,” she muttered.

				“Good,” he said, still sounding calm.

				Five minutes later he cut the engine. She heard footsteps on the dock and then felt the boat bounce against the tire bumper. A rush of Spanish followed between Jack and someone on the pier. It appeared to be a pleasant exchange. The boat rocked slightly when Jack jumped onto the dock.

				With the insufferable heat Lorraine barely had the strength to remain upright. The table and benches were filled with papers and an assortment of clothes, which she folded and placed in the drawers. Not that her goal was to be helpful. She simply needed space to stretch out. Books littered the compact area. Bored, Lorraine glanced at a few titles and shook her head. A few sailing manuals. Techniques of war. Weapons updates. Military histories. Almost every piece of reading material had something to do with soldiering and death. For all she knew, he could be a trained killer. Talk about jumping from the frying pan into the fire! And down here, in this intolerable heat, it felt as though that was exactly what she’d done.

				Lorraine couldn’t help wondering if her father knew about Jack’s preoccupation with war and death. If he did, would he have asked Jack to get her out of the country? Lorraine doubted it.

				Forty minutes passed. Forty of the longest minutes of her life. She wet a cloth and dabbed her face and wrists. Ten minutes later, she unbuttoned her blouse and fanned herself with a copy of Soldier of Fortune magazine. Jack had been gone for fifty minutes now. Every once in a while she’d hear voices; her hopes would soar but then the sound would fade away. Water slapped against the side of the boat, which rocked gently in the protected waters of the marina.

				At one o’clock she heard the faint strains of music drifting down from what must have been a waterfront cantina. The emptiness in her stomach refused to be ignored. All she could think about was how hot and miserable she was and how hungry. Visions of salty tortilla chips and fresh salsa tormented her. Served with a tart salt-rimmed margarita… Or was that more Tex-Mex than Mexican? She wasn’t sure. But they’d certainly have something at this cantina. Maybe a shrimp-and-garlic dish like the one her father’s…wife had made. No, she wouldn’t think about them. She conjured up the memory of chicken fajitas, instead, with lots of onions and peppers….

				The music grew louder. It didn’t require much imagination to picture Jack sitting inside the cantina, taking his own sweet time over a big lunch, drinking a cold beer. He probably had a friendly señorita on his lap, as well. The image was so real, so believable, she convinced herself of its truth.

				Forty minutes he’d said, and he’d been gone longer than an hour. Lorraine couldn’t stand it anymore. Not only did she intensely dislike Jack Keller, there was no reason she should trust him. Given what she’d learned about her father and Azucena, how could she trust any of these people? Once again, she pushed all thoughts of her father from her mind. She didn’t want to think about him, didn’t want to acknowledge that Gary had been right and she’d made the biggest mistake of her life in seeking out this stranger.

				She’d lost control of the situation by letting others make the decisions. Time to rectify that. She hadn’t had anything to do with that stupid artifact, and once she explained what had happened, the authorities would believe her. They had to. Anyway, she’d rather take her chances with the police than die a slow death at the hands of Jack Keller. And she couldn’t tolerate this heat another minute.

				Being a conscientious person, she found a pen and paper and left Jack a note.

				I appreciate your help, but would prefer to have the American Consulate speak to the authorities on my behalf.

				Thank you.

				Lorraine

				She propped the paper on the table with the saltshaker and reached for her purse. Then she hesitated. Most of her traveler’s checks were back in her suitcase in El Mirador and she had only a small amount of cash. She couldn’t very well ask a vendor in this dinky town to accept a credit card.

				It didn’t take her long to discover where Jack kept his cash—although she did feel guilty about rummaging through his things. This was just a small loan, she told herself. Either she’d repay him herself or her father would. She peeled off a few bills and shoved them inside her purse.

				Once more she hesitated, then removed her watch and set it in his drawer. Its value far exceeded the cash she’d borrowed, she reasoned. She left quickly before she could change her mind.

				When she opened the double doors leading to the deck, Lorraine gulped in deep breaths of the fresh cool air. Cautiously she stuck her head out and looked around.

				The village was small, smaller even than El Mirador. A row of ramshackle shops lined the waterfront, but La Ruta Maya didn’t seem to consist of much else. The first thing she needed to do was find someone to drive her into Campeche. Surely in a city of that size she’d be able to connect with the American Embassy. Then she’d tell them her story, explain how Jason Applebee had hidden the artifact in her suitcase, and the American government would clear her name and get her safely home.

				Lorraine didn’t blame her father for interceding on her behalf, but his solution had been shortsighted. Once her name was cleared, she’d be free to return to El Mirador in the near future and demand some answers from her father. Then again, perhaps it would be better just to go home and forget all this.

				She knew, as she climbed off Jack’s boat, that she was taking a risk, but that couldn’t be helped. The truth was, he’d be just as glad to get rid of her. This seemed the best solution all around.

				Within a few minutes of leaving the dock area, Lorraine noticed that several children had started to follow her. Not wanting to attract attention, she opened her purse, thinking to give them each a new peso and send them on their way. Her ploy didn’t work. As soon as she reached for her coin purse, she was surrounded by children of every age. They pressed in around her, crowding her, all eager for a handout.

				An older man barked at the children in an authoritative voice and they scattered. Lorraine thanked him with a smile and continued down the street, stopping only long enough to buy some fruit in the village marketplace. She gobbled down the fresh papaya, then purchased a tortilla filled with vegetables and meat. The meat didn’t have a familiar taste, but she decided she didn’t want to know exactly what she was eating. She understood turtle was popular fare in this area—not a thought that appealed to her. However, at this point she was too hungry to care.

				With her helpful Spanish phrase book, she asked a grandmotherly woman about finding a driver who would take her to Campeche. The woman avoided eye contact and shook her head. Lorraine asked a vendor next, but he was far more interested in selling his wares than answering her questions. He held up a number of things—baskets and pottery—he hoped to persuade her to buy and explained two or three times in fractured English that he would give her a special rate because she was his first customer of the day. She finally extricated herself from him, then asked a third person, a young barefoot woman, who pointed Lorraine in the direction of the cantina.

				On second thought, perhaps it would make more sense to contact the American Embassy by phone and not worry about hiring someone to drive her.

				Lorraine flipped through the pages of her Spanish dictionary until she found the word for telephone. She felt embarrassed by how little she remembered of her high-school language class. “Teléfono?” she asked.

				The barefoot woman grinned and nodded enthusiastically, then pointed toward the cantina again.

				Lorraine grumbled under her breath, glancing at the very place she’d planned not to enter. She supposed she didn’t have anything to lose. If Jack did happen to be inside, which she strongly suspected he was, she’d simply explain what she’d said in her note.

				When she peered inside the cantina, she found—to her relief and surprise—that Jack Keller was nowhere to be seen. The place was stark, devoid of any decoration. It had a rough plank floor, a long wooden bar and a number of crude tables and chairs.

				Four or five underdressed women glared at her when she walked in. Lorraine smiled at them, certain they could see that they had nothing to fear from her. She had no intention of cutting in on their business.

				A greasy-looking man looked up from a table, where he sat with a bottle of tequila and a shot glass. He was dark and ugly, and a scar ran down one side of his face. He eyed her with the avid interest of a tomcat spying a mouse. It wasn’t a comfortable sensation, but she ignored him and approached the bartender, whose frown seemed to suggest she should get out while she could.

				Lorraine forced a smile. With her dictionary in hand, she asked about the phone. He shook his head. There was one attached to the wall, but apparently it was out of order. No funciona, a handwritten sign informed her. Again going through the dictionary, she painstakingly asked about hiring a driver to take her to Campeche.

				“I take you to Campeche,” the greasy-looking man at the table offered in heavily accented English, his voice slurred with suggestion. His chair made a scraping sound as he stood and carried the bottle and shot glass over to the bar.

				Every eye in the place was on the two of them.

				“No, thank you,” Lorraine said politely. She continued to look at the bartender.

				“You want a driver?” the man persisted. “I get you there.”

				“I prefer to hire a car, thank you.” She returned her attention to the bartender.

				Her unpleasant companion slammed the bottle down on the bar. “We have fun on the road, no?”

				“No,” Lorraine said, refusing to look at him. He smelled evil. She’d never thought such a thing was possible, but this man was the epitome of the word. The stench about him was nothing compared to the blankness in his eyes, as if he had no feelings, no sympathy, no conscience. The way he stared at her made her skin crawl.

				The bartender, who’d said little to this point, spoke to the man in a placating manner. Although she couldn’t understand much of what was said, it seemed fairly obvious this man was feared. The bartender then appeared to suggest something involving one or more of the other women, judging by the way he motioned toward them. One thing Lorraine did pick up from the exchange was the man’s name. Carlos.

				Carlos’s reaction to the bartender’s suggestion was a blast of foul-sounding words that had the bartender fleeing to the other end of the bar.

				“You come with me,” Carlos said, and reached for her. “We have fun on the road to Campeche, you and me.” He grinned at her as if to say she might as well enjoy it because she had no choice.

				Lorraine managed to avoid his grasp. “I most certainly will not.”

				He lunged for her a second time, but once more she was able to avoid his groping hands. Clearly Carlos was drunker than he’d seemed, which was in her favor. Although he looked to be a mean drunk.

				“Kindly keep your hands to yourself!” she snapped.

				Carlos’s response was to grab a fistful of her hair and yank hard.

				Lorraine let out a cry of shock and pain, whirled around and slapped him as hard as she could across the face. “Keep your filthy hands off me!” The action had been purely instinctive. She didn’t know what kind of monster this man was, but she wasn’t going to let him or anyone else manhandle her.

				A collective gasp went through the cantina. Even Carlos was too stunned to react. Then he slapped her, hard enough to send her staggering backward. Her jaw felt as if it’d been dislocated, and the pain brought stinging tears to her eyes.

				He laughed, and it was the cruelest sound she’d ever heard. She saw pure undiluted hate in his eyes. Holding her hand over her cheek, she took three small steps back, recognizing beyond doubt that she’d crossed a dangerous line and was about to suffer the consequences.

				She wanted to say something, a joke, an apology, anything to defuse the situation, but her mouth had gone dry. She could hardly force out a word.

				She’d made one mistake after another, but this was the most desperate yet. Two minutes ago she’d walked into the cantina with a simple request and now she was staring into the eyes of a man who wanted to kill her—and worse. She felt a sudden urge to yell “Time out!” so she could sit down and analyze what had gone wrong…and figure out how to rescue herself.

				Hearing footsteps behind her, she whirled around. Her relief at seeing Jack was enough to make her knees weak.

				“Oh, thank God,” she whispered, closing her eyes. The one man she’d been trying to elude was now going to be her salvation.

				The tension between Jack and Carlos could be felt by everyone in the room. Lorraine practically ran toward Jack.

				“You know this woman?” Carlos asked, glaring at them through narrowed, menacing eyes.

				Jack took one look at Lorraine and shrugged. “Never saw her before in my life.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				Generally speaking, Jack was an easygoing guy. It took a lot to rile him. But Lorraine managed to do it without so much as opening her mouth. He’d returned to the boat with a case of beer balanced on his shoulder and a plate of hot food for her. The way he figured, she’d been fourteen or fifteen hours without anything to eat, and a generous helping of Angelina’s special chicken frijoles and rice was sure to sweeten her disposition. It had certainly improved his own.

				Nothing could have shocked him more than finding her gone. By the time he read her note, he was so angry his ears burned. Jack didn’t often let anyone or anything reduce him to this state. In his previous work, anger wasn’t an emotion he could afford. When it happened, which was rare, he didn’t plow his fist through a wall. If anything he remained stoic. His acquaintances knew well that the calmer he was, the angrier.

				He could have pulled out of port then and there with a clear conscience—but he hadn’t. Thomas was his friend—but there was a limit to what he could take. After spending a few minutes cooling down, he left his supplies piled on the dock, where the shopkeeper had delivered them, and went in search of the most irritating, infuriating, ungrateful woman he’d ever met. When he found her in the cantina, he couldn’t deny a certain satisfaction at discovering that she’d gotten herself into real trouble.

				Now he intended to see how she planned to get herself out of it. Rescuing damsels in distress was an outdated business at best, and Jack had long since decided a contemporary woman was capable of taking care of herself. If Thomas Dancy’s daughter needed help, she’d have to ask for it. On second thought, she’d have to ask real pretty for him to get involved. One thing was certain: he was going to make her sweat it out before he stepped in.

				“You’re going to pretend you don’t know me?” Lorraine shouted. She thrust out her arms in supplication or in anger, he wasn’t sure which. A look of astonished disbelief crossed her face.

				Jack sauntered up to the bar, where he ordered a glass of tequila and a lime. After the day he’d had, he needed a high-potency drink.

				“He knows me.” Lorraine stretched out her arm and waggled her index finger at Jack. “He might claim otherwise, but he knows me. We’re traveling together.”

				Jack tossed back his tequila and sucked greedily on the lime.

				“Exactly what kind of man are you?” she raged, disgust written on every feature.

				“A thirsty one,” Jack answered with a slow, lazy grin. Then, as if to prove his point, he downed a second shot and smiled at her through gritted teeth as the alcohol burned the back of his throat. “As far as I’m concerned, your friend over there is welcome to you.”

				“His name’s Carlos. If you were any kind of a man, you’d see I’m in trouble here.”

				“Yeah.” Did his heart good to see it, too.

				“Aren’t you going to do something?”

				“No.” He raised his glass and saluted Carlos. Lorraine knew how to pick ’em. Old Carlos looked like he’d just as soon slit a guy’s throat as sit down and have a drink with him.

				Apparently Carlos didn’t know what to make of the exchange between him and Lorraine. He glanced from one to the other, his head jerking back and forth in an effort to follow the conversation.

				One of the prostitutes minced across the cantina toward Jack. The best-looking one of the lot, Jack was pleased to note. He collected a second glass and met her at a table.

				Her smile radiated easy sex. Her eagerness for his company was a pleasant change after what he’d been forced to endure with Miss High-and-Mighty. Jack pulled out a chair and sat down. Grinning, the woman sat on his lap and poured them each a drink, making sure her lush breasts grazed his arm.

				“You’re a rat, Jack Keller,” Lorraine yelled. Carlos half rose from his chair, obviously startled by her vehemence.

				Jack yawned as though bored. “Sticks and stones, Raine, sticks and stones.”

				“I can’t believe you’re going t-to take up with that woman when you can see I’ve got a problem here.”

				Well, yeah, she did, Jack thought. Carlos was keeping a close eye on her. He seemed more than ready to leap up and grab her if she tried to make a run for it.

				“Hey, you got yourself into this mess,” he said. “It’s going to be real interesting to watch you get yourself out of it.”

				“You’re lower than low.”

				Jack laughed and nuzzled the throat of the woman on his lap. While she might be nice-enough looking, she unfortunately smelled like cheap perfume and stale smoke. Not that he’d let Lorraine know. As far as Her Highness was concerned, the other woman was a breath of fresh air. And oh, so tempting…

				“Okay, okay,” Lorraine said, sounding far less certain now. “If you want me to apologize, then I will. I shouldn’t have left the boat.”

				This was what he’d been waiting for from the first. Jack abruptly set the woman aside and vaulted to his feet. “You’re damn right you shouldn’t have. I asked a small thing of you. One small thing.”

				“It was so hot down there—and you took much longer than you said.”

				“It’s too much to expect you to follow directions?”

				“I thought… I hoped…”

				They scowled at each other. Jack’s expression was as angry as he could make it. His voice was raised, and while he didn’t want to attract a lot of unnecessary attention, he hoped to extract her from this predicament and save his own hide in the process. From the cutthroat looks Carlos gave him, it wasn’t going to be easy.

				“Don’t shout at me,” Lorraine said, giving a fine impression of royalty.

				“I’ll shout at you if I please, and right now it pleases me a great deal.”

				“This wouldn’t have happened if you’d had the decency—”

				“Enough!” Carlos boomed, and banged his fist on the bar. The sound echoed through the room like a gunshot.

				Lorraine gasped and pressed her hand over her heart. For several frightening seconds the entire cantina went silent. Then, before he could react, she whirled around and faced Carlos. “Can’t you see we’re having an important discussion here? When I’m finished with Jack Keller, I’ll take you on. Until then, wait your turn.”

				Carlos’s mouth fell open, and he wore a look of complete and utter confusion.

				“Decency?” Jack shouted, doing his best to distract Carlos from Lorraine. “If you want to talk about decency, I’ve got plenty to say. Let’s have this out right here and now.”

				Lorraine stared at him as if he’d gone mad. She wasn’t far off, since his little performance was a good imitation of a lunatic’s ravings. Waving his arms, still shouting, he edged her toward the door. With the two of them trading insults he’d be able to confuse Carlos long enough—he hoped—to place himself between them. And give her a way out.

				Once she was close to the door, he yelled a few more insulting remarks, using the same tone of voice, hoping she was smart enough to understand what he was doing. “Run,” he ordered when she stood in the doorway.

				“Run?”

				“Get the hell out of here!”

				She hesitated, then turned on her heel. Okay, so it wasn’t a brilliant plan, but it was the best he could do on short notice.

				“What about you?” Jack thought he heard her ask. Answering wasn’t a concern just then. Carlos was.

				The other man dashed after Lorraine, and seeing there wasn’t anything he could do but stop him, Jack stepped into his path. It was a long while since he’d been involved in hand-to-hand combat. This time, however, the odds left much to be desired.

				Carlos had a knife and he didn’t.

				* * *

				Lorraine was panting and her thigh muscles were quivering from the run to the waterfront. She raced to the boat, the dock rocking precariously with the sudden movement. Not sure what to do next, she hurried belowdecks and collapsed on the U-shaped bench that constituted the eating area. She could hear her pulse pounding in her ears.

				This episode had been a disaster entirely of her own making. She was to blame for everything—the danger to herself and to Jack, as well. When he got back, she’d bet her last dollar he wouldn’t be gracious about it, either. Not that she didn’t deserve every comment he could possibly make. She’d done something incredibly stupid, and she didn’t have a single excuse. What could she say—it was too hot and she’d grown tired of waiting? At the moment, that sounded pretty lame.

				Her pulse still hadn’t returned to normal when she decided she couldn’t remain down here. Not without knowing what had happened to Jack. She had to find a way to help him; after all, he’d put himself at risk trying to help her. It’d taken her far longer than it should have to figure out what he intended, back at the cantina, what he wanted her to do. All she hoped was that he knew how to protect himself.

				He did, she thought, reassured, as she went up to the deck. The evidence was all over the boat. Everything he read was about warfare, self-defense and fighting.

				But her confidence in Jack’s abilities waned as time passed. She’d assumed he’d be close behind her. Two, three minutes. Not so. A good ten minutes had already gone by.

				Her relief at seeing him approach was enormous. He wasn’t running, but he didn’t seem to be taking a leisurely stroll, either. Even from the deck she could see that blood soaked his sleeve and ran in rivulets down his arm and onto his hand. One side of his face was swollen, too.

				“Jack… Jack.” Lorraine felt sick with regret, knowing he’d received these injuries because of her.

				As soon as he’d arrived at the dock, Jack broke into a trot, making it pitch precariously. When he reached Scotch on Water, he untied the rope and jumped onto the deck. Moments later the engines revved to life, churning up the water.

				A flurry of Spanish came at them as Carlos and three other men appeared on the waterfront.

				Jack didn’t bother to translate. Even with her limited knowledge of Spanish, Lorraine caught their drift, and it wasn’t anything she cared to repeat.

				Jack put the boat in gear, and they roared off with enough force to sink smaller boats in their wake.

				They hadn’t cleared the marina when Lorraine heard an odd cracking sound, as if one of the engines had backfired. She glanced over her shoulder, but before anything could register, Jack shoved her to the deck and fell heavily on top of her. The shock of his actions left her stunned.

				“What’s going on?” she asked when she’d recovered her breath.

				“That, Your Highness, was your buddy taking potshots at us.”

				“Shots? You mean with a gun?”

				“That’s the weapon of choice for your average thug these days.” Jack climbed off her, then helped her to her feet.

				Once they were safely in open water, Jack cut the engines to a more comfortable speed. He stood with his hands on the wheel, staring straight ahead.

				Lorraine knew the time had come to apologize, abjectly and in full. Unfortunately her tongue refused to cooperate. It shouldn’t be this difficult. But Jack had the infuriating self-satisfied look of a man who knew he was right and was waiting for her to admit it.

				“You’re hurt,” she said, instead.

				He pressed the back of his hand to the corner of his mouth, then glanced at the slash on his upper arm. He arched his eyebrows as if surprised at how deep the injury was. Gingerly he tested the area and winced as his fingers probed it.

				“Let me take care of that,” Lorraine volunteered. She was about to head belowdecks for the first-aid kit she’d noticed earlier.

				“Leave it,” Jack snarled.

				“No! It needs attention. I’m a nurse and I should know.”

				“Look, I don’t want—”

				Tempting though it was, she had no intention of wasting time arguing with him. Without waiting for his approval, she went belowdecks and grabbed the kit.

				He stayed at the helm and grudgingly let her tend to the wound. Lorraine thought it probably should’ve had stitches, but fortunately the first-aid kit contained a number of butterfly bandages, which served almost as well. Other than a grunt now and again, Jack didn’t speak while she bandaged the cut.

				“What about your face?” she asked when she’d finished with his arm.

				“It’s fine,” he growled.

				An ugly bruise had started to form on his chin. Examining it, Lorraine swallowed her pride. “I’m sorry, Jack.”

				He didn’t respond right away, then looked at her briefly. “I see you have your watch back.”

				So he knew.

				She’d retrieved her wristwatch when she’d gone below to get the first-aid kit.

				“Did you put the money back, too?” he asked.

				“Yes.” She wasn’t proud of what she’d done. Her face burned with embarrassment.

				It had been a stupid idea—another stupid idea—and she sincerely regretted it.

				“Don’t try anything like that again. Understand?”

				She nodded. She didn’t know if he was referring to her taking the money or leaving the boat. Probably both.

				“You know, you’re getting to be a little too expensive.”

				“I put the money back,” she insisted with ill grace.

				“I’m not talking about the money you borrowed,” Jack muttered. “The supplies. This is the second time this has happened.”

				“What?” She’d seen the case of beer on the table belowdecks and assumed everything else had already been loaded onto the boat.

				“They got left behind on the dock.”

				She closed her eyes and groaned, vaguely remembering the boxes stacked alongside the boat. “But the beer…there’s a case down below. You mean to say the only thing that got on board was the beer?”

				* * *

				Late that afternoon, Jack docked in a freshwater inlet for the night. Rio Usumacinta emptied into this cove, which was a small, sheltered one. Although he was fairly confident Carlos hadn’t tried to follow them, he wasn’t taking any chances.

				As the sun sank in the west, Jack sat with his feet propped up, sipping from a bottle of his favorite cerveza. A smile touched his lips at the memory of Lorraine’s reaction when she realized that the only thing he’d managed to bring on board was the beer. The look on her face had been priceless. That expression of frustrated outrage had almost been worth the problems she’d caused. Almost.

				He closed his eyes, enjoying the sense of calm at the end of a day that had taken one unexpected turn after another. As far as his passenger went, he didn’t like her, couldn’t trust her and considered her a royal pain in the ass. Nevertheless he had to hand it to her; the woman had pluck. It wasn’t everyone who could stand up to a powerful drug lord like Carlos Caracol.

				Jack hadn’t immediately figured out who Carlos was, but once he did, he realized what a lucky escape they’d had. The name was one he knew well. It astonished Jack that Carlos hadn’t landed behind bars before now—or with a bullet in his back. He had a small band of followers and connections to a much bigger drug pipeline bringing in cocaine from other parts of Mexico and Central America. A few months ago Jack had talked to two government agents working in cooperation with the United States. Carlos’s name had come up then. He was believed to be responsible for the death of a Mexican official, but nothing could be proved. The man was a known killer, but smart enough—and corrupt enough—to stay out of prison. He certainly wasn’t the kind of enemy Jack wanted. What Carlos Caracol had been doing in a cantina in La Ruta Maya Jack couldn’t begin to guess.

				Remembering how Lorraine had whirled on the man and primly informed him he’d have to wait his turn had been one of life’s more amusing moments. Jack couldn’t suppress a chuckle. He would never have left her to deal with Carlos on her own, however appealing the prospect. But it’d given him a few minutes of pleasure letting her think he just might.

				He’d spent several years in the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico now, lived a life that was the envy of his friends. Plenty of money at his disposal and not a care in the world. Yet he’d felt more aware of life these past two days with Lorraine than at any time since he’d inherited Scotch on Water. This annoying, priggish, straitlaced woman. Who would’ve guessed?

				Something else troubled him. She was beginning to look good. Too good.

				The sound of a gentle splash startled him. He opened his eyes and sat upright. Lorraine had taken the plunge, literally, and was swimming around in her bra and panties like a porpoise, enjoying the water. She dove under, giving him an excellent view of her nicely rounded derriere. Her legs weren’t bad, either. Shapely and trim. That led him to consider other parts of her body he had no business thinking about.

				“She’s married,” he muttered loudly enough to give himself a wake-up call. A fling with Lorraine was a fling with disaster, and he wasn’t going to let that happen. No way was he that big a fool.

				Getting too involved with any woman was a mistake, as he’d already learned, but getting involved with someone else’s wife… He shook his head. At least Marcie hadn’t been married when he’d fallen in love with her.

				“Having a good time?” Jack stood and leaned against the gunwale, watching her frolic in the water.

				Lorraine jerked around, her hair a froth of shampoo. She treaded water and looked up at him, blinking rapidly when the shampoo dripped into her right eye. “I thought…you were asleep. I didn’t think you’d mind if I used your shampoo.”

				“Not in the least.” He crossed his ankles and assumed a more comfortable stance.

				“Since you were asleep and…and since we’re anchored in freshwater here, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to wash my hair.”

				“Excellent idea.” He covered his mouth and yawned. Still, he didn’t move away, not when he could see how uncomfortable she was with him staring at her. After all, he deserved some reward for all the trouble she’d caused. Embarrassing her was an entertaining activity. He wasn’t going to complain about the view, either.

				“You’re a brave woman,” he said.

				“Brave?” She rubbed her eye, which had to be smarting by now.

				“Maybe fearless is a better description.”

				“Fearless? If you’re talking about what happened this afternoon—”

				“I’m not.” He shouldn’t do this to her, but what the heck. “I’m talking about swimming in piranha-infested waters.”

				A look of sheer terror came over Lorraine. He’d never seen anyone move so fast!

				Jack couldn’t help it; he burst out laughing.

				* * *

				Thomas paced the small area outside the bedroom. Each time Azucena moaned, he had to stop himself from bursting through the bedroom door. She’d been in labor for twenty hours now, far longer than with either Antonio or Hector. According to the midwife, this baby was breech and the labor had proved to be far more intense. The birth would be complicated.

				Exhausted himself, Thomas could only imagine how Azucena felt. He loved her and was grateful to her for giving him back his life. For years he’d gone listlessly from one insignificant job to the next, convinced that eventually something would happen to change his circumstances. For years he’d believed that, somehow, Ginny and Raine would join him in Mexico. In his dreamworld, he’d believed that it was only a matter of time before all would be forgiven and the charges against him dropped. Then he’d moved to El Mirador, been offered not just a job, but one he loved, one that meant something. He’d met Azucena then, too, and his life had been blessed from that day forward.

				He’d loved Ginny, grieved at the news of her death, but Azucena was his future. He’d married her the day before, as soon as he could arrange it. She was his wife, the mother of his sons. The thought that he might lose her now overwhelmed him.

				Fear seized his lungs and he could hardly breathe. Death was said to come in threes. His legs grew so unsteady they could barely support him. He sat and buried his face in his hands.

				First Ginny. Then Ernesto’s body had been found at the hotel, his throat slit. The investigation had left Thomas deeply shaken. The more he learned about Jason Applebee, the more outraged he became. To a large extent, Thomas blamed himself for Ernesto’s death, since he was the one who’d asked the hotel proprietor to keep an eye on the American.

				First Ginny, then Ernesto, and he prayed to God the third death wouldn’t be Azucena.

				“Papa.” Antonio climbed onto his lap and wrapped his small arms tightly around Thomas’s neck. Thomas understood his son’s need to hold on for all he was worth. In a way he was doing the same thing. He was worried sick about Azucena, and Raine was never far from his mind, either.

				He trusted Jack to see his daughter safely out of the country, but there could be unforeseen problems ahead. Jason Applebee was no novice when it came to using and abusing others. He was probably furious at having lost the stolen artifact, and furious, he’d be even more dangerous. News had come by way of the radio that the half of the Kukulcan Star discovered in Raine’s suitcase had been returned to the museum in Mexico City. If Jason—

				Azucena’s scream shattered the silence and the blood drained from Thomas’s face. In that moment he would have sold his soul for a doctor and a decent medical facility.

				“Mama?” Antonio clung even harder to his father.

				Thomas slid both arms around the boy and closed his eyes in silent prayer.

				When she screamed again, Thomas put Antonio gently down and jumped to his feet. He threw open the bedroom door. The midwife, standing at the foot of the bed, glanced disapprovingly over her shoulder.

				“Not now. Leave us. This is no place for you.”

				“Is she all right?” he pleaded.

				“Thomas?”

				Azucena sounded so weak. “Should I get the priest?” he asked. Dear God, he thought again, I can’t lose her. “Tell me! For the love of God, tell me what to do.”

				Panic set in, and he didn’t wait for an answer but raced from the house, certain he was about to lose both his wife and unborn child. He didn’t stop running until he reached the church. He dashed through the front doors to find the parish priest kneeling at the altar in prayer.

				“Father, Father,” Thomas gasped, sprinting down the center aisle.

				Father Garcia was well over seventy and incapable of moving quickly. Now that he had the priest’s attention, Thomas wasn’t sure what to tell him.

				“What is it?” Father Garcia asked anxiously.

				“Azucena,” he said between deep breaths. “The baby’s breech.” He covered his face with both hands, terrified of the future without her, and slumped to his knees at the altar.

				The priest accompanied him back to the house. When Thomas opened the front door, the first thing he heard was an infant’s wail. The overpowering relief that followed brought tears to his eyes.

				“Azucena,” he sobbed. “Azucena.” Uncaring what the midwife thought, he rushed into the bedroom to find the older woman attending to the infant. Azucena lifted her head from the pillow.

				“We have a third son,” she whispered.

				Thomas grabbed her hand and kissed it. Father Garcia walked slowly into the room, and seeing mother and child alive, he crossed himself and looked toward heaven.

				“My love,” Azucena murmured so quietly he could barely hear. She wiped the tears from his face and pressed her palm to his face.

				Thomas turned to look at the midwife. “Is she…will she be all right?”

				The woman nodded. “You have a fine healthy son.”

				“Thank God,” Thomas said, fighting back the emotion. “Thank God.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				Jack threw back his head and howled with laughter at the sight of Lorraine thrashing through the water in her eagerness to reach the boat. His amusement increased as she sputtered at him, her head full of shampoo with bubbles dripping onto her face.

				The last laugh, however, was all hers.

				Madder than a mean-tempered wasp, she agilely heaved herself out of the water and into the boat. Her wet underwear left precious little to the imagination. Jack’s humor quickly faded, and his throat went dry. He’d been too long without a woman, he decided, if Lorraine was affecting him like this.

				With a wedding band on her finger, she was strictly off-limits. He wasn’t interested in an affair, however brief. His love life had been robust for a number of years, with only one hard-and-fast rule.

				No married women.

				Ever.

				Jack was a good-looking guy and he knew it. Girls had started flocking to him from the time he was in junior high. There’d never been a shortage of single women, and frankly, he wasn’t interested in creating unnecessary enemies. Like husbands. In addition, this was the daughter of a friend. A good friend, who trusted him to get her safely back to the United States.

				One look at Lorraine’s full breasts and the shapely curve of her hips glistening in the light from the setting sun, and the hard-and-fast rule was becoming merely a guideline. He couldn’t make himself turn away. Damn, she was beautiful. It wasn’t that he hadn’t noticed earlier. Anyone could see that, prissy attitude aside, she was gorgeous. But Jack had forced himself not to respond…until now. He’d done a convincing job of pretending he wasn’t aware of her, hiding the attraction behind a barrage of insults. The questions about her love life had been an ill-advised attempt to remind himself that she was off-limits.

				Then it hit him. Hard. He wanted her. Without any trouble whatsoever, he could envision her in his arms…and his bed. It was so easy to imagine her smiling up at him….

				A cold sweat broke out on his brow. He rubbed his eyes to dispel the image of Lorraine in his bed while he struggled to breathe evenly. He instructed himself to remember the nameless woman in Belize and Catherina Efrain, a woman he’d had a brief fling with a year or two earlier. He’d met her when she was on vacation in Campeche and was later surprised to learn she worked for the Mexican government. Thinking about Catherina helped—but not enough.

				Being stuck with Lorraine in the close confines of the boat wasn’t going to make things any more tolerable. Jack had to forcefully—and repeatedly—remind himself of something that, until now, had been instinctive.

				Lorraine was hands-off.

				Squinting and muttering, she swept her shampoo-coated hair away from her face and glared in his direction. The effect was somewhat undermined by the rapid blinking of one eye. “There aren’t any piranhas here, are there?” she demanded.

				She stretched out her arm, groping for a towel. Apparently she’d brought it from belowdecks before she entered the water.

				“How’d you guess?” he returned, his voice rough. Whatever wit he’d once possessed had vanished while he struggled to disguise the effect she’d had on him.

				“Oh-h-h,” she groaned, stumbling blindly around.

				He couldn’t figure out what she was doing. It took all his self-control not to stare openmouthed while she paraded half-nude in front of him. He finally realized she was searching for a bucket. Now that she’d found one, she leaned over the gunwale, presenting him with yet another blood-stirring view….

				Jack slammed his eyes shut while she lowered the bucket over the side, then opened them just in time to watch her pour the water directly over her head. Lather and suds cascaded down her body.

				“I hope you’re happy,” she shrieked. She reached for the towel, burying her face in it.

				“Ecstatic.”

				Furious, she whirled around and in her rush stubbed her toe. She gasped in pain, then grabbed her foot, hopping madly around on the other. “Darn, darn, darn!” she cried between small intermittent groans.

				“Darn?” Jack couldn’t believe his ears.

				“What’s wrong with darn?” She scowled at him as if he’d purposely dropped an anvil on her precious foot.

				“You stubbed your toe, right?”

				She nodded, biting down on her lower lip. She leaned against the side of the boat and carefully examined her big toe for damage.

				“Darn’s the best you can do?”

				She looked up at him, her eyes questioning. “Do?”

				“That’s your strongest swearword?”

				She frowned at him.

				“Sweetheart, I’m gonna have to give you lessons.”

				“I don’t need you to teach me anything,” she said furiously.

				“Darn?” He didn’t know why he found this so hilarious. Probably because he needed something to take his mind off how incredibly sexy she looked. She continued to frown at him. The longer she frowned, the more amused he became.

				His laugh began as a small sarcastic chuckle.

				Lorraine’s eyes narrowed with outrage. “You’re extremely rude, do you know that?”

				He laughed harder. “Darn?”

				“In fact, you’re impossible.” She wrapped the towel around her waist and walked away from him.

				“Don’t worry, I’m a good teacher,” he called after her. “We’ll start off with the basic four-letter words, then work our way up to the more complicated phrases. By the time you’re back in the States, I’ll have you saying things that would make a longshoreman blush.”

				“I hope you enjoy making fun of me.”

				“More than you’ll ever know.” Still grinning, he wiped the mirth from his face. His reaction was way out of proportion, but it was either laugh or risk kissing her—which was the one thing he couldn’t do.

				Lorraine paused and glanced at him over her shoulder, then sadly shook her head and disappeared belowdecks.

				Jack heard her rummaging around. Thinking he’d made a narrow escape, he settled down in his chair and congratulated himself on his restraint.

				* * *

				Lorraine didn’t understand Jack Keller. Furthermore, she had no intention of trying. As far as she was concerned, he was a Neanderthal. She waited until her underwear was almost dry before she put her linen suit back on. Then she ran a comb through her tangled hair, wincing as she encountered one snarl after another. The man was impossible. Impossible! He’d purposely terrified her with that comment about piranhas. Like an idiot, she’d believed him.

				Apparently just scaring her wasn’t enough. He’d taken great delight in ridiculing her, as well. And then offering to teach her to swear! Her mother had claimed swearing was the sign of a poor vocabulary; Lorraine herself considered it in bad taste.

				The way he’d laughed made her clench her hands and yank the comb hard, bringing tears to her eyes. Just when she was beginning to have kind thoughts about him, too. Still, she had to admit she didn’t know what would’ve happened if he hadn’t intervened with that horrible man. He’d helped her even knowing she’d taken his money.

				Jack, being Jack, had made sure she knew that he knew what she’d done. But he hadn’t gone on and on about it. She almost wished he had; it would make hating him easier.

				One moment she was feeling warm and generous toward him, the next she felt outraged by his obnoxious behavior. The man was puzzling, and her reactions to him equally so. She hated him, despised him, and yet she’d deliberately flaunted herself in front of him, making sure he got a good look at her body. Her skin went hot, then cold, as she owned up to the truth of what she’d done. She’d actually wanted him to kiss her. Touch her. She disapproved of flirting with a man this way, and it really wasn’t like her. While she wasn’t married as he believed, she was engaged and she owed her loyalty to her fiancé. Lorraine didn’t understand her own behavior any more than she understood Jack’s. Perhaps it had something to do with what had happened back at the cantina. He’d saved her in a situation that might have been life or death. A shiver ran down her spine whenever she thought about it.

				Had she been able to find a means of making herself comfortable, Lorraine would have remained below. Spending any additional time in Jack’s company was too risky, in too many ways. But once she’d gathered her courage, she climbed back to the main deck to discover Jack poring over sea charts by the light of a gas lantern.

				“Where are we headed next?” she asked.

				“Pucuro.”

				Lorraine glanced down at the table, hoping to find the place Jack had mentioned.

				“Here,” he said, pointing his finger at the notation on the map. “We need supplies. Remember?”

				Seeing that he’d already purchased supplies twice, this probably wasn’t a good time to complain that he never consulted her regarding their plans. If it hadn’t been for his rather unappetizing leftover fish and the plate of food he’d brought on board in La Ruta Maya, they’d be starving by now.

				“We’ll leave at first light and reach Pucuro around noon tomorrow. I need your word of honor that you’ll do exactly as I say when we get there. I want you to stay out of sight this time.”

				“All right.”

				“I’m serious, Lorraine. I can’t have you sneaking off again. Not in Pucuro.”

				“I already gave you my word. What more do you want?”

				“I want you to spell it out.”

				He sounded as if he distrusted her, which offended Lorraine—but then again, she’d given him ample cause. Speaking slowly and clearly, she said, “I promise I will stay belowdecks. I will not come up until you tell me the coast is clear.” Literally, she thought. For the first time in her life, that expression described the actual truth.

				“Pucuro isn’t like La Ruta Maya. I’ve been there once before and…” He paused, leaving the remainder unsaid.

				“And?” she urged, wanting him to continue. She needed to know what they were getting themselves into.

				He shook his head. “It’s dangerous there. Pucuro is the last place I’d normally take a woman,” he said, “but we don’t have any choice. We need to stop somewhere, and soon.” He sounded none too pleased by that fact.

				“How long will it take you to get what we need?” she asked.

				“Half an hour, tops,” he replied, then tagged on a question of his own. “Have you ever fired a weapon?”

				Her breathing went shallow at the thought. “You mean…a gun? No, never.”

				His response was an irritated sigh.

				“There’s no need to get mad about it. I’ve never even held a gun.”

				“That’s what I was afraid of.”

				“I have no desire to learn, either.”

				Jack’s eyes were cold and serious. “You’re going to have to learn.”

				“This is a joke, right?”

				“I might make light of a great many things, but I don’t joke about guns.”

				He hurried belowdecks, returning a moment later with a small gun. “This is an automatic Glock .22. You might need to defend yourself when we’re in Pucuro. I want to step off this boat knowing that if anything goes wrong, you can take care of yourself. Understand? When we finish with that, I’ll show you how to run the boat on your own.”

				“You’re overreacting,” she said stiffly. “First, I don’t need a gun to defend myself, and second—”

				“You need the gun.” His voice left no room for argument.

				“Jack, this is ridiculous!”

				“You’re going to learn how to fire this weapon, and that’s all there is to it.”

				“Fine,” she said, looking down at it distastefully.

				Under protest, she listened as he explained the inner workings of the gun. When he’d done that, he demonstrated how to load the thing. Then he expected her to do it herself.

				Lorraine finally complied, but not happily. He ignored her complaints, making her repeat the procedure until he was satisfied that she’d learned what he wanted her to know.

				“Next I want you to fire it.”

				“No way!” The idea of actually shooting was repugnant to her. Besides, she didn’t even have a target to aim for.

				“Raine, this isn’t open for discussion.”

				“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she muttered. She stepped back and waited for him to reveal the finer techniques of handling a gun.

				“Hold it,” he insisted.

				“I already did.”

				His jaw tightened and, sighing heavily, she reached for the weapon.

				“I want you to get the feel of it,” he explained. “Balance it in your hands, get accustomed to the weight of it.”

				“I did that earlier.” She hadn’t, not really. She wasn’t usually so disagreeable, but Jack seemed to bring out the worst in her. The fact that he was standing this close bothered her, too. Her heart beat a loud thudding tattoo; she was sure he could hear it. And she was so hot. Even with her hair piled on top of her head, sweat trickled down the back of her neck. Jack was sweating, too. His skin glistened with it in the moonlight. She found him far more provocative than she wanted. Now that he’d shaved she recognized that he was far too attractive for his own good—or hers.

				“You ready to fire?” he snapped, cutting off her musings.

				“Oh, all right, if it’ll make you happy.” She stretched out both arms and took aim at the dark ocean.

				Jack moved directly behind her. His arms came around hers and his hands supported her wrists. Lorraine drew in a deep breath at the way her body reacted. For one mad second she actually forgot about the gun in her hand. Instead, she felt the warmth of his body against hers, his taut muscles and solid strength. She had to struggle to pay attention to what he was saying. He seemed to be losing patience with her, because his directions became clipped and short.

				“Now,” he said, “pull the trigger.”

				Lorraine gently squeezed.

				Nothing happened.

				“Harder,” he said close to her ear. Too close.

				She shut her eyes and squeezed the trigger again.

				“Keep your eyes open,” he barked.

				She opened them at precisely the moment the automatic fired. Lorraine reeled with the unexpected force of the discharge. She might have toppled if not for Jack, who stopped her fall. His hands caught her sides, shockingly close to her breasts—and lingered far longer than necessary.

				“I… I did it,” she announced breathlessly. She cleared her throat and spoke again. “That wasn’t so bad.”

				“Do you want to fire it once more just to be sure you’re comfortable with it?” Jack didn’t sound like himself, either.

				“No… I’ve got the hang of it.”

				“You’re positive?”

				Lorraine nodded and had the inexplicable feeling that she’d had more than one lucky escape.

				* * *

				It was almost noon the next day when they approached Pucuro. Jack ordered Lorraine belowdecks long before they reached the harbor. He didn’t want to take the slightest chance of anyone’s seeing her. He hadn’t come right out and said it, but Pucuro was full of cutthroats and thieves. However, it was either stop here or waste another day searching for some other little out-of-the-way port.

				“Jack?” Lorraine stood on the steps below, the wind tousling her hair. Jack was hard-pressed to remember any woman looking more beautiful than she did right then.

				“What?” He made himself sound short-tempered.

				“Would it be possible…for you to pick me up a few clothes while you’re in town?”

				“Any particular color?”

				“Yellow’s my favorite.”

				“I’ll do what I can.”

				“Thank you.” She disappeared, closing the door behind her.

				Jack maneuvered the boat toward the docks, which were old and ramshackle. A number of small boats were tied up there. He noticed a couple of disreputable-looking young men who studied him as though trying to estimate how easy it would be to take him on. Jack met their stares until both glanced away. An edgy feeling came over him as they hurriedly left.

				With no one in the vicinity to hear, Jack knocked lightly on the bulkhead and told Lorraine, “I’m going now.”

				“Be quick, okay?”

				“Like I said, I shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes.” He was well aware how uncomfortable it was for her belowdecks. Soon it would be stifling.

				He was about to leave, then decided to give her one last warning. “You need to be quiet.”

				“I know that. Just go, okay?”

				He hesitated. The feeling was back, and experience had taught him not to ignore his gut. Unfortunately he had to go into town; there were few other alternatives. It’d been many hours since they’d eaten and they couldn’t go much longer without supplies.

				“Is something wrong?” Lorraine’s loud whisper came up from below.

				“Not a thing. Just sit tight.” He didn’t like leaving her, but he had no choice. “One final reminder. Don’t fire the gun unless it’s absolutely necessary. Understand?” The last thing he needed was her using it as a signal to remind him to pick up coffee.

				When he’d jumped onto the wharf, Jack had to watch where he stepped. The wood had rotted in quite a few places. As quickly as he could, he headed in the direction of the town’s only store. Supplies were outrageously priced, but for once Jack wasn’t going to quibble. He wanted in and out of Pucuro, no questions asked.

				It went without saying that he wasn’t fond of the town. His first and only visit to Pucuro, a number of years ago, had nearly gotten him killed. He’d been part of Deliverance Company, and Murphy had sent him on a fact-finding mission. Fool that he was, Jack had gotten the information he needed, then lingered in the cantina. That had been his first mistake.

				He’d decided to stay for a glass of beer when he noticed a woman across the room. The look she gave him wasn’t unfamiliar. She was interested and frankly, after several months of celibacy, so was he. Cain had insisted that when his men were on a mission, they keep their pants zipped. Only Cain wasn’t in charge anymore, Murphy was. Jack had made a classic mistake. He’d gone home with the pretty señorita.

				Not until it was too late did he realize he’d walked into a trap.

				Jack shook his head, hoping to rid himself of the memory, although he carried the scars of that mistake on his body. By the time Deliverance Company found him, he was half-dead. The half that was still alive wasn’t pleased.

				Now he kept his eyes focused straight ahead, talked to no one and hurried down the dirt road to the store. He finished buying his supplies in record time and paid an exorbitant amount to make sure they were immediately loaded onto the boat. That done, he walked into town to visit the open-air market. Instead of purchasing clothes that were expressly female, he bought a couple of shirts and a pair of cotton pants. He had to guess at size.

				Jack was beginning to feel downright smug. Perhaps Lorraine was right and he was overreacting. The entire venture had taken all of fifteen minutes. He was walking back to the waterfront when a youngster of seven or eight raced to his side.

				“Señor,” he said, looking up at Jack with wide brown eyes. “Your lady friend sent me to find you.” He spoke in Spanish.

				“What?” Jack was going to kill Lorraine with his bare hands.

				“She needs you.”

				“She’s going to need me, all right,” he muttered.

				“Come, I’ll take you to her.” The boy slipped his hand in Jack’s. “This way,” he said, steering Jack down a narrow lane.

				One request—stay put. That was all he’d asked of her. The woman couldn’t follow the simplest instruction. By the time he got through with her, she’d—His thoughts came to an abrupt halt.

				The sensation he’d experienced earlier—the bad feeling—returned. Except that it was far stronger than before.

				Slowly, with care, Jack turned around.

				Carlos stood at the far end of the street. “Hello, amigo. We meet again.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				The heat belowdecks was intolerable, but Lorraine was determined to prove to Jack that she was capable of following instructions. Under no circumstances was she to leave the boat; he’d made her promise. Not that he had anything to worry about. Lorraine had learned her lesson in La Ruta Maya.

				Despite the heat and discomfort, she would prove to him once and for all that she was a woman of her word.

				The waiting was as unbearable as the suffocating heat. The first hour was the worst, holed up in this tomb with only her thoughts to occupy her—and those were of little comfort. Her mother had lived a lie and her father… Lorraine didn’t know what to think. She felt angry every time she recalled how he’d passed off the Mayan woman as his housekeeper. When she wasn’t brooding about her parents and the mistakes they’d made, her thoughts took a natural path to Gary. Their relationship had undergone a change in the weeks since her mother’s funeral. Gary sensed it, too.

				Lorraine loved him, planned to marry him, but after her mother died, all she’d wanted was to be alone. Gary had yearned to comfort her; he’d wanted her to need him. She hadn’t.

				Then there was this awful attraction she felt for Jack. Of all the things tormenting her right now, that was perhaps the worst. Her face burned with humiliation as she remembered flaunting herself in front of him. Not since high school had she worked that hard to get a member of the opposite sex to notice her.

				She glanced at her watch. The waiting seemed to go on forever and she felt listless and weak. Jack had promised he’d be quick. Thirty minutes. Wasn’t that what he’d said?

				Then it occurred to her that something had happened to him. He’d been gone well over an hour at this point, despite his insistence that Pucuro wasn’t a port where he was inclined to linger. She imagined all the horrible possibilities—he’d been attacked, accidentally injured, arrested—until she was convinced something had gone dreadfully wrong.

				Then it occurred to her that maybe Jack wasn’t coming back at all. He didn’t like her. He’d let her know it, too. Nor had he restrained himself from telling her, at every conceivable opportunity, that he considered her a pain in the butt.

				Even now, she remembered his look of disdain when her father had brought her down to the waterfront. His attitude hadn’t changed much.

				No, she mused, reasoning away the fear. Jack might want to abandon her, but he wouldn’t leave his boat. He’d be back. Unless—her imagination kicked in again—unless he’d run into trouble.

				The panic rose in the back of her throat, nearly choking off her breath. If something had gone wrong, he might need her help. Not knowing what to do, she paced his cramped living quarters, more convinced with every passing minute that she needed to take some sort of action on his behalf.

				Her hand was on the door, ready to pull it open, when she came up with yet another possibility. This might be a test to prove that she could be trusted. It’d be just like him to force her to demonstrate her dependability. For all she knew, he could be sitting on the wharf this very minute, waiting to see how long she’d keep her promise.

				Well, if he wanted proof, she’d darn well give it to him.

				Determined not to act on her instincts, she sat back down. Hell could freeze over before she’d leave this boat.

				Her determination lasted all of ten minutes.

				Fears followed doubts, and with the doubts came questions. How long should she wait for Jack to return? What if she passed out in the heat? What if he was injured and had no way of letting her know? Maybe he was in jail. Or the morgue. The inventory of less-than-comforting possibilities began to mount again.

				Just when Lorraine was sure she’d go mad, she heard voices. Faint at first, then louder and more distinct. Listening carefully, she realized there were two, possibly three men, speaking in Spanish. They were on the dock right next to the boat. A minute later the boat tilted and there was the sound of footsteps on the boat itself.

				Could Jack be with them?

				She was about to call up and ask, then remembered that Jack had specifically told her to stay belowdecks until he personally came for her. Then and only then was she to show herself.

				She couldn’t tell exactly how many people were on the boat—two men or three. It was difficult to distinguish voices. Two seemed to do most of the talking, but she thought she’d heard three separate sets of footsteps. The two who did the talking were having some kind of argument.

				The door leading belowdecks rattled. Lorraine froze and thanked God she’d had the sense to lock it earlier.

				The argument escalated. The men argued back and forth, but as far as she could tell nothing had been decided.

				She continued to listen and to wait. There was movement above; the boat swayed repeatedly as the men climbed on and off. She heard boxes or containers set down heavily—they must be carrying the supplies on board. One question remained, though: Where had Jack gone?

				Then there was silence, but she didn’t think they’d left the boat. Her breathing grew shallow as she listened intently. After a while, she heard bottles being opened. They’d probably found Jack’s stash of beer and were helping themselves.

				The boat pitched sharply to one side as the men clambered off and trudged down the dock. Their loud boisterous voices slowly faded.

				Lorraine wasn’t sure which was worse—not knowing what had happened to Jack or the waiting. Feeling weak and disoriented, she laid her head down on the table and closed her eyes.

				She might have drifted off to sleep, but she didn’t think so. The next thing she heard was footsteps. A single pair this time.

				Jack.

				She bolted upright as relief rushed through her. Everything was fine. He was back. Almost immediately her exhilaration turned to anger. Keeping her waiting like this had been a rotten thing to do. He’d done it on purpose, too; she just knew it. He was punishing her for what had happened in La Ruta Maya.

				Well, she had every intention of letting him know exactly what she thought of that. By the time she finished with him, he’d be more than happy to get rid of her—but no happier than she was to get rid of him.

				Opening the door, she paused long enough to draw a breath of fresh cool air into her starving lungs, then climbed out. She marched purposely onto the deck. She could hear the sound of the boat’s twin engines purring contentedly in the background. That Neanderthal was about to pull out of port without letting her know he’d come back! Why should she be surprised? This was typical of everything else he’d done.

				“It took you long enough,” she raged—then nearly swallowed her tongue in shock.

				It wasn’t Jack who’d come on board, but Carlos.

				Lorraine gasped and remembered too late that she’d left the gun belowdecks.

				* * *

				Gary Franklin was worried. He hadn’t heard from Lorraine since she’d gone on this crazy trip to Mexico. To his way of thinking, there was something strange about the entire business. She’d been so desperate to find out everything she could about her father she’d refused to listen to him, refused to be reasonable.

				At one time Lorraine would have heeded his advice, but everything had changed when her mother died. Now he sometimes felt he didn’t know her at all. He tried to be patient, although it was increasingly difficult. After her mother’s death she’d withdrawn completely into herself, blocking out the world—and that included him. Frankly it had hurt; he’d wanted to comfort her, to hold her in his arms and help her through her grief. But she wouldn’t allow it. He’d finally realized it wasn’t anything personal. Lorraine might not have wanted him, but she hadn’t wanted anyone else, either.

				Virginia’s death had devastated her, of course; it had been a shock to him, too. He’d heard all the mother-in-law jokes and laughed with the rest, but Virginia wasn’t like that. Wouldn’t have been like that, he corrected himself. She was gone now. The wedding was still set for late autumn, and he figured the sooner they were married, the better.

				Lorraine needed him more than ever, and he loved her. At thirty-six, he’d waited longer than most men he knew before deciding to make the leap into matrimony. He’d been looking for the right woman; at least that was what he’d told his parents. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the full truth.

				Unlike his peers, he hadn’t felt any urge to settle down. To put it like that made him sound immature, which wasn’t the case, either. He happened to enjoy his freedom. But he felt it was time he got married, and he and Lorraine were compatible in the ways that mattered. They liked the same things, believed in the same causes. Both were sensible and not easily swayed by popular opinion. He liked an orderly world; so did she.

				Gary leaned back in his office chair and clasped his hands behind his head. Lorraine had given him the phone number where she could be reached, with the understanding that she preferred to contact him and not the other way around.

				This was one of the traits that irked Gary about his fiancée. She could be uncompromising. Occasionally she seemed a little too quick to form an opinion and cling to it. While he admired her straightforward manner, there were times he wished she’d been more willing to bend. Still, he had faith in her common sense. Despite his uneasiness, he supposed she’d manage all right, even in some out-of-the-way Mexican village.

				His phone pealed, and Gary reached for the receiver. “Hello.”

				“Gary, it’s Marjorie Ellis.” The woman hesitated as if she expected a reaction.

				Gary didn’t give her one.

				“I’m on the road right now, but I’ve got a couple of questions for you, if you have the time.”

				Marjorie was new on the job and needed some guidance. A whole lot of guidance, if the truth be known. Their company, Med-X, sold medical supplies and equipment to hospitals, doctors’ offices, nursing homes and the like. Gary had been in the field for ten years and had recently accepted a management position.

				Marjorie, who’d been hired as his replacement, lacked almost every skill he considered crucial to the job. She was disorganized. She wasn’t punctual. Her computer skills were inadequate, and he had to explain things three and four times before she grasped them. What redeemed Marjorie Ellis was the fact that Med-X clients loved her. That was surprising, but he couldn’t argue with success. Two months on the job, and she’d outsold every other trainee in the company. Now that was impressive.

				“What do you need to know?” Gary asked, keeping his tone friendly and helpful.

				“It’d probably be best if I came into the office and we talked about it. That is, if you have the time,” she said again.

				Time was something Gary had plenty of, now that Lorraine was away. “Not a problem.” He glanced at his watch. “When?”

				“Is this afternoon at four convenient?”

				He flipped noisily through the pages of his appointment calendar, doing his best to make sure she heard it. He already knew the slot was open. No use letting Marjorie think he wasn’t a busy man, though. “Does four-thirty work for you?”

				Gary heard the rustle of papers in the background and suspected she’d dropped a file. “Sure,” Marjorie said. “I’ll see you then.” Her voice was faint. Gary could picture her with the cell phone tucked under her chin while she bent to retrieve the spilled paperwork. Typical.

				“I’ll look forward to it.” As he replaced the receiver, Gary realized how true that was. Marjorie was a ditz with plenty of…well, ditzy moments, but she was also likable and had a delightful easy laugh.

				Without Lorraine, he was actually lonely. He missed her and somehow doubted she missed him with the same intensity. An hour in Marjorie’s company—even if he had to explain the same computer program half a dozen times—would at least be a distraction.

				* * *

				Carlos intended to kill her. Lorraine knew it the minute she saw him. She looked wildly around, hoping someone would see her plight and help—or send for the police. There was no one, and even if there’d been people nearby, she wasn’t sure they would have risked becoming involved.

				Slowly, as if he enjoyed the anticipation, Carlos advanced toward her. For every step he took, she retreated one until her back was against the bulkhead. His breath made her want to gag, but she refused to show her terror, refused to flinch.

				“What are you doing here?” she demanded with false bravado.

				“I come to teach you a lesson.” His smile vanished, and using both hands, Carlos ripped apart her blouse, sending the buttons flying.

				Lorraine gasped at the unexpectedness of his action and attempted to knee him but missed. Her knee wasn’t her only means of defense, however, and recovering quickly, she clawed her long nails down his face, leaving bloody streaks.

				Carlos backhanded her with enough force to split her lip. Blood filled her mouth and she spit at him. He might rape and kill her, but she wouldn’t make it easy.

				A shout came from the dock and she caught a glimpse of Jack. Jack. Thank God. It hadn’t registered at first, but if Carlos had reached her, he must have either killed or injured Jack.

				At the sound of Jack’s voice, Carlos glanced over his shoulder and cursed loudly. He grabbed for a gun tucked in his belt behind his back and would have fired if Lorraine hadn’t acted immediately. Using the full weight of her body, she threw herself against his side.

				The gun fired, then flew out of Carlos’s hand, landing on the deck. The bullet went wide, and Jack leaped aboard Scotch on Water, rocking the boat fiercely.

				Without hesitation, the two men dove at each other like wild beasts tearing into a fresh kill. Lorraine nearly tripped over the boxes of supplies as she scrambled to get out of the way. Arms and legs flailed and barely escaped hitting her. She danced a complete circle around the men, looking for a chance to assist Jack.

				Not knowing what else to do, she jumped on Carlos’s back and wrapped her arms around his neck as tightly as she could in an amateurish endeavor to strangle him. He tossed her off almost effortlessly. She hit the side of her head when she landed, and for a moment saw stars.

				Stunned, she sat and waited for her vision to clear, then struggled to her feet. Refusing to stand by and do nothing, she reached for the bucket. If she could clobber Carlos over the head with it, or better yet put it on his head, she might actually be able to help. Unfortunately he wouldn’t hold still and she ended up chasing him around the deck, pail in hand, ready to act once the opportunity presented itself.

				Jack proved an able-bodied combatant, but Carlos outweighed him by forty or fifty pounds. He, too, seemed to be an expert at hand-to-hand combat.

				“The gun!” Jack shouted at Lorraine. “Get the gun.”

				Of course. That made perfect sense and would be a great deal more help to him than chasing after Carlos with a yellow rubber bucket. Adrenaline pumping, she hurried below for the Glock .22 he’d given her.

				As she disappeared she heard Jack curse. Frantic, she grabbed the weapon from its hiding place and checked to make sure it was loaded. Then, her hands trembling so badly she could hardly manage it, she released the safety and climbed back to the main deck.

				It didn’t dawn on her until a shot rang out that Jack hadn’t been referring to the gun belowdecks but the one she’d knocked away from Carlos. The one that had just been fired.

				The sound was like an explosion that echoed in her ears long afterward. She prayed with all her might that it was Carlos who’d been hit. Not Jack, please, not Jack.

				But God hadn’t heard her desperate plea. When she reappeared on deck, she found Jack lying in a pool of blood. He stared sightlessly up at the sky, unmoving.

				Jack, who’d put himself in harm’s way to protect her.

				“No!” she screamed. She didn’t hesitate as she leveled the weapon she held at Carlos. “You dirty son of a bitch,” she sobbed, thinking Jack would be proud of her. Because she’d advanced beyond darn.

				Blindly she fired the gun. Once, twice. Again and then again. The first bullet knocked the weapon out of his hand. He roared in anger and sprang back. The second shot grazed his shoulder. The next two went wide.

				Lorraine paused and aimed more carefully, figuring that if she’d hit him once she could do it again.

				Her calm determination must have frightened him. With a cry of outrage, Carlos jumped overboard. Lorraine would have shot him in the water if not for the men racing toward the waterfront, shouting and waving guns. A bullet bored into the wood next to her head as two men pointed their weapons at her from the wharf.

				Acting purely on instinct, she reached for the boat’s throttle and shoved it forward. The powerful engines heaved and roared, but didn’t budge. Groaning with frustration and fear, she pushed them into full power as Jack had showed her earlier. Again nothing happened. Then, all at once, the boat surged forward with such force she was nearly hurled overboard. Her grip on the wheel was what saved her.

				Something didn’t feel right, but she didn’t have time to discern what it was until they were safely at sea. As they headed out, she looked back and realized what had happened.

				She hadn’t untied Scotch on Water. Behind her, she towed the entire dock and every other boat in town.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				Rather than deal immediately with the problem of the attached dock, Lorraine set the course of Scotch on Water toward open sea. Leaving the helm, she ran over to Jack. His blood slicked the deck. Falling on her knees, she searched frantically for a pulse. Relief and gratitude surged through her at the strong steady beat she could feel against her fingertips. He was alive.

				“Thank God,” she whispered as tears stung her eyes. “Thank God.”

				Her medical training had been extensive, but she’d never had to deal with a gunshot wound. She trembled, mentally reviewing emergency procedures.

				The bullet had entered Jack’s shoulder, and when she tore aside his shirt, she saw that the wound still bled profusely. She also realized he was close to going into shock. Getting to her feet, she went below and grabbed a pillow, blankets, clean towels.

				She settled the pillow beneath his shoulders, wrapped him snugly from stomach to feet in the blankets, then pressed a towel to the wound, holding it firmly in place. Once the bleeding had slowed, she was able to examine the wound more carefully. Fortunately the bullet hadn’t struck his chest, so she didn’t have to worry about his lungs. Nor had it severed an artery.

				One step at a time, she reminded herself. One tiny step at a time. You can do this. You can do this. She repeated the words like a mantra, hoping they’d bolster her confidence. The last thing Jack needed now was for her to panic.

				“Oh, Jack,” she sobbed, brushing the unruly hair from his forehead. She blamed herself; if she’d gotten the right gun, none of this would’ve happened. She could have saved Jack. Instead, he might die and it would be all her fault.

				She refused to dwell on her own fears and regrets. What she had to concentrate on now was helping Jack, following the right procedures…not failing him again. Blessedly he was unconscious; at least now she could do whatever was necessary. She forced herself to think. Closing her eyes, she sat back on her heels and continued to stroke his face while she considered her options. She decided to start by probing the wound to determine exactly where the bullet was and how deep it lay. She hated to use something as crude as a filleting knife, but what else was there? That was when she remembered the compact sewing kit she carried in her purse.

				She lingered for a moment, not wanting to leave him, then hurried belowdecks.

				After setting a pan of water on the stove to boil, she dumped the contents of her purse on the mattress. Her wallet, passport, a pen and her cosmetic bag tumbled out, together with the miniature sewing kit. She yanked it open and extracted the small scissors. What she really needed was tweezers.

				She had a pair, she remembered, experiencing a sense of exhilaration. Her cosmetic bag. She kept one there, or had in years past. She pulled open the zippered bag and emptied it onto the bed. A wrapped tampon, her compact, lipstick and blush bounced on the mattress and scattered among her other things. When she shook the bag, her eyebrow pencil, lip liner and something round and gold followed, along with the tweezers.

				She took the tweezers and the small scissors, and put them both in the pan of boiling water, leaving them there for several minutes to sterilize. While she waited, she rummaged through the cupboards, certain she’d seen a bottle of scotch in an earlier search.

				“Yes!” she cried in triumph when she found it.

				Tucking it under one arm, she carried the pan of boiling water in both hands and returned to Jack.

				Feeling relatively confident that no one was chasing them—it seemed unlikely, since she’d towed every boat in town—Lorraine shut off the engines. She stared in dismay at the bobbing dock and the string of boats. Actually, her lack of forethought had been a godsend. She’d inadvertently deprived their pursuers of any way to follow them. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as she leaned over the side and untied Scotch on Water, leaving the dock and its attached boats to drift away of their own accord.

				When she’d finished, she readied Jack as much as possible and prepared herself for the coming ordeal.

				“I’m going to check to see where the bullet is,” she told him, then explained that it might be necessary to leave it inside if she couldn’t remove it easily. Again she touched his face. For whatever reason, touching him comforted her and calmed her frazzled nerves. Her mouth was dry and her throat thick with fear.

				As gently as possible, she lifted the blood-soaked towel from his left shoulder and poured a liberal dose of alcohol on the wound. Then, feeling she needed a bit of fortification herself, she took a deep swig. The scotch burned through her, but the jolt was exactly what she needed. She secured the top and set the bottle aside.

				Inhaling a shaky breath, she studied Jack’s pale expressionless face. She tried to imagine what he’d say if he could speak to her. No doubt there’d be a few curses, an insult or two—and gruff reassurance. Biting her lower lip, Lorraine prayed for guidance and a sure hand.

				The hot tweezers scalded her skin, but she forced herself to grip them tightly, afraid they might slip. She dug carefully into the open wound. Blood gushed from his shoulder the instant she did. She dabbed it away with a folded towel. As she wiped the injury clean, she noted once more how raw and red the torn flesh looked. If he lived through this—and he would!—Jack was going to have an ugly scar.

				The tweezers scraped against the bullet, and just as she’d feared, it was buried deep in the flesh. Blood flowed more rapidly from the wound as soon as she pulled the tweezers away. Sweat beaded her brow. It soon became apparent that any attempt to extract the bullet would do more harm than good. He’d already lost a lot of blood.

				“It’s going to be all right, Jack. I’m going to leave the bullet and pack the wound with a tampon because that’s the best I have in the way of medical supplies. I’m not going to let you die. Understand?”

				Unexpectedly Jack moaned and rolled his head to one side. It seemed that, even unconscious, the man was going to argue with her.

				“Don’t worry, you won’t get PMS.” Her laugh was mildly hysterical. He’d never know what she’d done, and that was just as well or she wouldn’t hear the end of it. From now on, she’d need to boil gauze and pack the wound with it until healing had begun.

				She discarded the tweezers and scissors, returned belowdecks and retrieved the tampon. By the time she’d finished bandaging him, knotting the gauze as tightly as she could, reaction had set in and her hands trembled fiercely. She stroked his brow and pushed back his hair. His skin no longer seemed as clammy, she thought, assessing his condition in as detached a manner as she could. His respiration was better, too, not as shallow.

				It was then that the first drop of rain hit. Intent as she was on her task, Lorraine hadn’t noticed the darkening sky. The wind had picked up, as well. Moving Jack belowdecks would be impossible.

				A second drop hit her and then more. Many, many more.

				She had no choice but to wait out the storm here on deck and shelter Jack as best she could.

				* * *

				Jack was in hell. At least, he assumed that was where he was. He felt as if he were on fire, then realized the pain was more localized. His shoulder seemed to be responsible for the greatest part of his discomfort.

				His mouth was parched, and all he could think about was a drink of cool, refreshing water. No, he had to be in hell—otherwise he wouldn’t be this thirsty.

				As if he’d spoken the request aloud, he felt something cool against his lips. But only a drop. God must have intended to torture him by granting a hint of relief. Just enough to remind him of the intensity of his thirst…

				“Drink,” a feminine voice whispered.

				Marcie? Here? Now? That was all he needed to convince him he was indeed being punished. Everything he wanted was offered, then withheld. He’d ventured into the lake of fire. His heart ached at the sound of her voice, so soft and loving.

				He felt his head being gently lifted. A glass of water was pressed to his lips. As soon as he recognized what it was, he drank greedily, gratefully. Heaven, he decided. He’d been routed toward a more angelic resting place—although he couldn’t imagine what he’d done to warrant such exalted treatment. But, hey, who was he to question an executive decision, especially one that leaned in his favor?

				Content now, Jack fell into a deep and peaceful sleep.

				In his dream he was visiting a Mexican village. He glanced around at the sun-baked adobe houses, the small church, the cantina. So far, so good.

				Then Marcie appeared. Sweet Marcie, the plumber’s wife. Marcie and her children. Marcie and Clifford, her husband.

				Jack watched her and admired what a terrific mother she was to her twins. Every once in a while, she looked in his direction and smiled. She couldn’t see him, though; he knew that. Because Jack stood apart, gazing in. He felt a deep sadness. The kind of sadness that left him in no doubt of his own failings and imperfections.

				Watching the dream-Marcie with her family, observing their love and happiness, was like seeing how his own life might have gone had he been a different sort of person. Had he made other choices through the years.

				Caught up in his regrets, Jack didn’t realize another man had joined the small party. He blinked, certain there must be some mistake. The man was Carlos. Jack called out a taunting remark, but the dream-Carlos couldn’t hear him.

				Then Carlos grabbed Marcie by the shoulder and shoved her against the wall. Jack bolted upright. “What do you think you’re doing?” he shouted.

				Knowing it wouldn’t do any good to yell since no one seemed able to hear him, Jack waited for Clifford to step in. But Clifford was nowhere to be seen. The children had disappeared, too.

				Turning his attention back to Marcie, he watched helplessly as Carlos shoved her again. Sure as anything, Carlos was going to rape her. Jack had to stop him. There wasn’t time to let her find her own way out of the scrape. There wasn’t time. Dammit, he’d told her to stay out of sight, warned her again and again.

				Fists clenched, Jack entered the fray. The other man’s head snapped back with the first punch. Jack was beginning to think he’d outmaneuvered him when a gun appeared in Carlos’s hand. Only, it wasn’t Jack he pointed the pistol at but Marcie.

				“No!” With a cry of outrage, Jack leaped in front of the other man and took the bullet. He felt its impact, the searing pain and the instant knowledge that he’d really done it this time. After all those lucky escapes, eluding death, it seemed his luck had run out. He was too late. This time he would die.

				Ah…now he understood. It was all plain to him now. His death, giving up his life so someone he loved might live, was what had secured him a place in heaven. The throbbing pain in his shoulder didn’t seem nearly as intense anymore. He’d saved Marcie….

				“Jack, oh, Jack, you’re burning up with fever.”

				He opened his eyes, expecting to find Marcie gazing down at him. Instead, it was Lorraine. He blinked, confused.

				“Where am I?” He wasn’t sure he’d said the words aloud until she answered.

				“In the middle of the Gulf of Mexico. Oh, Jack, I don’t have a clue where we are. We’re just drifting—the engines are off. I haven’t seen land in two days…. But at least it’s not raining right now.”

				Despite his determination to keep his eyes open, they slowly closed. He yearned to tell her not to worry, everything would work out, but the ability to speak had been taken away. He could rest easy now. Marcie was back with her husband and children, and Lorraine was safe, too. Safe from Carlos and safe from him.

				* * *

				The torrential rain beat down on them with a vengeance. Sitting on the deck beside Jack, Lorraine held a vinyl slicker over their heads until the muscles in her upper arms cramped in protest. The slicker offered little protection, but at least it kept the rain off Jack’s face.

				The storm had raged on and off for two days. Every time the downpour slackened, she thought it was over—and then it would start again. Lorraine had never experienced such misery. She didn’t know which was worse, the weather or their predicament. Without land in sight, she had no idea where they were or how to find out. If Jack died, Lorraine didn’t know what her own fate would be.

				She wanted Jack to live—and for a whole lot more than his navigational skills. She owed him so much, more than it was possible to repay. Every time she thought about his being shot, saving her from Carlos, her chest tightened with emotion.

				She was afraid he’d die.

				She was afraid she’d killed Carlos. And afraid she hadn’t.

				She was afraid she’d gotten them so lost even Jack would never find the way back and they’d die at sea. If someone did manage to rescue her, she feared no one would believe in her innocence and she’d spend years rotting in a Mexican prison.

				Throughout the storm, Lorraine was constantly at Jack’s side, refusing to leave him as they drifted aimlessly out to sea.

				For a few hours she entertained herself by trying to remember the plots of her favorite classic movies, scene by scene. Brief Encounter. It Happened One Night. The Bishop’s Wife. Sabrina. And of course The African Queen. Movies she and her mother had loved.

				She thought about her mother, too, and tried to hate her, then discovered she couldn’t. She went over what she knew of her parents’ marriage again and again until it made a crazy kind of sense. Her parents had loved each other, but unchangeable circumstances had led to their separation. From what her father had told her, he’d been in touch through the years, yet after a while Virginia had stopped responding. Stopped visiting. Lorraine remembered her mother taking what she said were business trips. Lorraine had stayed with Aunt Elaine for as long as a week. These trips seemed to make her mother sad, she recalled. She herself had been so young.

				At some point in her childhood, her mother must have made a conscious decision not to move to Mexico. Since she was a devout Catholic, divorce was not an option for her. She must have made peace with herself and her past, and for whatever reason eased herself out of Thomas’s life.

				None of this explained why she’d never told Lorraine the truth. And now Lorraine would never know, could only speculate.

				Thoughts of her mother were complicated enough, but what she felt toward her father was completely confusing. All those years her mother had remained faithful. But Thomas hadn’t. For all Lorraine knew, he could have fathered dozens of children. She didn’t want to think about him, didn’t want to dwell on his infidelities. Didn’t want…

				Lorraine wasn’t sure when she fell asleep. Next thing she knew, it was morning and the sun shone down like a blessing from heaven. She opened her eyes and blinked at the brightness—and noticed that Jack’s eyes were open, too. For a long time they simply looked at each other, as if taking in the fact that they were both alive. The urge to touch his face the way she had earlier was almost overpowering. She longed to put her arms around him, hold him close. She wanted to tell him how desperately afraid she’d been that he’d die and how she couldn’t have borne the guilt of it. She wanted to tell him that beneath his disreputable exterior, he was a good man. What higher praise was there than that? A man who was honorable and good. A man she was beginning to love. But she told him none of these things.

				Instead, she whispered, “Good morning,” in an unsteady voice as she struggled to conceal her relief and the accompanying rush of emotion. “How do you feel?”

				“About what you’d expect.”

				“That bad?”

				His grin was brief. “That bad. What about you?”

				“I’m okay.” She ached in places she hadn’t known it was possible to ache. But then, she wasn’t accustomed to sleeping in an upright position.

				“The gunshot,” he said hoarsely. “How bad is it?”

				“Bad enough.” She wouldn’t lie to him. “But not nearly as critical as it could have been. The bullet’s still there. Removing it would’ve done too much damage. You’d lost a lot of blood as it was.”

				“The bullet’s still there?” He arched his brows. “Does this mean I’m going to set off airport metal detectors?” He gave her an infectious grin.

				“I guess you’ll have to find out.”

				His eyes held hers. Then he reached up and pressed his hand to her cheek. “Thank you,” he whispered. The gesture was one of tenderness and unspeakable warmth. Her hand joined his and she blinked back tears, wishing she knew how to tell him that she admired his courage and his honor. That she was grateful he’d taken it upon himself to help her when it would have been just as easy to refuse. She closed her eyes, wanting to savor this moment, hold on to it forever. Her pulse steadied. Reality returned.

				During the worst of his fever, he’d called for another woman, someone he obviously loved and cared for deeply. A woman who was—or had been—an important part of his life.

				She considered asking about Marcie. And she considered correcting the impression that she was a married woman. But for his sake, as well as her own, it was better to let him believe she had a husband back in Louisville.

				The feelings between them were too intense. And the situation was far too difficult. This relationship had no hope of any future, and rather than allow it to follow a path that would only bring them pain, she regretfully removed her hand from Jack’s. He seemed to realize what was happening and lowered his arm to his side.

				“I shot Carlos,” she told him, thinking that would cheer him up.

				“Did you kill him?”

				“No, but not from lack of trying. I got off six shots,” she added proudly.

				He grinned at that.

				“Best I can figure, though, I only grazed his upper arm.”

				“I hope he’s in more pain than I am.”

				“Me, too.”

				“How’d you get us away from Pucuro?”

				She turned away. “You don’t want to know.”

				“Ah, but I do.”

				“It’s a story for another day,” she said firmly. Suddenly tears blurred her eyes again, no matter how hard she tried to blink them away. “Let me see about making you more comfortable.”

				“Raine.”

				“Don’t call me that.” She sniffled and wiped her cheeks with one hand.

				“You’re crying,” he said, ignoring her protest.

				“Am I?”

				“Yes.”

				“Then these are tears of…of joy.”

				“Joy?” His question was accompanied by a frown.

				“You’re going to live, Jack. You’re going to be okay.”

				* * *

				Carlos Caracol cursed and gritted his teeth as Camelia cleaned the blood from his upper arm. “Stop,” he commanded. He jerked with the pain. He’d gone three days without medical care, and infection had set in. The throbbing in his arm was bad enough to bring him to Camelia, a woman he knew he could trust.

				“I said stop,” he growled.

				“Do you want to lose that arm?”

				“No.”

				“Then let me finish,” she said with perfect calm.

				This was what he liked most about Camelia—he didn’t intimidate her. He’d known the first time he met her that this was a woman worthy of his attention, and he’d been right. It was of little concern to him that she was married—and it didn’t seem to bother her, either. Her youngest son, a three-year-old, looked a lot like him. Carlos didn’t want any family responsibilities, but it pleased him to know he’d fathered a child with her.

				Squirming on the chair in her kitchen, he submitted his arm to her again. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the tantalizing scent of meat and spices simmering on the stove. It’d been the better part of a week since he’d enjoyed a decent meal. Longer since he’d enjoyed the pleasure a woman could give.

				He grimaced as Camelia dabbed some sort of stinging liquid on his arm. The throbbing was worse than ever. But the pain Carlos felt was more than just physical sensation. That American bitch had done it to him again. Whenever he found her, her male friend wasn’t far behind. Those two were becoming a nuisance, but what they didn’t realize was that no one made a fool of Carlos Caracol and lived to tell about it.

				“Be still,” Camelia said, her voice sharp.

				His eyes flew open.

				“You’re tense. Relax.”

				“Give me something to take away the pain.” He eased his free hand under her blouse and reached for her breast.

				“Not now,” she said, and slapped his wrist.

				Carlos frowned. To hear her talk anyone would think she was married to him. “Do you have a headache?” he scoffed.

				Her saucy grin was enough to assure him that wasn’t the case. “With you? Never.”

				His mood lifted. “Good.”

				“Later, after your arm is clean.”

				“And I’ve eaten.”

				She continued to dab at the wound. He swore she used straight whiskey. Every place she touched him, his skin burned.

				“Are you going to tell me who did this?”

				“No.”

				“Man or woman?”

				Carlos hesitated before answering. “Woman.”

				Camelia’s reaction told him he should have lied. She broke into a hearty laugh and shook her head. “I always thought a woman would be the end of you, except I thought it would be me. Did you want her?”

				“No,” he growled, deciding to lie. He did want the bitch, but only to show her what it was like to be with a real man. And to punish her.

				“You lie.”

				The problem with Camelia was that she knew him too well. He grabbed a thick swatch of her hair, twisted it around his fist and yanked hard.

				“Ouch.” Her eyes widened.

				“That American is going to regret the day she ever laid eyes on me.” Each word was distinctly pronounced.

				He was gratified to see that Camelia got his message. “I pity her,” she whispered.

				He grinned, his ego bolstered by her words. “I’ll make sure that when she dies, she’s grateful for it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				“What’s this?” Jack demanded as Lorraine spoon-fed him broth.

				“Soup.” Jack wasn’t a good patient, but she’d expected that. He was impatient with the time it took to regain his strength. His complaints were constant. He hated being incapacitated. Hated relying on her help. Hated being weak.

				“Pretty sorry excuse for soup if you ask me,” he muttered, opening his mouth for another spoonful.

				“You appear to be eating it.”

				“Do I have a choice?”

				“Nope.” She grinned, and to her surprise he did, too. Their eyes met, and neither seemed willing to look away. It had been like this from the moment he’d regained consciousness. This awareness, this appreciation. Countless hours she’d remained at his side, nursing him, lending him her will, her strength…her heart. He didn’t need her determination to survive; his own was strong enough. But her heart—that he kept, and although they never mentioned the growing awareness between them, they both knew it was there.

				Jack’s eyes roamed her face, and Lorraine started to tremble at the warmth in his gaze. She made herself return to the task of feeding him, but her hands shook too badly and she had to stop for a moment.

				“When can I have real food?”

				“Soon,” she promised. Without antibiotics to help combat infection, his body required more time to heal. He needed a great deal of sleep, too, and it frustrated him that he only seemed able to stay awake an hour or so before drifting off again.

				Time lagged for her while he slept. In the past few days she’d read every piece of printed material on board. Twice. She’d laundered all his clothes and appropriated a couple of shirts and a pair of drawstring cotton shorts for herself. She’d cleaned, scrubbed and reorganized the entire living quarters. It was apparent from certain things she’d found while cleaning—small gifts, cards she shouldn’t have read but did—that Jack maintained a number of ongoing relationships with women around the Caribbean. This confirmed the decision she’d already made: It would be best to let him continue believing she was married. Besides, she couldn’t come up with an easy way to tell him there really wasn’t a husband. He’d assumed it—she let him—and now she preferred to leave things as they were. And Gary…well, she’d agreed to marry him. She loved Gary, she truly did. She had no business contemplating for even two seconds any kind of liaison with another man. She’d taken to wearing Gary’s engagement necklace outside her shirt. Jack’s shirt.

				Jack would’ve been more comfortable belowdecks in his own bed, but he’d rejected that idea, choosing to soak in the sunshine and fresh salt air. Lorraine made a bed for him on a chair that partially reclined, and he spent his time there.

				“You forgot to untie Scotch on Water from the dock!” He chuckled.

				Lorraine knew it had been a mistake to tell Jack how she’d managed to escape from Pucuro. He’d teased her about it more than once. Those were the only times his face showed signs of color. He’d lost a lot of blood and was still deathly pale and very weak. She supposed she ought to be grateful that Jack seemed to find the tale of their escape so amusing.

				He finished the soup, and Lorraine watched as he fought to keep his eyes open. “Sleep, Jack,” she urged, ready to retire for the night herself. She slept belowdecks in his bed.

				“I want to talk,” he insisted, and clung to her wrist to keep her from leaving.

				“Later,” she promised.

				“Don’t go for a few minutes, okay?”

				“Okay.”

				“I’ll just rest my eyes for a little while and then we can…”

				Whatever he was about to say was lost as he fell asleep. She didn’t know what he wanted to talk about, and in some ways was grateful he’d been too weak. Her fear was that he’d bring up something better left unsaid.

				The subject of her assumed marriage was like a lit fuse thrust between them. At times Lorraine wished she’d set him straight on the first occasion he’d mentioned her “husband.” But then she’d remember Gary, or something would happen to remind her how far removed Jack’s world was from hers. There could be no future for them.

				She should leave now, she realized, and go down below. Still, she stayed at his side, watching the moon’s reflection on the water. She might simply be rationalizing her feelings, but really, it was logical that under these circumstances, she’d be attracted to Jack. He’d saved her life and she’d saved his. Such a bond between two people couldn’t be ignored.

				They’d created a genuine friendship during these past days. Or so Lorraine believed, anyway. They’d talked about many things, and he’d given her glimpses of his life before Scotch on Water. It didn’t surprise her to learn he’d been a mercenary. He’d worked with a group of men who’d called themselves Deliverance Company. Apparently he’d had deep friendships with these men.

				Lorraine did her share of talking, too. She told him about her childhood, growing up without a father, and about her mother. But describing her life with Virginia made her sad, and she quickly changed the subject to her favorite movie plots. He hadn’t seen many movies in the past few years, and she delighted in recalling the ones she treasured and watched again and again. She’d thought about some of them recently, so retelling The African Queen and Casablanca was—admittedly—a chance to show off. His reactions were everything she could have asked for. These movie sessions were the most fun she’d had since before her mother died. She particularly enjoyed narrating the plot of Romancing the Stone, which he’d never seen. It wasn’t hard, somehow, to imagine the two of them in the lead roles….

				There were more personal stories, too. That very afternoon, in fact, she’d asked him about his scars. He explained his injuries from the years he served with Deliverance Company and then wanted to know if she had any. Only one, she’d told him, from a broken arm that had required surgery. She’d been horsing around with friends, demonstrating her skill sliding down a staircase railing. Unfortunately she’d toppled and tumbled down a whole flight, landing on her right arm. That experience had taught her a certain caution.

				Lorraine waited, watching him sleep. His breathing evened out and she started to ease away from his side and slip belowdecks. To her surprise his grip on her wrist tightened.

				“Don’t go,” he whispered, but his eyes remained closed.

				The night, with moonlight glowing on the water, was almost unearthly in its beauty. “Lie with me awhile,” he urged. He slid over to give her space.

				Resting her head against his good shoulder, she lay beside him. Jack placed his right arm around her and she draped hers across his middle.

				This quiet intimacy between them was exquisite. Without speaking of it, they both seemed to recognize that this was time set apart. Even when she was certain Jack had fallen into a deep sleep, she didn’t leave. She hadn’t been this content in days. Weeks. She’d found a haven in this stranger’s arms.

				Except that he wasn’t a stranger anymore….

				* * *

				Lorraine awoke and the world was dark. The boat pitched aimlessly about the gulf, going wherever the currents took her. Stars glittered in the inky sky—more stars than she’d ever seen.

				She’d lain there for some time, soaking in the beauty and peace of these moments, before she realized Jack was awake, too. His arm was around her and her head was tucked beneath his chin, which he rubbed softly against her hair. It was the kind of thing a lover would do. Tilting her head back, Lorraine looked at Jack. Their eyes met, and the way he stared at her filled her with longing. She wanted him to kiss her.

				He wanted it, too. She saw it in his eyes, in the avid way he studied her mouth. She swallowed, almost groaning with the need to feel his lips on hers. His hand, which lay gently against her ribs, rose slowly until it reached her breast…. He paused. Held his breath. So did Lorraine.

				Neither pretended that touch hadn’t happened. Neither looked coyly away. He did nothing to disguise his own body’s reaction. He wanted her, and her heart rejoiced.

				He lowered his head as if to kiss her, but stopped himself just before their mouths touched.

				“Tell me about your husband,” he whispered.

				Lorraine wasn’t sure how to answer. If she told him the truth now, she feared the temptation would be more than either of them could resist. He’d kiss her and she’d welcome his touch. Before long, they’d be lovers and that would be a mistake she couldn’t afford. There was too much she didn’t know about Jack. Too much she didn’t want to know. He had a wild and dangerous side, like the heroes in her favorite movies. A relationship with Jack could never last. She’d end up being just another of his women. Nor would she betray Gary….

				“What…do you want to know?”

				“His name.”

				She hesitated. “Gary. Gary Franklin.”

				“You kept your maiden name? Dancy?”

				“Yes,” she whispered.

				“Does he call you Lorraine or Raine?”

				“Lorraine.” She didn’t want to discuss Gary. Her fiancé seemed very distant from these weeks with Jack. Out here in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico everything about her life in Louisville, including Gary, seemed unreal.

				“What does he do?”

				“He’s a manager for a medical-supply company.” She recognized what Jack was doing. He was trying to create a sense of Gary as a man, as a real person and not merely a name, in an effort to stem the potency of their attraction. It wasn’t working. Had she offered him her lips just then, he would have kissed her. It was what they both wanted, their hunger so strong it seemed to pulse between them.

				“Does he love you?”

				She had trouble forming the word, and it came out sounding scratchy, uncertain. “Yes.”

				“Enough?”

				It hadn’t been easy for Gary to stand aside and let her search for her father on her own. He’d wanted to travel with her, but she’d discouraged that. As it turned out, she wished he had come, then none of this would have happened.

				“Does he love you enough, Lorraine?”

				“Yes,” she whispered, and her voice broke.

				Jack eased his hand away from her, slowly, as if he knew he’d never touch her again.

				Lorraine worried her lower lip. There was no going back now. Continuing the lie had sealed their future.

				Lorraine refused to make the same mistakes her mother had. In a way, it was that simple. When the time came, she’d return to Louisville and go through with the wedding. She’d have Gary’s children and live a good honest life. It was what she wanted. What she needed. Her mother would have approved.

				* * *

				Jack awoke to find Lorraine no longer at his side. It was just as well, he acknowledged, but he couldn’t quite make his heart believe it.

				Ever since Marcie, Jack had avoided emotional entanglements. There were a couple of women he saw on an occasional basis, but both were the type who neither wanted nor expected any kind of commitment. Jack was content with his life. He didn’t know why he found it necessary to keep reminding himself of that. Until recently he hadn’t even liked Lorraine. He’d considered her prissy, stubborn and self-righteous. Furthermore, she was married.

				Lorraine hadn’t changed. And she was still married. The difference was in how he viewed her. In the days since they’d left El Mirador, he’d come to know her and realize she was caring, generous, amusing, brave, beautiful—with each day the list grew longer. But she was the same person she’d always been.

				The physical differences were more noticeable. Her fancy linen jacket had been replaced by one of his shirts, the ends tied at her waist, revealing tantalizing glimpses of midriff. The linen pants were gone, too. Instead, she wore a pair of his shorts and walked barefoot. Half the time it was all he could do to keep from staring at her legs.

				Her hair, once so perfect with every strand in place, was gathered into a ponytail. Over the past few days she’d acquired a rich golden tan. Rarely had he seen any woman more physically appealing.

				While he’d been drifting in and out of consciousness, she’d stayed continually by his side. Jack couldn’t remember any time he’d awakened and not found her there. Her smile was gentle, her words encouraging, her touch tender. The truth was, in all his life, Jack had never had anyone care this much about him.

				And sometime during the past few days, he’d fallen in love with her. In love with a woman already married to another man.

				In a different situation, he would have made his escape. Fled temptation. Gotten the hell out of her life before he screwed it up. But now there was no place to run. They were trapped on this boat together.

				One option was to make her hate him, freeze her out, be cruel. Say or do something that would keep her at arm’s length. But Jack discovered he couldn’t. He was half-inclined to credit his lack of resolve to his weakened condition, but that was a lie and he knew it. He was in love with Lorraine, and loving her prevented him from saying or doing anything that would bring her pain. That included what he wanted most, which was to touch her the way a lover would. Kiss her, make love to her, cherish her.

				He cursed his weakness the night before, when he’d touched her breast. He’d wanted to do a lot more and was fully aware that she would have let him. He also knew that in time she’d come to regret it. When she returned to her husband, he vowed she’d go undefiled, without remorse, free of guilt.

				What made his love for Lorraine beautiful, Jack reflected, was its purity. His relationship with Marcie and every other woman in his life had its existence primarily in the physical.

				Not so with Lorraine. Their relationship had a physical dimension, but more than that, it had an emotional depth, even a spiritual one. He was a man who’d lived his life on the edge, emotionally distant; now he found himself in unfamiliar territory.

				“Morning,” Lorraine greeted him as she stepped onto the deck with breakfast. It was ten days after the shooting. “How are you feeling?”

				“Better.” The first thing he noticed was that she didn’t sound quite like herself. He couldn’t stop looking at her. Sunlight surrounded her, giving her an angelic appearance. He wondered wryly if God planned to teach him a lesson and had sent Lorraine to torment him with all the might-have-beens.

				Carrying the tray, she stepped out of the sunlight. Jack’s eyes narrowed when he saw her face. Something wasn’t right. She wasn’t good at hiding her emotions. It was one of the traits he liked so much about her.

				“Raine.” He always called her that when he wanted a reaction.

				She either ignored it or didn’t hear him. “I brought your breakfast.”

				“What’s wrong?” He favored the direct approach.

				She frowned at him as if she wondered how he knew.

				“Tell me,” he ordered. He moved over, making space for her on the chair.

				He read her hesitation. Then with a deep sigh, she sat down next to him. “Remember I told you I first tried to remove the bullet with tweezers?”

				He nodded.

				“Well…the tweezers were in my makeup case. I was in a hurry and I dumped out my purse on the mattress. I remember seeing something odd then, but didn’t take time to examine it. And afterward I just scooped everything up and put it back.”

				“Something odd?”

				“A…gold object. I didn’t know what it was or how it got into my bag, but it didn’t seem important at the time. I’m constantly putting things in my purse for one reason or another. I thought it might be a broken earring or a pin I’d forgotten. I didn’t think twice about it.”

				“What is it?”

				Lorraine reached for his hand and squeezed his fingers hard. “I…can’t tell you for sure what it is, but I can guess. And I have a strong suspicion about how it got there.”

				“How?”

				“Jason Applebee. I’m afraid it’s another artifact. Another of those star things.”

				* * *

				It’d been over a week now, and no one had seen or heard anything of Jack Keller, Lorraine Dancy or Scotch on Water. Jason had run the risk of capture and worse in his efforts to locate the woman—or more importantly, her purse. He was afraid she’d discovered the Mayan artifact he’d hidden inside the small zippered bag. If she hadn’t already found it, then it was only a matter of time.

				At least he hadn’t put both pieces in her luggage. That would have been disastrous. To lose one half of the Kukulcan Star was bad enough, but both would be unthinkable. Intolerable. Too many people had already died. Mostly by his hand. Jason had put himself at risk time after time and refused to be thwarted now.

				This penchant for killing had come as a surprise. Jason hadn’t realized he had any appetite for it. He’d prefer to avoid it, of course, but he’d learned that when it was a question of getting what he wanted murder came easy. Easier than he would’ve dreamed possible.

				From the time he was a kid, archaeology had fascinated him, especially anything concerning the Maya. He’d studied it exhaustively, obsessively. As a teenager he’d come to identify with the Mayan god Kukulcan. Unlike him, though, Jason hadn’t taken a vow of celibacy. Hey, why should he deprive himself of sexual pleasure? Frankly he couldn’t see any reason not to indulge. In the end Kukulcan had broken his own vow and was overwhelmed by guilt. He’d set out on a snakeskin raft and sailed toward the east. According to myth, the raft had then burst into flames that consumed him. His heart rose heavenward and eventually merged with the sun. One day, it was said, Kukulcan would come back, and Jason had found the key to his promised return. He’d stolen the archaeological find of the century.

				He felt his anger rise as he remembered that he’d already lost half the Star; he’d learned from the press and the radio that it had been returned to the museum—which meant it was more crucial than ever that he get the other half back.

				But that half was in the possession of a woman, an imbecile who didn’t have a clue what she held in her hands.

				Jason had called upon every resource available to him, to no avail. It was as if Scotch on Water had disappeared off the face of the earth, as if Lorraine and Jack Keller had vanished. Perhaps they’d been engulfed in flames themselves and drifted toward the sun. But they would resurface one day, and when they did, Jason would be waiting for them.

				* * *

				“Let me see it,” Jack said. He resisted the urge to touch Lorraine, to reassure her. He noticed that a strand of hair, so neatly tucked behind her ear, had escaped, and finding the impulse too strong, he replaced it.

				Her eyes met his and she reached up to clasp his hand. Their fingers entwined and she leaned forward and braced her forehead against his good shoulder.

				“Hey, what’s got you so worried?” he asked. “Your friend isn’t going to find us. Hell, I don’t even know exactly where we are.”

				Lorraine’s only response was a tremulous sigh.

				“Get the artifact for me,” he said, “and I’ll take a look and tell you what I know.” Living in Mexico, Jack had learned a fair amount about Mayan mythology and culture.

				Lorraine left him and returned a couple of minutes later. “Here,” she said, and handed him a three-pointed gold object about the size of a silver dollar.

				Jack turned it over in his hand and felt his excitement growing as he began to understand the significance of what he held. “I can’t believe it,” he whispered.

				“What?”

				“Let me ask you something first. Did you see the artifact the police found in your luggage?”

				“No.”

				“Did anyone tell you anything about it?”

				Lorraine paused. “Jason was talking to me at the time, and everyone else was speaking Spanish. But I do remember them referring to a Mayan god.” She paused, as if going over the conversation, then shook her head. “I can’t recall the name.”

				“Was it by any chance Kukulcan? Or Quetzalcoatl?”

				She frowned. “That might have been it—the first one. Why?” She stared at the gold piece in her hand.

				“If this is what I think it is, you’re holding the lost half of the Kukulcan Star.”

				“A star,” she repeated. She turned it over. “I see where it could be a star—I guess.”

				“Each half has three corresponding points,” he explained, taking it from her palm, “and the two halves link together.”

				“Who was Quetzalcoatl?” she asked, the name stumbling awkwardly over her tongue. “The other one you mentioned.”

				“In most of Mexico he’s known as Kukulcan, and he’s half man, half myth. There’s a lot of conflicting information about the Plumed Serpent, as he’s also called. And it seems there were two Mayan leaders who took the name Kukulcan, as well, and were looked on as gods. In any event, the Mayans believed this deity, the original one, descended from heaven and presented their society with the concepts of love and patience. He was said to have united them into a confederation of tribes.

				“Unfortunately this state of utopia didn’t last long. He was tricked into breaking his vow of celibacy. Filled with guilt and regret, he set sail, promising one day to return. Only he promised to come back as the Morning Star, the symbol of regeneration and hope.”

				“Is this the Morning Star, then? Why is it in two connecting parts?”

				“That I can’t say, but if what I understand is correct, it solves the mystery of his supposed return. See these symbols?” He reverently handed her the artifact. “I don’t know what they mean, but I do know that when the halves are linked, the secret is supposed to be completely revealed. I don’t think the pieces ever have been linked. One half of the Star has been kept in a museum, since it was found in the 1930s.”

				“Oh, my goodness!” Lorraine murmured, covering her mouth. “When I arrived in Mérida, I waited forever before I was able to clear customs. Someone said all the available agents were checking everyone departing the country, looking for a stolen museum piece.”

				“Half of the Kukulcan Star,” Jack said.

				“You think this is the other half?” Lorraine asked.

				“It has to be, if they found one in your suitcase.”

				“You’re right.”

				“Once locked together and read,” Jack went on, “these two pieces will open up all kinds of new discoveries into the culture of the ancient Maya.” He tilted his head. “Incredible, isn’t it?”

				Lorraine frowned, her fingers folded protectively over the half star.

				“Hey,” he said. He lifted her chin until their eyes met. “What’s wrong?”

				“Oh, Jack, don’t you know what that means?” There was no disguising her fear. “Jason will do anything to get this back.”

				“True.” Jack wouldn’t mislead her. But Jason wasn’t their only worry. He knew any number of men and women who would kill for a mere glance at the missing half of the Kukulcan Star. “We have the advantage, though.”

				“How’s that?”

				“First of all, we’ve actually got it in our possession—and we’re going to hand it over to the Mexican government.”

				“But, Jack—”

				“And while we’re doing that, we’ll clear you of any wrongdoing.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				Thomas Dancy was close to panic. He’d been absolutely sure Raine would be safely back in the States by now. He’d learned otherwise that afternoon after receiving a phone call from a man named Gary Franklin, who identified himself as Raine’s fiancé. Something had gone wrong; he was convinced of it. But there was nothing he could do until he heard from Jack. Franklin had been full of questions and was justifiably concerned. The conversation troubled Thomas, but he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what bothered him.

				Now, as he walked home after a day of teaching, his steps were slow and heavy. His distress over Raine’s seeming disappearance had sapped any strength he had left. His two oldest sons played outside in the yard, happily racing their toy trucks around hills of dirt. When they saw Thomas, they gave a shout of joy and ran toward him.

				He caught Antonio in his arms and lifted him high above his head. The boy squealed with delight. Hector waited impatiently for his turn, but Thomas lacked the energy to lift him, too. Instead, he held his son against him and bent to kiss his brow.

				Inside the house Azucena was nursing the baby. Alberto suckled vigorously, his tiny fists clenched tight. Thomas gazed on both of them with love. He kissed first mother, then child.

				“What’s the matter?” Azucena asked, studying him.

				Thomas lowered himself into the chair beside her and sighed deeply. “A man phoned today looking for Raine. He said he was her fiancé. He’s worried. She’d promised to contact him and hasn’t.”

				“She isn’t home yet?” Azucena’s surprise was evident.

				“Apparently not.” Depressed and more than a little worried, he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

				“Is there any way you can get in touch with Jack?”

				Thomas had already given the matter considerable thought. “No.”

				“What about his friends from Deliverance Company? They might know something.”

				Thomas mulled that over.

				“You did all you could to help her,” she reassured him in that gentle way of hers. “It’s in God’s hands now. Tomorrow I’ll go to church to light a candle and pray for your daughter and Jack.”

				Azucena could say her prayers and light her votive candles, but Thomas put no trust in religion. He’d turned his back on God in a Vietnam rice paddy; for him it was too late. All he could do for Jack and Raine was worry.

				Later, it seemed to him inevitable that the dream would return that night. Thomas awoke bolt upright in bed, screaming.

				“Thomas. Thomas.” Azucena slipped her arms around him. “It’s a dream, my love, only a dream.”

				“Not this time.” His voice still shook. “This was so…real.” He clung to her and buried his face in her neck. Eyes closed, he savored her loving hands caressing his back.

				“Tell me what it is,” she urged. “Tell me.”

				He could barely say the words. “Someone’s about to die. I can feel it. I’ve felt it for a long time. First Ginny. Then Ernesto. Death comes in threes. It happened that way in Vietnam. I remember we lost two men within a day and we were all afraid we’d be next. Instead, it was my friend David….” He paused. “All that time, I was so scared it would be me. I didn’t want to die. All I wanted was to go home to my wife and daughter.”

				“The war’s over. You have nothing to fear.”

				“It’s Raine,” he whispered. “Something’s going to happen to Raine. I can feel it, Azucena. In here.” He carried her hand to his heart and pressed her palm there. “Dear God in heaven, I may already have lost her and I don’t even know her yet.” He covered his face with his hands and wept helplessly as his wife murmured consolation and whispered prayers.

				* * *

				Jack could hardly stand up without keeling over, but he insisted on starting the engines. No amount of arguing would persuade him otherwise.

				As Lorraine had discovered, Jack Keller was by far the most stubborn man she’d ever known.

				With the wind beating against her face, she carried a cup of coffee to the flybridge. He sat there, intently studying the charts and comparing them to the readings on the boat’s navigational equipment.

				He smiled his appreciation when she gave him the mug. “Best I can figure, we’re two days from land.” He looked back at the chart and made a line with his finger. “See? We’re about here, and we’re heading straight through the Bay of Campeche to Alvarado. Then…” He glanced up. “Hey, what’s that worried look about?”

				Lorraine didn’t know. She realized she should be happy, overjoyed. In a few days, three at the most, the artifact would be handed over to the authorities. Once that was done, Jack’s friend in the government would help clear Lorraine’s name. Before she knew it, she’d be back in Louisville with Gary.

				“Lorraine?”

				“I… I’m not sure.”

				He slowed the engines. With the utmost tenderness, Jack touched the side of her face and looked deeply into her eyes. His touch stirred her, as it never failed to do, and she lowered her lashes. Since the night they’d lain together, they’d avoided touching, both afraid it would lead to more. A caress. A kiss. It was as if an invisible line had been drawn, and they’d both agreed never to cross it.

				“I won’t let anything happen to you.”

				She nodded, trusting him as she’d never trusted anyone.

				“No one’s going to arrest you, either.”

				Rather than explain the truth, she let him think she was worried about meeting the authorities. But her fears had little to do with that…and everything to do with Jack.

				All the promises she’d made to herself—to avoid her mother’s mistakes, to return to her simple well-planned life—didn’t seem to mean much anymore. Gary and her life in Louisville were a world away. And she had to force herself to remember she was engaged to marry him.

				She couldn’t leave Jack, she couldn’t. The thought was intolerable. Maybe they could be together. Make it work. They were opposites in every way and their lives were completely different, but maybe… As soon as the idea occurred to her, she knew it wasn’t possible. It hadn’t worked for her parents, and it wouldn’t for her and Jack.

				Then another idea sprang, fully formed, into her mind. A plan. She’d return to Louisville and give it a month or two, test her feelings, make sure that being with Jack was the right thing to do. She owed Gary that much—to return home and explain. He loved her and she’d loved him. When she felt certain that being with Jack was what she wanted, she’d go back to Mexico and find Jack. If he felt the same way, they could go on from there. Then and only then would she tell him the truth about Gary. He might be angry with her—she wouldn’t blame him if he was—but he’d get over it soon enough.

				“Lorraine?”

				She stared at him blankly.

				“Lorraine, what is it?”

				“Nothing. Don’t worry.”

				“You sure?” He tilted her face upward and looked closely into her eyes.

				She managed to smile. “Positive.”

				“Okay.” But he didn’t seem convinced.

				“You want me to steer for a while?” she asked, knowing he’d never admit he was tired, although she could see he looked pale and shaky. She tried to make the offer sound casual.

				“All right,” he said, but his reluctance was obvious. He set the course and turned the helm over to her.

				She bit her lip to keep from suggesting he lie down and rest, knowing the mere notion might offend his stubborn pride.

				But Jack lay down, anyway, which told her how exhausted he must be. He climbed down the ladder leading to the flybridge and nearly fell into his chair on the deck. Two minutes later he was asleep.

				With nothing but open sea around her, Lorraine had plenty of opportunity to study Jack. Some color had returned to his face now. She suspected he’d been near collapse.

				* * *

				Jack’s estimate of how long it would take to reach land was accurate. On the evening of the second day, they neared the town of Alvarado. Their supplies of fuel and freshwater were low; they couldn’t have stayed out at sea much longer. Lights sparkled on the harbor waters, and the port had a welcoming festive appearance.

				Jack eased Scotch on Water into a wide berth, and Lorraine heard him chuckling to himself as he secured the boat to the dock. She could guess all too well why he was laughing—because of what’d happened the last time he’d tied up to a dock. It wasn’t something she planned to mention.

				“I’m leaving now,” he announced as he came belowdecks.

				Lorraine sat at the table with her arms crossed. She shook her head in disgust. “I can’t believe you’re doing this again.”

				“I will admit it’s brave of me considering previous experience.”

				Lorraine struggled not to smile. “You shouldn’t be cracking jokes.”

				“I’ll be twenty minutes. Half an hour at the most,” he promised.

				“That’s what you told me before!”

				“Lorraine, all I’m going to do is make a couple of phone calls. I’ll talk to Dr. Efrain and—”

				“I swear, Jack, if you’re not back in twenty minutes, I’ll come looking for you!”

				His smile faded. “No, you won’t.”

				“Be reasonable, Jack.”

				“No. It’s too dangerous.” His voice was steely. “And that’s all there is to it.”

				“It’s dangerous for you, too,” she said.

				“For heaven’s sake…” He raised his eyes to the ceiling. “All right, I guarantee I’ll be back within thirty minutes.”

				And he was.

				She’d glanced frequently at her watch while she waited. Exactly twenty-eight minutes later he returned to the slip. The boat rocked as he climbed on board. Painful experience had taught her to remain belowdecks until she knew with certainty that it was Jack. Smiling jubilantly, he hurried down the steps to join her.

				“Everything’s set,” he told her. “A plane’ll fly us into Mexico City first thing in the morning.”

				“We’re leaving here?”

				He placed a cloth bundle on the tabletop.

				“Catherina is seeing to everything.”

				“Dr. Efrain is Catherina?” He’d mentioned his “friend” Dr. Efrain a number of times, but hadn’t said a first name. A coldness seeped into her blood. In the process of cleaning, she’d found envelopes addressed to Jack in a woman’s flowing hand. The return address had read simply Catherina. Some friend!

				They’d been lovers. Lorraine knew it as surely as if he’d shouted the words. Anger burned through her. Anger and jealousy. She had no right to feel either of those emotions. None. Still…it hurt. She felt as though he’d cheated on her, been unfaithful. What nonsense, and yet she couldn’t help it. Lorraine turned away, not wanting him to see her reaction.

				“While I was in town, I picked up a few clothes for you. I made sure they’re yellow.”

				“Thank you.”

				“Lorraine?”

				Her voice must have betrayed her. “I thought you loved Marcie.” The words were as sarcastic and belittling as she could make them.

				He didn’t answer for a moment. Long enough for Lorraine to regret her outburst.

				“When did I say anything about Marcie?” The question was soft, close to her ear. He stood directly behind her and she squeezed her eyes shut to keep from turning into his arms.

				“You thought I was her during the fever.” She’d never asked him about Marcie. Nor had he asked her about Gary after that one night. Whoever Marcie was, Lorraine knew she’d been special.

				“Did I mention anyone else?”

				“No,” she answered coldly.

				“Catherina’s…an old lover.”

				“So I gathered.” She reached for the bundle of clothes and hugged it against her stomach.

				“Lorraine, it’s not the way it seems.”

				“You don’t need to explain anything to me. Your love life is none of my business.”

				“You’re right, I don’t and it’s not—but I want to tell you. I loved Marcie, really loved her, but she married someone else. I came down to Mexico to forget. Not long afterward, I met Catherina.”

				Lorraine felt like covering her ears. She didn’t want to hear about his past lovers, not when she loved him.

				“It was a fling…stupid, really. By mutual agreement we parted two weeks later.” His tone was matter-of-fact, dispassionate.

				“It’s none of my concern. I’m sorry… I should never have said anything.” Averting her eyes, she concentrated on unfolding the clothes and found she was pleased with his choices. He’d bought her a bright yellow peasant blouse with a scooped neckline and a matching yellow and turquoise skirt.

				“I thought you might be more comfortable meeting Catherina in a dress.”

				“Thank you,” she said again. He’d even remembered shoes, a pair of rope and canvas espadrilles.

				“I talked to your father, too.”

				“Good idea,” she said, thankful he hadn’t expected her to speak to Thomas.

				It was ending; she could feel it already. In a couple of days she’d be on her way back to Louisville. Soon their time together would be little more than a memory to Jack. This was all happening too fast.

				“My name will be cleared?”

				“Yes. Apparently when the first half of the Kukulcan Star was found and returned, they recognized that it was unlikely you’d been involved, considering when—and how—it was heisted. Applebee used you. And seeing that you now have the second half and you’re surrendering it to the authorities, all is forgiven.”

				Once again she reminded herself that she had reason to be grateful this whole experience was coming to an end.

				“There’s more,” Jack said. “If we hadn’t been drifting at sea all this time we would’ve heard the news.”

				“What news?”

				“Apparently the Kukulcan Star was discovered at an archaeological site. One of the Mayan temples near Mérida. The archaeologist who found it was murdered before he could hand it over to the Department of Antiquities.”

				“When did this happen?”

				“A few days before you got to Mexico. And the museum theft occurred the night before. A guard was critically injured in that robbery. But they didn’t find the archaeologist’s body until last week.”

				“You don’t need to tell me who the suspect is,” Lorraine murmured. She already knew the police were interested in Jason. And he’d told her himself that he’d been on a recent dig. He’d told her some complicated lie, too, about rescuing another worker to explain his injured hand. Another lie she’d been naive enough to believe… He’d managed to obtain both halves of the Kukulcan Star—and then he’d passed them off to her.

				“What about Jason?” she asked. “Where do you think he is?”

				“With half of Mexico on his tail, my guess is he’s long gone.”

				Long gone, Lorraine mused. Like she would be herself. “By this time tomorrow I’ll be free to return to the United States.”

				“So it seems.”

				Jack went quiet, as if he, too, had suddenly realized the implications of all that was about to take place.

				“Within a month you’ll have trouble remembering my name,” she said, attempting a joke. One that fell decidedly flat. She turned her back to him and busied herself pouring coffee.

				“I’ll remember.” All at once he was behind her, his hands on her shoulders. “I’ll remember every single moment.”

				“Sure you will.” She tried to sound light, funny, but her words were more like a whimper.

				He increased the pressure on her shoulders. “I won’t forget. I swear it.” His voice was husky with emotion.

				Lorraine closed her eyes and leaned back against his chest. “I… I’m not going to forget, either.”

				“Promise me,” he demanded.

				“I promise.”

				They stood together like that for a long time. Minutes? She wasn’t sure. Long enough, in any event, to feel his love, its certainty, and yearn to share hers.

				Lorraine didn’t dare speak. She knew the instant she opened her mouth she’d reveal the truth. But she couldn’t do that yet, couldn’t tell him. Later it would all come out. Later she’d explain everything. But not now. Not when so many situations were still unresolved. Gary, her father, her problems with the Mexican police…. She needed a clear head. Distance. Time. She had to be very certain before she gave this man her heart. Because when she did, it would be forever.

				* * *

				Frustration was making him crazy. Jason sat in the corner of a dimly lit cantina in Campeche and nursed a glass of whiskey. He’d followed every lead, tracked down every rumor about a blonde American woman traveling with Jack Keller, and each time he’d run into a dead end.

				None of his bribes had paid off, either. He’d put the word out on the street, notified every contact and offered a large reward. Nothing. It really was as if they’d disappeared off the face of the earth.

				His only hope was that she hadn’t found the artifact, and that if she had, she’d been smart enough not to hand it over to the Mexican government. His jaw tensed as he thought of the Star being out of his reach again.

				Once he retrieved the half in Lorraine Dancy’s possession, he’d have to make another attempt to steal the original piece from the museum. They’d no doubt increased security, making his task that much harder. He would triumph, though; that was fated. Meant to be. When he got both pieces back, he’d read the Star for the first time. No one else. Him. His entire life had been building up to this moment. When he’d learned the god’s secrets, he’d declare himself Kukulcan III. The living promise fulfilled at the beginning of a new millennium.

				Under his leadership, the Maya would recover their former glory, and pilgrims from around the world would flock to his temples once again. Excitement blasted through him at the thought. Oh, yes, it was going to happen! He was so close….

				Music swirled around him, and a couple of whores eyed his table, encouraging an invitation. In other circumstances, Jason would have been interested. But not now.

				“Señor?” A buxom woman strolled toward him. Jason had noticed her earlier. She placed her hands on the edge of his table and leaned forward, giving him a glimpse of her wares.

				“I’m not looking for company,” he said.

				“I’m not offering.”

				Jason glanced up from his drink. “Then what do you want?”

				“I’ve heard that you’re trying to find an American woman traveling by boat. She’s with a man by the name of Jack Keller.”

				She had his full attention now. “I’m listening.”

				“A…friend of mine had a run-in with them recently.”

				Well, well. This could be promising. “How recently?” he asked without emotion. Enthusiasm would cost him more than he was willing to pay a whore.

				“Ask him yourself,” she suggested, nodding toward the bar.

				A lone man sat at the end, his arm in a sling. He was big compared to the other men around him. Ugly and mean-looking, to boot. In the States Jason would have taken him for a biker. Certainly he was the kind of man you crossed the street to avoid.

				Jason peeled off a few pesos and stuffed them inside the woman’s blouse. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

				“You can thank me again later if you like.” She arched her brows, letting him know what she meant.

				“Sounds good, sweetheart,” Jason lied. There were younger, better-looking hookers around. He might even see if he could find himself a blonde. He’d been attracted to Lorraine Dancy; it was a shame things didn’t work out between them.

				Whiskey bottle in hand, Jason walked over to the bar and claimed the empty stool next to the man with the sling. Tattoos covered his naked arms.

				“I understand you ran across a couple of friends of mine,” Jason said in a conversational tone.

				“Friends?”

				“Let’s just say I’m looking for them.”

				“So am I,” the other man said. “Pray you locate your friends first, señor, because they’ll both be dead if I find them before you.”

				“Really?” Jason murmured. “Any particular reason?”

				“Plenty of reasons.” He slammed the bottle down on the bar.

				“Carlos.” The older whore strolled to his side and slipped an arm around his waist. “You promised not to cause problems.”

				He glared at her, then laughed.

				“The American woman shot him,” she told Jason.

				“The woman will die for it,” Carlos snarled.

				Lorraine Dancy had more guts than Jason had credited her with. He refilled Carlos’s glass from his own bottle. “I don’t have any fondness for the bitch myself.”

				Carlos studied him carefully, his look an open challenge. “And Keller?”

				Jason shrugged. “He’s disposable, too. Perhaps we could help each other, after all.”

				Carlos raised his glass in a silent toast. “Perhaps we can.”

				* * *

				Dr. Catherina Efrain was a flawless beauty, perhaps thirty years of age. The much older Director of Antiquities, Dr. Marcos Molino, had joined her. Lorraine sat in the large government office in Mexico City with Jack beside her and tried not to stare at the other woman with her classic features and elegantly styled hair. Tried to push away all thoughts of Jack and this lovely Mexican woman.

				“When I received Jack’s phone call yesterday afternoon, I immediately talked the matter over with Dr. Molino and arranged for your flight to Mexico City,” Catherina was saying. “Our government is very pleased and excited that you have given us this artifact.”

				“I’m grateful for your help.” Lorraine noted that Dr. Molino was content to let Catherina do most of the talking. His English wasn’t particularly good, while hers was nearly perfect.

				“Our government is most grateful to you, Ms. Dancy.”

				“I’m relieved that I’ve been cleared of all charges.” It was a heavy weight off her shoulders. Whether or not they believed her innocent was no longer a factor. The Mexican government had what it wanted.

				“You have nothing to fear. Everything’s been taken care of.”

				“Her plane ticket,” Jack prompted.

				“Oh, yes, I almost forgot.” Catherina reached for an envelope on her desk. Dr. Molino nodded and smiled.

				“I’ve booked you a flight out of Mexico City first thing in the morning. First-class, naturally.”

				“Thank you, but that isn’t necessary. I’m more than happy just to know the Kukulcan Star is where it belongs.”

				“And?” Jack was looking at Catherina.

				Catherina’s eyes met his. “I’ve also made arrangements for you to spend the night at one of the city’s finest hotels. A suite has been reserved in your name.”

				“Oh, my.” Lorraine pressed her palm to her heart. “Thank you. But that’s far and above—”

				“No, it isn’t,” Jack said. “You returned one of this country’s rarest treasures. You deserve a bit of star treatment. No pun intended.”

				“I’ve taken the liberty of ordering a limousine to drive you to the airport tomorrow. The driver will escort you directly to your gate.” She hesitated, then turned to Jack. “Was there anything else?”

				“The guard.”

				“Ah, yes, the armed guard.”

				“I’m going to be guarded?” Lorraine looked from Catherina to Jack and back to Dr. Molino. Once again the older gentleman smiled and nodded.

				“There’s no reason to take any unnecessary risks at this point,” Jack told her.

				“You’ll have protection for the remainder of your stay in my country,” Catherina assured Lorraine.

				“Good,” Jack said approvingly.

				Catherina sighed and leaned forward. “Now for a bit of unpleasantness. I’m afraid news about the discovery of the second half of the Kukulcan Star has been leaked to the newspapers. It hasn’t appeared in print yet, but…”

				Jack muttered a four-letter word and added in a louder voice, “How did this happen?”

				“Such news is of significant interest to the people of my country. I apologize, but I’m afraid that holding back the story for more than twenty-four hours is impossible now.”

				“We’re safe,” Lorraine said. “Actually, the sooner it’s published, the better.” It would no longer be worth Jason’s while to come after them, since the artifact had already been handed over to the authorities. And if he hadn’t learned that yet, he would within a day.

				Jack caught her gaze and they smiled at each other.

				Catherina looked pointedly at Lorraine’s wedding band, then glanced at their faces. She seemed to adequately size up the situation. “So, you two have had quite an adventure.”

				Neither commented.

				“There’ll be no mention of Lorraine’s name in the news?” Jack asked.

				“None,” the other woman promised.

				“Thank you.” Jack nodded and relaxed.

				“Nor the hotel,” Catherina said as she stood and extended her hand to Lorraine. “Again, my country and my government are most grateful for your assistance. We regret the misunderstanding that occurred earlier and pray that you’ll accept our sincere apologies.”

				Dr. Molino stood, too, and they exchanged handshakes all around.

				Lorraine was overwhelmed by the Mexican government’s generosity. The first-class air ticket was wonderful, but what she was really going to enjoy was that hotel suite. The first thing she intended to do was take a long hot shower. Then she was ordering a steak from room service, plus a glass of wine and the biggest dessert on the menu.

				“I’ll be in touch,” Catherina promised, and Lorraine wasn’t sure if she was talking to her or to Jack. She could only assume Catherina meant Jack.

				The three of them left the administrative building together. “I’m glad that’s over with,” Lorraine said, heaving a deep sigh. All night her dreams had been filled with potential disasters. So much had happened already that she couldn’t help thinking something else would go wrong.

				Jack didn’t say anything.

				Catherina summoned the cab that waited for them outside the building.

				Lorraine climbed into the backseat, waving goodbye to Catherina. “Where to now?” she asked, almost giddy with happiness.

				Her relief died at Jack’s sudden change of attitude. He sat as far away from her as possible. “I’ll ride with you to the hotel.” The crispness of his tone told her this was the end. Deep in her heart she’d known that. She could guess what Jack would do once they arrived. He’d see her to her room, make sure the guard was in place and then, with a brief farewell, he’d take his leave.

				Neither of them said a single word during the entire cab ride.

				Jack waited while she filled out the necessary paperwork at the front desk of the luxury hotel.

				“I hope you enjoy your stay with us, Ms. Dancy. Oh, and there’s a message for you.” The desk clerk gave her a sheet of paper. She glanced at it and saw her father’s name, then slipped the note in her pocket. She’d deal with this later.

				“Thank you,” she said, the words flat and lifeless. All at once she felt incredibly tired. Clutching the key to her room, she rejoined Jack.

				“I’ll just go up with you to confirm that the guard’s where he’s supposed to be,” Jack said stiffly.

				They were alone in the elevator. Emotion seemed to thicken the air until Lorraine found it difficult to breathe. It really was over. In a few minutes Jack would say goodbye.

				Suddenly Lorraine knew she couldn’t let it happen, couldn’t let him walk out of her life. Not without telling him how much she loved him.

				“Where will you go?” she asked.

				“I have a hotel room.”

				“Here?”

				“No.” He didn’t elaborate.

				The elevator doors glided open on the fifth floor and Jack stepped out in front of her, his stance protective. The hallway was empty. Not until they approached the suite door did the man in uniform reveal himself.

				Jack and the guard exchanged a few friendly words in Spanish. Jack hesitated a moment, then took the room key from her hand and unlocked the door. Apparently he preferred to speak to her alone.

				Once inside, Lorraine waited. She knew what was coming, knew what he planned to say. They faced each other, but he seemed incapable of saying it. Silently she pleaded with him to kiss her. Just once.

				As if reading her thoughts, he lifted one hand and touched her cheek. She closed her eyes and heard the unevenness of his breath—or perhaps it was her own.

				“Don’t go,” she whispered. “Stay here with me. Tonight, just tonight.”

				“Raine, don’t. This is hard enough.” Even as he spoke he reached for her, hauling her roughly into his arms.

				With a glad cry she parted her lips as he fiercely possessed her mouth. He pinned her against the door, the kiss raw and urgent. Lorraine clutched his shirt, needing to anchor herself. But their kiss wasn’t enough to satisfy either of them.

				Again and again he kissed her until all reason vanished. Then, abruptly, when she least expected it, he stopped and pulled away. He studied her face—as if to gauge her feelings.

				Lorraine boldly met his look and smiled. There was no turning back for them now and she knew it. So did Jack.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				“I’m sorry to trouble you again, Mr. Franklin,” Marjorie Ellis mumbled, her expression embarrassed.

				Gary stepped into her office and sat down at her desk in front of the computer. He’d explained the basics of this program no fewer than five times and she still didn’t get it.

				“I realize I’ve been nothing but a bother to you since I took over this position,” she went on, clenching her hands tensely.

				“It’s no problem,” he said, trying not to sound exasperated. Then he smiled. She might be a technophobe and totally disorganized, but she made up for that with a multitude of other talents. Her order numbers were phenomenal. For the past two months she’d helped break the all-time sales records for his division. The truth of the matter was, Gary felt thrilled to have her on his team. She made him and the entire division look good.

				“I’d like to repay you for all your help,” she said as she stood behind the chair, watching him correct the problem.

				Hitting a couple of keys, he cleared her screen.

				“Do that again,” she cried, leaning closer to the computer.

				She wore a light rose scent that was actually quite lovely. He wasn’t fond of women’s perfumes, but this fragrance seemed to fit her perfectly, without overpowering the senses.

				“Here,” he said, reaching for a notebook. He wrote out the sequence of commands. “If this ever happens again, you’ll know exactly what to do.”

				“Great. Thank you so much, Mr. Franklin.”

				It seemed silly for her to call him Mr. Franklin. None of the other associates did. “Call me Gary.”

				A smile lit up her eyes. “I was serious about wanting to repay you for your patience. I mean, if you’d think it’d be appropriate….”

				“No thanks necessary.”

				“I knew you’d say that. You’re one of the kindest, most thoughtful men I’ve ever met. LouAnn told me your fiancée’s been out of town and I was thinking maybe you’d be interested in joining my son and me for dinner this evening.”

				Gary hated to admit how lonely he’d been with Lorraine gone. It disturbed him that he hadn’t heard from her yet—but he wasn’t phoning and checking up on her. No sir. Not after the way she’d reacted to his earlier concern. Still, he did, all too often, have to set aside niggling worries about her. Where was she? Was she all right? But the rest of the time he was convinced that she was just being stubborn, asserting her independence and her need for privacy.

				“Sure,” he said, accepting Marjorie’s invitation before he could change his mind.

				“My son’s nine, and I’ll have to warn you, he’s really gung ho about baseball.”

				“I like baseball myself,” Gary told her. That was putting it mildly. He knew every major-league statistic for the past ten seasons.

				“At the mere mention of baseball, Brice is likely to talk your ear off.”

				“I won’t mind in the least.” Gary had never been particularly interested in babies, but he happened to get along well with kids. Especially ones who liked baseball. “I’d be delighted to join you and your son for dinner.”

				“I’m so glad you can come,” Marjorie said happily. “I’m so glad you can come.” She made it sound, somehow, as if he was doing her a favor. Not a bad feeling, he mused. Not bad at all.

				His days were full here at the office, and he’d been dating Lorraine for the better part of a year. Generally they spent time together every day. With her in Mexico, a giant hole had opened up in his life. He’d tried to keep busy, but had run out of after-work projects within a week.

				“Is six-thirty all right?” Marjorie asked, cutting into his thoughts.

				“Perfect.”

				“I’ll see you then.”

				Smiling, Gary returned to his office. He sat down at his desk and pulled out the phone number Lorraine had given him. Once again he toyed with the idea of calling this place in Mexico, leaving a message inquiring about her. And yet he didn’t want his future father-in-law to think he was the type who overreacted. Thus far, he’d resisted calling, but he wondered again if he should make some effort to reach Lorraine.

				He released a long-drawn-out sigh and decided he’d give it a few more days.

				* * *

				That evening Gary arrived for dinner at Marjorie Ellis’s place at precisely six-thirty. Grateful for the invitation, he’d brought a small bouquet of flowers and a bottle of wine.

				Marjorie met him at the door, wearing black leggings and a long gray top. It was the first time he’d seen her outside of work. Dressed this casually, she took him by surprise; he hadn’t realized quite how attractive she was.

				She held open the screen door and he stepped inside. Her house looked a lot like her office—definitely lived-in, unmistakably personal. Despite the clutter of books, plants and artsy objects, he was impressed with the sense of welcome it exuded. “I hope you like lasagna,” she said.

				“Love it.” His favorite. She couldn’t have chosen a better meal.

				“Great!”

				A lanky boy in a baseball cap ambled into the room, wearing a glove on his right hand.

				“You must be Brice,” Gary said. “Your mom says you like baseball.”

				“Are you Mr. Franklin?”

				“That’s me,” Gary said. “So what position do you play?”

				“Shortstop.”

				“I played shortstop in college.” Gary liked the kid already.

				“You did?” Brice’s eyes widened in admiration. “So did my dad, but he died.”

				Gary remembered hearing that Marjorie was a widow. Her husband had drowned in a boating accident three years earlier, but he couldn’t recall who’d told him that. Marjorie had done a terrific job with the boy, that was easy to see.

				“Would you like me to throw you a few balls?” Gary asked.

				The boy beamed. “Can we, Mom?”

				“I just put the lasagna in the oven so you have plenty of time,” Marjorie said.

				Her expression told Gary it wasn’t necessary, that he didn’t need to entertain her son; what she didn’t realize was that he actually enjoyed this sort of thing.

				“I’ll call you when dinner’s on the table,” she said as Gary headed out the door with Brice.

				Gary and the boy spent nearly an hour playing catch and talking sports before Marjorie called them in for dinner. In addition to lasagna, she served a garlicky Caesar salad, another of his favorites, and crusty French bread.

				“This is one of the best meals I’ve had in months,” Gary said with genuine enthusiasm.

				To his surprise, Marjorie blushed, which struck him as quite endearing.

				Brice went upstairs as soon as the table was cleared. Gary realized it was time he made his excuses, but found himself looking for a reason to linger.

				Impulsively he tied an apron around his waist and insisted on helping with the dishes. “My mother always said those who cook shouldn’t have to wash dishes.”

				“Nonsense,” Marjorie protested. “It’ll only take a few minutes.”

				“It’s the least I can do.” He plugged the sink, and before she could argue any further, filled it with hot, sudsy water.

				“Gary…”

				She started to protest again, only this time he plopped a handful of bubbles onto the end of her nose. Her eyes grew huge with shock. Gary couldn’t seem to stop laughing. Nor could he stop himself from kissing her.

				He hadn’t intended it. But for one crazy second, he forgot about Lorraine, forgot he was going to be married in October. Forgot everything but the warm, wonderful woman in his arms.

				He eased his mouth from hers, certain she’d be upset. She had every right to be upset.

				Marjorie stared at him, her lips moist from his kiss. Then she blinked a couple of times, looking bemused…and utterly charming.

				“Should I apologize?” It was probably the most asinine thing he could have asked.

				“I… I don’t know.”

				“Let’s pretend it didn’t happen,” he suggested. He dropped his hands from her shoulders.

				“Okay,” she said, and managed a weak smile. “Although I would like to say one thing.”

				He wasn’t sure he wanted her to, but nodded, anyway.

				“You’re a hell of a good kisser, Mr. Franklin.”

				Somehow Marjorie had done it again. He’d acted on impulse, stepped out of character. She should chastise him, yell at him, throw him out on his ear. Instead, he left her home whistling, feeling better than he had in weeks.

				* * *

				Jack didn’t know what had happened to break his resolve. He’d had every intention of saying his farewells and walking away. But when the moment came, he discovered he couldn’t do it. His plan had been to see Lorraine safely to the suite, say a few words and be on his way. Even as he ran through all the familiar arguments about why they shouldn’t make love, he was kissing her.

				Acting purely on instinct, Jack continued the deep slow kisses. He knew very well that these few hours would have to sustain him through all the lonely years ahead.

				She whimpered.

				Moaning, he dragged his mouth from hers. He’d dreamed of this endlessly, ever since the night she’d lain in his arms. They gazed at each other and his breath rasped through his lips. He traced his index finger along her mouth, swollen now with his kisses.

				She smiled sweetly and he was lost. He buried his face in her neck. Her head fell back and she slumped against the door, her fingers thrust deep in his hair.

				Jack’s first thought as they entered the bedroom was that they shouldn’t be doing this. If he loved Lorraine, he wouldn’t allow it to continue.

				“Lorraine, no.”

				She looked at him, her eyes wide and full of despair.

				He broke away from her and sat on the edge of the bed. His body throbbed with the need to accept what she was offering. He couldn’t bear the thought of turning away from her now. But he had to. This was the only way he had of letting Lorraine know how much he loved her. If he loved her any less, he’d be on this bed with her. Any more, and it would kill him.

				“Please…don’t do this,” she choked out. “Stay…”

				“We can’t.”

				She’d endured so much, been so strong. She’d fought off Carlos’s attack, engineered a risky escape, nursed him through the effects of a gunshot wound. But she looked fragile just then, as if his refusal was the one thing she couldn’t endure. Didn’t she know? Didn’t she realize? Walking out of this bedroom now was the only way he had of proving his love.

				He moved away, heaving a deep sigh in an effort to regain his composure. When he turned around, he noticed that Lorraine had used the time to straighten her clothes. She stood at the foot of the bed and watched him.

				“You’re going to leave now, aren’t you?” she asked, close to tears.

				He nodded.

				“Just like that?”

				He hardened his heart. “Just like that,” he said.

				Her shoulders sagged with resignation. Jack knew firsthand how brave she could be. He loved that about her. He loved everything about her.

				“Goodbye,” he whispered. He’d taken one step when she hurled herself into his arms.

				He knew he should leave while he had the strength. Instead, he closed his eyes and hugged her to him, savoring these final moments together, loving her so much it felt as if his heart would die without her.

				She held him tightly and hid her face in his chest. “I can’t let you go,” she cried, clinging. “Not like this. I need to tell you about Gary and me.”

				“Don’t tell me.” His voice was harsh. This was exactly what he didn’t want to happen. “Don’t,” he said again.

				“But you need to know!” Her arms tightened with the urgency of her emotions.

				“No.”

				“But—”

				He gripped her upper arms. “No.”

				She went still. She looked down and her hair fell forward, blocking her face from his view. “This isn’t the end,” she promised in a broken whisper.

				It had to be. Jack wouldn’t allow it to be anything but the end. She had a husband who loved and cherished her, and Jack wouldn’t allow either of them to betray that trust.

				He released her. Then he turned and walked out of the room, his pace fast as he closed the suite door and headed for the elevator.

				He was half a block from the hotel when Lorraine came running after him. “Jack, wait!”

				He pretended not to hear her. The streets were chaotic, thronged with traffic. Cars honked, people yelled, buses spilled heavy exhaust fumes into the air.

				“Jack! Please.” Her frantic cry followed him.

				Jack walked faster.

				“It isn’t over,” she shouted. “All I need is time. I’ll be back. As early as next week. I’m coming back. Listen to me, I’ll be back. Please listen.”

				He didn’t turn around, just walked away as fast as he could.

				* * *

				Lorraine stood in the middle of the congested sidewalk and watched Jack disappear into the crowd. Her heart told her to run after him and make him listen to the truth, make him understand.

				He loved her. He had to, or he would’ve taken her to bed. She couldn’t have made her feelings or her desire for him any plainer. Physically she was frustrated. Emotionally, she was in mourning—and in awe. His actions told her more about the kind of man he was than anything else he could have done.

				Jack was right to go. Out of fairness to Gary, she had to let him.

				She needed a few minutes to regain her composure before she reentered the hotel lobby.

				A shower first and then bed. Feeling drained, exhausted to the bone, she stepped into the elevator.

				On the ride to the top floor, she reviewed a list of things she had to do. By this time Gary must be worried sick. She’d phone right away. She’d return her father’s call later, she thought, pulling the message slip from her pocket. There was nothing on it but his name and the time of his call—this morning, at 9:45. But Jack would—She stopped, refusing to let her mind dwell on Jack. This was merely a short interlude apart. In a few days, she promised herself, she’d be back.

				She rubbed her eyes tiredly as she inserted the key into the security lock. Pausing, she glanced over her shoulder, surprised to note that the guard was nowhere in sight. So much for the promised protection.

				The door clicked open and she walked inside.

				“It’s about time you got here.”

				Jason Applebee sat in the living area eating grapes from a beautiful fruit basket.

				The key fell out of Lorraine’s hand and landed silently on the luxurious carpet.

				“I hope you don’t mind, but I helped myself. A very nice gift from your friend Catherina, by the way. You weren’t going to eat all this fruit yourself, were you?”

				“What are you doing here?”

				He laughed at her question and shook his head. “Come on, you’re smarter than that, Lorraine. Why do you think I’m here?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				The shock of seeing Jason Applebee in her hotel suite left Lorraine stunned. It took her a long moment to recover.

				“How’d you know where I was?” she asked with unreal calm. That was probably one of the less important questions, but the first to surface in her confused mind. “What about…” She swallowed her inquiry about the armed guard rather than alert him to the fact that there was one on the premises. She sincerely hoped the guard had gone for a sandwich—and that he’d return any minute. Jason had killed at least once and she didn’t think he’d hesitate to do so again.

				“Your father was quite informative,” Jason told her before popping another juicy grape into his mouth.

				“My father would never speak to you.”

				Jason’s grin mocked her. “He would if he thought he was speaking to Gary Franklin, your dear fiancé who’s so terribly worried because he hasn’t heard from you.” He mimicked a Southern accent. “We’ve had several lovely chats. He told me all about Jack Keller taking you to Mexico City. He even gave me the name of the hotel.”

				“You told him you were Gary?” The idea of him pretending to be her fiancé infuriated her. But she directed the brunt of her anger at herself. How she regretted that chatty bus ride from Mérida to El Mirador. What a fool she’d been to spill out the details of her personal life!

				“Actually I thought I was quite clever,” Jason said smugly. “Your father bought right in to that cornpone Southern bit.”

				“How’d you get my room number?”

				“I have my ways.” He glanced around and gave a low whistle. “Pretty expensive digs you’ve got.”

				“I want you out of here,” she demanded, putting on a brave front. “You’ve done enough damage as it is.”

				“No problem,” Jason said, and sprang to his feet. “Just give me what’s mine.”

				Lorraine’s heart sank. “I can’t do that.”

				“Sure you can.”

				“How’d you get both pieces of the Kukulcan Star in the first place?” She had to find a way to distract him. The phones were out of reach; he’d grab her before she could get to one. Her only hope was to make a run for the door and pray the guard had returned. There was a chance, a small one, if she kept her wits about her.

				“You know about the Kukulcan Star?” That appeared to surprise him.

				“I have my ways, too.”

				He nodded approvingly. “So it seems.”

				“Really, I’d like to know,” she said, pretending to be curious. A man as self-absorbed as Jason would delight in bragging about what he’d done. “You couldn’t possibly have managed this on your own,” she murmured. She wondered if she was overdoing it.

				Apparently not. “Ah, but I did. Suffice it to say I’d been studying Professor Raventos’s books for years. When I wrote, he was impressed by my knowledge of the Maya and my appreciation of Kukulcan. The two of us struck up a friendship and he invited me along on the dig. He trusted me.”

				Lorraine had trusted him, too.

				Jason shrugged. “Unfortunately, after he found the Star, my esteemed colleague became…redundant.”

				Lorraine shuddered, and he laughed.

				“Some people assume it’s luck, being in the right place at the right time. But it’s not. It’s careful planning. However, even the best-laid plans sometimes go awry. Sometimes another person interferes….” He advanced menacingly toward her. “Give it to me, Lorraine.”

				She backed slowly toward the door, arms behind her.

				“I’ve killed for it before. I’d hate to hurt you, but if I have to, I will.”

				“What happened to you?” she asked. “You’re smart. Why would you murder people? Why would you rob a country of its heritage? Is it greed?”

				“You don’t know, do you?” he asked, shaking his head. “You really don’t understand.”

				“No. Explain it to me. Murder, Jason? Murder?”

				He shrugged again. “Actually, the first time was the hardest.”

				“Oh, Jason.”

				He stretched out his hand. “Give me my Star. It’s mine, and when I have it I’ll reveal myself to my people. Glory will return to the Maya.”

				He was crazy. He had to be.

				“I already told you, I can’t.” She was close to making her move.

				Jason released an exasperated sigh. “I was afraid you were going to say that. Lorraine, you’re a disappointment to me.”

				“I am? You’re the one who tricked me into lying for you.” She had to keep him talking. “You planted both artifacts on me. You knew I hadn’t seen my father since I was a child, and yet you purposely destroyed our visit. You’re despicable. You—”

				“Yeah, well, there are worse things. Like what’s going to happen to you if you don’t give me back my Star.” He shook his head again, his expression sorrowful. “It would be a pity. I’ve grown quite fond of you. In other circumstances we might have been very good…friends.”

				“I don’t think so.”

				He chuckled. “Trust me, Lorraine, you want me to have the Star. The alternative isn’t pleasant.”

				“Trust you?” She laughed incredulously. And then she ran out the door, slamming it in her wake. The first thing she noticed was that the guard was still gone. With no time to lose, she didn’t even consider waiting for the elevator. Instead, she sprinted for the stairway. At the top of the stairs she caught sight of the guard’s lifeless body. His throat had been slit.

				Lorraine gasped at the sight. Fear and horror propelled her into action. She had to do something drastic or soon she’d be as dead as that guard.

				Jason was directly behind her, but she had an advantage. Back in high school she’d learned how to slide down a stairway railing. It was quite a balancing act—and it was how she’d broken her arm. She hadn’t tried it since then, but now… What other choice did she have? She eluded Jason long enough to hop onto the metal railing. The difficulty was in maintaining her balance. Perched sideways, with her arms held straight out, she slid down the first railing.

				Jason was quick; the sound of his feet bounding down the stairs echoed in the narrow stairwell. He could shoot her, she realized, but she was of no value to him dead. He wanted the Star; what he didn’t know was that she no longer had it.

				The instant she started down, she screamed for help at the top of her lungs. Unfortunately she’d lost her travel dictionary and didn’t know how to say it in Spanish. Not that it seemed to matter. No one heard.

				She was a full staircase ahead of Jason when he shouted, “Don’t make me do something I don’t want to.”

				For all the racket she made, anyone might have thought she was being murdered right then and there. Still no one came. She didn’t want to believe that Jason would actually kill her, but after seeing the guard, she had no doubt he’d do it. He was insane. Completely and dangerously insane.

				Lorraine stopped thinking after that, concentrating, instead, on her escape. Balance, slide, run across the landing to the next set of stairs. She did it three times, four. And never did she see or hear even a single person. Except Jason, who pounded remorselessly after her.

				The stairwell came out by the pool. The area was filled with beautiful, tanned men and women lounging with grease-slicked bodies in reclining chairs, sipping tropical drinks and listening to a mariachi band.

				Lorraine burst onto the scene, took a second to assess the situation and raced in the direction of the hotel lobby. She was shocked that Jason was so close behind her.

				She had to hand it to him, he was quite the athlete. And quite the actor. He laughed and called after her in Spanish, words she couldn’t understand. Most people weren’t listening or paying attention, though, focused, instead, on the band.

				Jason caught up with her between the pool and the entrance to the hotel. With almost no effort he threw her, kicking and screaming, over his shoulder and carried her off. His strength astonished her. He handled her as if she weighed next to nothing.

				She pummeled his back with her fists like a madwoman. “Help!” she screamed, frantic to have someone, anyone, notice what was happening. “I need help! He’s going to murder me!”

				“If you ran up my credit cards, I would, too,” a man, obviously half-drunk, yelled back.

				“This is no joke,” she screamed.

				“It never is,” the same man shouted.

				All Lorraine’s struggles did was tire her. After a while she gave up, convinced it was useless.

				“The time for fun and games is over. Where’s the Kukulcan Star?” Jason demanded once more through gritted teeth. His hands tightened painfully around her legs.

				“I don’t have it.”

				“All right, who does?”

				“The Department of Antiquities.”

				“Lorraine, you don’t know how this disappoints me.”

				“I’m sure it does. Are you going to kill me the way you did that guard?”

				“Nope.” He continued walking toward the street. “I’m afraid I like you too much for that.” He set her feet back on the pavement. “Besides, I’ve already promised your friend here the pleasure.”

				When he put her down, she whirled around to see Carlos. The man’s smile was as ugly as his face.

				“Oh, did I forget to tell you I’d run into a friend of yours?” Jason asked ever so sweetly.

				* * *

				He was going to drown his sorrows in a bottle of good tequila, Jack decided. But once he sat down at the sidewalk restaurant, the desire to get drunk left him. He ordered a beer, instead.

				He recalled the last time he’d been in a cantina. La Ruta Maya. That was where Lorraine had left the boat and gotten herself into a mess of trouble. He’d been lucky to find her when he did. Relieved, too—not that he’d let her know it.

				Then he thought about Pucuro, that nasty little town with its nasty little dock. Or rather, without it. He laughed outright at the image; he was only sorry he’d missed the actual experience. Several people turned in his direction, openly curious about what he found so amusing.

				His last bottle of finely aged scotch had been used for medicinal purposes, more specifically to cleanse his shoulder wound. Lorraine had painstakingly nursed him back to health. He remembered their many conversations, about their lives, about movies, and the night they’d lain together and stared at the reflection of the moon in the water.

				What Lorraine had taught him during their time together was his own capacity to make himself vulnerable to someone. He’d told her more about his background and soldiering experiences than he’d ever told anyone.

				He wouldn’t lie to himself about the pain he felt. It was as agonizing as anything physical. Walking away from her had been the most difficult, dangerous thing he’d ever done. Dangerous because he wasn’t sure he could become again the man he used to be. Without Lorraine and without his old beliefs, his old attitudes—where did that leave him?

				He held up his glass and stared into the amber liquid, suddenly craving oblivion. All he could think about was Lorraine. Sitting in a sidewalk bar this close to her hotel made his thoughts inevitable.

				Finishing his beer, he decided to catch a cab to his own hotel when he strolled by a telephone. Two steps past it, he stopped, turned and went back.

				He dialed the operator and put the call on his credit card, then waited for the connection to Boothill, Texas, to go through.

				His best friend’s wife answered on the third ring. “Jack, is that you?” Letty shouted.

				The connection wasn’t the best. “It’s me. Is Murphy around?”

				“He’s vaccinating calves, but listen, I’m glad you phoned. Someone by the name of Thomas Dancy called for you today.”

				“Thomas?” he asked in surprise. “I spoke to him last night.” But, in retrospect, he realized that he hadn’t given Thomas a number, a place to reach him. He’d only mentioned the name of Lorraine’s hotel, not where he himself was staying. And Thomas would’ve been able to track down Murphy easily enough; on more than one occasion, Jack had mentioned Murphy and the cattle ranch he owned in the Texas hill country.

				“What’s this I hear about you escorting his daughter out of Mexico?” An infant wailed in the background. Their third in four years.

				“I’ll tell you about it later.”

				“Are you coming for a visit? Murphy would love to see you. So would I.”

				“I’m thinking about it,” Jack admitted. One thing was certain: he had to leave Mexico for a while. Get away from the memories and the pain. Reestablish his emotional equilibrium. “Give the kids each a kiss from me,” Jack said, forcing himself to sound as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

				“Hold on just a minute,” Letty said. “I’ve got more news for you.”

				Jack heard a clank as she set the telephone aside. Almost immediately the baby’s cries ceased. News? The last time Letty had something to tell him it was about the third addition to their family.

				“Are you still there?” Letty asked when she got back on the line.

				“I’m here,” he said. He thought of joking that it was costing him five bucks a minute for her to burp the baby, but in reality he wouldn’t have cared if it was ten times that amount. Letty and Murphy were as close as Jack had to a real family, and right now he needed them. Needed to know that couples in love could find happiness in this world.

				“Okay,” Letty said, “getting back to that call from your friend Nancy…”

				“Dancy,” Jack corrected.

				“As long as you know who I mean. He was quite concerned about his daughter.”

				“There’s nothing to worry about.”

				“Do you know anyone named Gary… Darn, I can’t think of the last name. Anyway, he’s connected to this Dancy’s daughter, but I don’t think he told me how. Not that it matters.”

				Jack stiffened. “I know who you mean. What about him?”

				Her voice seemed to be fading, and then it grew loud again. “Dancy said he’d been getting phone calls from this Gary guy, and then today someone entirely different contacted him and claimed to be the same person. Your friend seemed concerned about it.”

				Jack’s hand tightened on the receiver. “Go on.”

				“There’s not much more to tell you. Dancy left a message at the hotel you mentioned, but you weren’t registered and his daughter hadn’t checked in yet. He didn’t have any way of getting in touch with you, and he seemed pretty upset about all this. He told the first guy everything he knew about the two of you in Mexico City. Now he’s worried, and rightly so, it seems.”

				Jack’s mind raced. It could only be one person.

				Jason Applebee.

				“I’ve got to go,” he said in a rush.

				“Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

				“I’ll visit soon. I promise.” He replaced the receiver, then stood there thinking about what he’d just learned.

				This adventure wasn’t over yet.

				* * *

				Gary knew the minute he drove onto the freeway that he was going to Marjorie’s house, even though his ostensible destination was the mall. He had the perfect excuse to stop by—a signed Ken Griffey, Jr., rookie card that Brice had been dying to see.

				He intended to say something along the lines of dropping over because he was in the neighborhood. A stretch and certainly not very original, but he didn’t care. He had to know.

				Since their kiss, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. She dominated his every waking thought, and while they’d agreed to put the whole thing behind them, it hadn’t happened. As a result, their working relationship was strained. Their coworkers would soon guess, and Gary felt it was time to clear the air.

				Saturday morning had found him restless and at odds. His original intention had been to do a little shopping…but then, why had he taken the baseball card with him? He didn’t know who he was trying to fool. He enjoyed shopping about as much as he enjoyed paying taxes.

				When he headed toward the freeway entrance, he admitted that seeing Marjorie was what he’d planned to do all along. Granted, his method lacked finesse. Stopping by unannounced and uninvited wasn’t the most brilliant idea he’d ever come up with. On the other hand, maybe she approved of spontaneity.

				He parked on the street, walked up to the front porch and rang the doorbell.

				Marjorie came to the door. He could tell she was surprised to see him. “Gary…hi.”

				“Hi.” He resisted the urge to say he’d made a mistake and hightail it back to his car. “Is Brice here?” He sounded like a kid, he thought irritably. “I have that baseball card I told him about and I thought he’d like to see it.”

				She opened the screen door to let him in. “The signed Ken Griffey, Jr., card? I heard him talking about it to his friends.”

				She’d done it again—put him at ease. It seemed to be a specialty of hers.

				“Brice has baseball practice on Saturday mornings.”

				Gary supposed he should have thought of that since Brice had mentioned it. But then it wasn’t really Brice he’d come to visit. He knew he was staring at Marjorie and he couldn’t stop. Even in a faded pair of jeans and a sleeveless top she was beautiful. For the first time he noticed she had on a pair of yellow rubber gloves. One hand held a can of cleansing powder, the other a sponge.

				“I was just about to take a break and have a cup of coffee,” she said. “Would you care to join me?”

				Gary nodded enthusiastically and followed her into the kitchen. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your cleaning.”

				“I should thank you for dragging me away from it,” she told him, peeling off the rubber gloves. “It’s my least favorite thing to do.”

				He moved a stack of newspapers from one of the kitchen chairs and sat down. She poured them each a mug, then sat across from him. She frowned, staring into her coffee as if she’d discovered something floating there.

				He took a deep breath; it was time to speak honestly. “Showing Brice the baseball card was only an excuse,” he said.

				She glanced away from him.

				“I know we agreed to forget about the kiss…”

				“And I think we should,” she said, still not looking at him.

				“I can’t.” He couldn’t be any more honest than that.

				“Me, neither.” Her voice was so soft he had to strain to make out the words. “But you’re engaged.”

				“I know that.” He didn’t need Marjorie to remind him. But he hadn’t heard a word from Lorraine, and when he’d finally broken down and called her father early this morning, the conversation had left him more confused than ever. Her father seemed to think Gary had phoned the night before. He hadn’t, and said so. Then Thomas Dancy had gotten excited and insisted he had to get off the phone.

				“Gary, it isn’t a good idea for you to be here.”

				“I know that, too,” he muttered. “I shouldn’t have come…and yet I couldn’t stay away.”

				“My lasagna’s good, Gary, but not that good.”

				He smiled, and the tension between them diminished. He reached across the table and took hold of her hand. “You’re wonderful.”

				Pulling free, she walked over to the sink, facing the window.

				“Marjorie?”

				She whirled around. “You’re engaged—to someone else. I like you, Gary, more than I should, but I—”

				“You like me?” His heart reacted with a surge of joy.

				“Don’t tell me you didn’t know!”

				“I didn’t.” He’d hoped, but that wasn’t the same thing.

				She closed her eyes and shook her head.

				Gary used that moment to his advantage. He got up from the table and went over to her. He was tired of all this talk, all this craziness. The incredible kiss they’d shared earlier had been a fluke, or so he’d convinced himself. Nothing had ever been that good before. Not with Lorraine, not with any woman. He had to kiss Marjorie again, had to see if it was possible to repeat this feeling.

				“Gary?” Her eyes widened as he pulled her into his embrace.

				“Once more,” was all he said, and then he lowered his mouth to hers. She groaned in welcome and that was all it took. Soon they were kissing with an urgency and need normally reserved for the bedroom.

				Leaning against the sink, Marjorie clutched his shirt with both hands, as though she needed help to hold herself upright. By the time they broke apart, she was making soft whimpering sounds and his knees were weak. They stared at each other.

				Marjorie’s lips were swollen from the explosion of sensuality between them. Because he felt the need to touch her, Gary traced his finger down the side of her face and along her mouth. He didn’t know whether he was doing it to apologize or to entreat her for another kiss.

				She looked at him and smiled. Slowly, sweetly. It was his undoing. This time, however, the kiss was as gentle as the previous one had been uncontrolled. To his shock, it was no less sensual…and perhaps even more so.

				“No…” Marjorie broke off the kiss and leaned her forehead against his chest.

				He longed to argue with her but didn’t have the breath. If the kissing was this fabulous, he thought, still dazed, what would their lovemaking be like? She must be wondering, too.

				Her hand stopped him when he moved to unfasten her blouse. “No.”

				He gazed at her, questioning. “You don’t mean that.”

				“I do.” She seemed surer this time as she straightened her blouse. “I think you should go now.”

				He blinked, certain he’d misunderstood. But when she hurried to the front door and held it open for him, there wasn’t any doubt.

				“Marjorie?”

				She looked close to tears.

				“I’m sorry,” he said.

				“I’m sorry, too, Gary, more than you’ll ever know.”

				“We need to talk.” Leaving was the last thing on his mind.

				“I can’t… We’re incapable of communicating any longer.”

				“That’s not the way I see it.” They’d been doing a pretty good job a couple of minutes earlier.

				“Please go.” She unlatched the screen door.

				He had no choice but to walk out. Standing on the other side of the threshold, he tried to reason with her one final time.

				“My letter of resignation will be on your desk Monday morning,” she whispered, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

				She closed the door.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				The murderous look in Carlos’s eyes told Lorraine the pleasure he anticipated in killing her. She knew with certainty that he intended to torture and rape her first.

				Jason had shoved her into the backseat of a car and bound her hands, almost before she realized what he was doing. “Don’t,” she pleaded. “Don’t do this.”

				Jason shrugged indifferently. “You brought it on yourself when you handed over my Star. Come on, you had to know I’d be looking for you.”

				“The Kukulcan Star didn’t belong to you.”

				“Ah, but it does. The person it didn’t belong to is you, but despite that you gave it away. You had no right.”

				Carlos jumped into the front seat and started the car, revving the engine loudly. The two men exchanged a few gruff words in Spanish before Jason reluctantly shoved back the seat and got into the front next to Carlos. No sooner had he slammed the door than the vehicle sped off, accelerating wildly. Lorraine was thrown from one side to the other as the car barreled around corners.

				Traffic was horrendous. The hotel was situated on the outskirts of the city, closer to the airport. Tossed around as she was, all Lorraine could see were the tops of high-rise buildings, many with bright neon names and logos.

				Once, when she did manage to sit up and look out the car window, she thought she might have seen Jack. Her heart instantly soared with hope, which faded almost as quickly. What she’d seen, she decided, was a man in a shirt similar to the one Jack had been wearing. The faint hope that he’d come to her rescue died a sudden death. It wasn’t going to happen. He’d said his goodbyes and had no way of knowing the trouble she was in. If she survived this ordeal, it would be by her own wits. Ruthlessly hurled around the backseat of a fast-moving vehicle, hands bound, she had few if any options. But that didn’t prevent her from formulating her escape.

				“Isn’t there a way to negotiate myself out of this?” she asked Jason, thinking she’d appeal to his sense of decency, if he had one. That was highly questionable, of course, but anything seemed worth a try. They’d been on the road about thirty minutes. “I don’t have any argument with Carlos,” she began.

				“You embarrassed him.”

				“Not on purpose. Tell him how sorry I am.”

				Jason relayed her message, to which Carlos responded with a hearty laugh.

				“The only thing Carlos wants at this point is revenge.”

				“Where’s he taking me?” She could see that they’d left the city proper and were now driving through a sort of shantytown, desperately poor, that went on for miles. At least an hour passed before they reached a two-lane highway that was freshly paved and seemed to lead directly toward the jungle.

				Surely Jason had some idea what Carlos intended. She asked him.

				“I wouldn’t know,” Jason said, as if it was of little concern to him.

				“I…know who has the Star.”

				“Too late, Lorraine,” Jason continued, sounding bored. “The time for deal-making is long past.” His gaze darkened as he glared at her. “You gave away my Star. It was mine.”

				“Jason, please.”

				Carlos pulled off the main road onto a dirt one. A plume of dust followed them. They hadn’t gone more than a couple of hundred feet when he slammed on the brakes. The sudden stop propelled Lorraine forward until her face struck the seat in front of her. Pain exploded in her face, and her nose started spurting blood.

				Jason yelled at Carlos—obviously something about his lack of driving skills—and Carlos yelled back. Lorraine couldn’t understand most of it, although bastardo was a word she had no difficulty recognizing.

				Blood dripped profusely from her nose. Carlos climbed out of the car and shoved back the driver’s seat, then caught her by her arm and jerked her roughly out. With no way to maintain her balance, she stumbled, falling onto the ground. This clearly angered Carlos; he reached for her a second time and backhanded her across the face. The pain stunned her, and it wasn’t until her mouth filled with fresh blood that she realized her recently healed lip had split open again.

				“Hey!” Jason shouted. He bent down and helped her up.

				Lorraine pressed her tongue to the corner of her mouth. “Please,” she whispered, her eyes imploring him. A bloody nose and split lip were minor injuries compared to what they planned for her; she was sure of that much.

				“I’ll help you get it back,” she said next. “The Star…” By now she was trembling with fear. Her only hope of surviving this ordeal lay with Jason.

				Carlos pushed Jason aside and came at her again. Dammit! Lorraine thought. She wasn’t going to let him use her as a punching bag! She bounded to her feet with a dexterity she hadn’t known she possessed and ran at him with her shoulder lowered, the way she’d seen linebackers charge on a football field. He hadn’t expected her to defend herself and was caught off guard.

				Carlos stumbled backward. He scrambled up again, fists swinging. Lorraine ducked in the nick of time, then kicked him in the groin. Hard. As hard as she could.

				Leaning against the car, Jason roared with laughter. “You’re a little hellion, aren’t you?”

				She didn’t waste time answering. Nor did she give Carlos, who’d doubled over, more than a passing glance. This was the perfect time to make a run for it. If she got back to the road, she might find someone driving by, someone who could help her. Having her hands tied was a definite hindrance, but she still managed to run.

				Jason’s laughter echoed from behind her. At least he wasn’t chasing her. For that she was grateful.

				Carlos shouted something at him and then she heard the distinct sound of a weapon fired. She glanced over her shoulder and gave a spontaneous cry of horror and shock.

				Carlos had shot Jason in the head. Blood had sprayed across the hood of the vehicle and he’d slumped to the ground in a sitting position, his eyes open and staring in her direction.

				The next bullet whizzed past her ear.

				Lorraine screamed in terror and veered off the dirt road and into the jungle. Thrashing through the undergrowth, she blundered forward, not stopping, not thinking, running for her life. One wrong step and it would all be over.

				She had to hurry. Had to find a way to think clearly, to outsmart this maniac and save herself. She knew that if he shot and killed her on the run, she wouldn’t face the torment of rape, wouldn’t have to endure his sadistic revenge.

				But she wanted to live. That instinct overpowered everything else. She refused to give up, refused to let Carlos win, refused to die.

				Splinters flew from a nearby tree as a second bullet narrowly missed her. Adrenaline surged through her and she ran faster than she’d thought possible, struggling to maintain her balance as she crashed through the tangled undergrowth and jumped over exposed roots.

				The paved road was within sight, not that it would help her now. She had to stay hidden as much as possible. If Carlos wanted to use her for target practice, she wouldn’t make it easy for him by racing down an open highway.

				The moment her feet hit the smooth pavement, she felt as if she were flying. She cut across the highway at an angle and into the jungle on the other side without a pause. She heard a car approach behind her and prayed it would distract Carlos long enough to keep him from noticing where she’d entered the trees.

				In another minute Lorraine knew she’d made a mistake. She hadn’t gone more than twenty or thirty yards when she saw the cliff. Breathing painfully, her heart pounding, she stared down at the rocks jutting out of the river below. A jump or fall would kill her.

				“No, no!” she wept frantically. She backed away from the ledge and started running parallel to the cliff, heading into the brilliant sunlight with the hope that if it blinded her, it would blind Carlos, too.

				She raced ahead, squinting, breathless, fighting panic and fear. Her left eye had started to swell and she could barely see out of it.

				Perhaps that explained why she didn’t see Carlos until it was too late. He stood with the handgun pointed directly at her, his shoulders heaving with exertion.

				Lorraine stopped abruptly. She couldn’t breathe until she leaned forward, arms lifted awkwardly behind her, hauling in deep drafts of air. What surprised her was how calm she felt. Emotionless. Maybe he’d already killed her and she just hadn’t figured it out.

				Then Carlos smiled, that smug smile she’d seen far too often, and Lorraine realized she was very much alive. But his look of triumph told her she wouldn’t be for long.

				* * *

				Marjorie Ellis walked back into her kitchen and sank onto a chair. She’d been serious when she told Gary she intended to hand in her letter of resignation first thing Monday morning. She didn’t want to leave her job, not when she was beginning to establish a new career, form new friendships, make more money. She was proud of her growing success in the corporate world.

				But what else could she do?

				She covered her face with her hands as she tried to analyze why everything had gone so wrong.

				This attraction to Gary Franklin had started early on, she admitted, almost from the day she’d been hired. After Mark’s death, she’d continued working at the bank, but she related well to people, and several of her friends had suggested she try sales. It’d taken her a year to find the courage to give up the security of her nine-to-five job. Then she’d had a couple of negative interviews before landing the job with Med-X. She’d fit in right away; in fact, she’d succeeded beyond her expectations. Everyone had been kind and helpful, offering helpful advice and frequent reassurance.

				Especially Gary Franklin.

				Yes, she’d liked him immediately. In those early weeks he’d been stiff and just a little pompous, but she’d soon discovered that was all a front. She’d worked hard to get him to smile that first time and felt like she’d made a million-dollar sale when he did. His smiles seemed to come more easily and more often after that.

				Only recently had she found out he was engaged. It’d shocked her, and discouraged her, too. He’d never spoken of his fiancée. Not one word. She supposed he was the type of man who left his personal life outside the office.

				Then she’d learned that his fiancée was vacationing out of the country. In Mexico, according to office rumors. It made no sense to Marjorie. The woman Gary had chosen to marry was taking an extended vacation only a few months before her wedding. An extended solo vacation.

				Her mistake, Marjorie acknowledged, had been inviting Gary to dinner and introducing him to Brice. The two of them had hit it off instantly. And it wasn’t just Brice who was crazy about Gary. She’d set herself up for heartache and had done it knowing there was no other possible outcome. Still, she couldn’t seem to stop.

				When she sent him away, Gary had looked lost and at loose ends, a feeling she understood all too well. She’d loved her husband, grieved for him—and now she was so terribly lonely. Since Gary was lonely, too, it’d seemed like a simple act of kindness to ask him over for dinner. A way of reciprocating after all his help. Deep inside, she’d known her invitation was more than a courtesy, more than a gesture of friendliness or compassion. He was engaged; she should avoid any social involvement. But she craved his companionship, his presence. She’d debated the wisdom of it all morning, then thrown caution to the wind and put the burden of refusal on his shoulders. The quickness of his acceptance had calmed her worries. If he didn’t think there was anything wrong with having dinner at her house, she didn’t have to be concerned, either.

				She couldn’t have been more surprised when he kissed her that night. And in all honesty she couldn’t have been more pleased. She reminded herself that it was wrong to feel like this. And what about Brice? Had she set him up for heartache, too? He and Gary had talked baseball all through dinner, and Brice had talked about Gary constantly ever since. It was Gary this and Gary that. Nor had it hurt any that Gary had spent an hour playing catch with her son. It was almost as if he’d come to her house to visit Brice—not that Marjorie minded in the least.

				“I think we should marry him,” her son had announced when she tucked him into bed that night.

				“Brice, I barely know the man.”

				“Then invite him back.”

				How easy this courtship and marriage business was to a nine-year-old boy. “He’s already engaged.”

				Brice’s eyes widened. “You mean he’s gonna marry someone else?”

				“It looks that way.”

				“You gotta do something, Mom.”

				“Any suggestions?” she asked facetiously.

				He frowned and shook his head. “Cook for him again. He really liked your lasagna.”

				Even now, Marjorie couldn’t prevent a smile as she recalled his comment. It sounded like the corny old-fashioned advice her grandmother used to dispense.

				“Mom! Mom!” Brice burst through the door from baseball practice. “Where are you?”

				Marjorie glanced at the clock, surprised that practice was already over. No, it was eleven-thirty, later than she’d realized. “In here,” she called.

				“You’ll never guess what!”

				“Probably not,” she agreed, forcing herself to smile.

				“I saw Gary out front.”

				“Gary Franklin?”

				“He was sitting in his car and he looked pretty miserable. Did the two of you have a fight or something?”

				Marjorie wasn’t sure how to answer that. “Um, not really.”

				“I asked him to come inside, but he said he couldn’t. I was hoping he’d have time to play catch with me, but he said he had to get home. Then you know what he did? Can you guess?” Brice’s eyes blazed with excitement. “He gave me his Ken Griffey, Jr., signed rookie card. Gave it to me, Mom.” Her son held up the card as if he was holding a map for buried treasure. “Is that the coolest thing that’s happened to me in my entire life or what?”

				“He gave you the card?” Marjorie wanted to make certain she hadn’t misunderstood him.

				“For free,” Brice assured her.

				“Did…did he say why?”

				“No, just that he wanted me to have it.” Brice grew quiet then. After a moment he said, “I still think we should marry him. I loved Dad and everything, and I miss him a lot, but I think he’d like Gary, too.”

				Marjorie had felt the same thing herself.

				“Will you?” Brice asked, looking up at her. “Marry him, I mean?”

				Luckily the phone rang before she had a chance to respond. Brice charged across the room as if answering the phone before it rang a second time was a matter of dire consequence.

				He listened for a moment, then said, “It’s for you.” He handed her the portable receiver.

				“Hello,” she said, wishing she’d asked Brice to take a number so she could return the call. She wasn’t in the mood for a chatty conversation with one of her friends from the bank or, worse, a spiel from a telephone solicitor.

				Her disinterested greeting was met with a moment of silence. She was about to check the phone’s batteries when she heard, “It’s Gary.”

				Now it was her turn to lapse into silence.

				“Listen,” he said. She could hear traffic sounds; he was obviously calling from his car. “I don’t want you to quit Med-X. If you refuse to work with me anymore, I’ll understand. You can report to a different supervisor. I’ll—”

				“It isn’t that.”

				“I’ll request a transfer on Monday morning. You won’t have to see me again.”

				Marjorie felt an immediate sense of loss. She wanted to see Gary, considered him her ally and friend. Her intense attraction to him had nothing to do with that. The thought of working at Med-X and not being able to go to him with her problems devastated her. No one else was as patient, as understanding. Not only that, she’d taken over the territory he’d covered before his promotion. She’d found his advice invaluable in dealing with his former clients. Half her success was actually due to him.

				“Don’t do that, Gary,” she whispered.

				Being a perceptive child, Brice left the room.

				“Could we talk?” Gary asked.

				“I… I don’t think so.” Marjorie couldn’t see that it would do any good. She’d only want him to kiss her again and didn’t know if she could disguise her feelings, especially outside the office.

				“I’m an idiot,” Gary said. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”

				“It isn’t you, it’s me.”

				“I should never have kissed you.”

				Marjorie closed her eyes. “It was what I wanted.” What she’d dreamed about for weeks.

				“You did?”

				“It isn’t a good idea for us to talk except at work,” she felt compelled to say. “It’s better for us both if we nip this in the bud and not see each other again. I’ll draft my letter of resignation over the weekend.”

				“You’re serious about quitting Med-X?”

				“Yes.”

				“Even if I request a transfer?”

				“Yes.” The temptation to stay was strong, but she couldn’t let him uproot his life because of her. He’d been with the company far longer than she had. Her leaving was the fairer alternative. Briefly she considered asking for a transfer herself, but knew she’d still see him at the quarterly sales conferences and at other company events. Anyway, she couldn’t tear her son away from his school, his friends, his familiar surroundings.

				“Then I guess there’s nothing I can do, is there? If you think of something, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything.”

				“Oh, Gary…” She felt like crying.

				“Is there anything I can do?” he asked once more.

				“No,” she whispered. She turned off the phone.

				* * *

				Jack had witnessed terror in his life, seen it on the faces of others, even been the cause of it. But nothing from his past could have prepared him for what he felt when he saw Lorraine race across the highway with her hands bound.

				As soon as he’d learned that Jason Applebee had tricked Thomas into giving him information about Lorraine, Jack had tried to reach her at the hotel. When there was no answer in her room, he hurried back. By pure luck he caught sight of her in the rear seat of a black car. Two men in front. Even a fleeting glance told him the driver was Carlos. The other had to be Jason. In a moment of craziness, Jack found a man with a vehicle and paid him an outrageous amount of money for the use of it.

				Still, he was too far behind Carlos and Jason to catch more than a glimpse of the car as they sped through the streets and past the shantytowns that bordered the city. Somewhere along the way he lost sight of the car and drove around frantically, searching with no success. Then he’d taken the jungle road, and that was when he happened upon Lorraine. Carlos wasn’t far behind. Jack saw him run into the trees at a different angle.

				He slammed on the brakes and leaped out of the vehicle, racing after Carlos. He had no weapon. No gun. Not even a knife. But his intuition told him any delay would mean Lorraine’s death. If his lack of weapons meant he died defending her, then so be it.

				The jungle was impossibly thick, and Carlos was nowhere to be seen. Jack soon found what Lorraine must have discovered. A few yards into the dense vegetation, was the edge of a cliff. The river twisted around the jagged rocks below. Jack had never been fond of heights and stepped cautiously back.

				Lorraine’s scream propelled him into action and he fought his way toward her.

				Carlos had her on the ground. Despite her struggles, he’d managed to rip off her blouse and in the process beaten her nearly senseless. Her face was bloody, her eyes swollen shut, and still she fought him, still she struggled.

				Jack had never loved her more or admired her courage as much. With a cry that came from deep within his throat, he launched himself at Carlos.

				Swinging around as he crouched over Lorraine, Carlos pointed a gun directly at him. To Jack’s astonishment, Lorraine heaved herself up from the ground and slammed her head into Carlos’s arm. The gun flew out of his hand and into the trees.

				The reprieve was all Jack needed. He charged the other man, throwing him off Lorraine, but the force of the attack stole his breath. The wound in his shoulder had only partially healed, and his stamina and strength were much lower than normal.

				What Jack lacked in brute strength, he compensated for with skill and finesse, punching Carlos repeatedly on his injured arm.

				The man grunted with pain and returned the favor, barreling his ham-size fist into Jack’s bandaged shoulder.

				Pain spiraled down Jack’s arm and he fell to his knees in agony. For an instant the world went black as he dealt with the crippling pain.

				“You bastard!” Lorraine shouted at Jack’s tormented cry. With a shout of outrage, she flung herself at Carlos, shoving him off balance.

				Carlos staggered, then whirled around, ramming her into a tree. She slumped, unconscious, against its base. Her action—her courage—gave Jack time to let the stars dissolve from his eyes.

				As soon as he could, he entered the fray again, going after Carlos with a vengeance. Carlos didn’t wait for Jack, but raged after him, knocking him off his feet. He had the superior strength, but Jack was fighting for Lorraine’s life as well as his own.

				They broke apart and circled each other. Jack’s eyes held the other man’s, letting him know that this would be a fight to the end. Either he died or Carlos died. There could be no compromise.

				In his weakened condition, Jack knew Carlos had the advantage. His strength would only hold out for so long. He’d lose, and when he did, the bastard would kill Lorraine.

				Carlos lunged for him first, and they ventured dangerously close to the cliff’s edge. Jack heard the rush of the water below. One wrong move and he’d fall to a certain death.

				Out of the corner of his eye he saw that Lorraine had regained consciousness and had started to scrabble frantically, kicking through the underbrush for the gun.

				With his back to the cliff, Jack couldn’t gauge how close he was to the edge. It was then that he knew what he had to do. There was no other way to save Lorraine. No other way to stop Carlos.

				Already he could feel his strength leaving him. Carlos had the momentum, the stamina…the hatred.

				Jack acted quickly—out of need and determination. Out of love. He reached for Carlos and with his last reservoir of strength propelled them both toward the ledge.

				Carlos threw out his arms in a desperate effort to save himself, but it was too late. Both men teetered there for a moment and then they went over.

				The last thing Jack heard as he tumbled over the cliff’s edge was Lorraine’s horrified scream.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIXTEEN

				The Mexican Department of Rescue worked feverishly for the next few hours. Several emergency technicians had been lowered carefully down the side of the cliff and they were now examining the bodies.

				No one could have survived a fall like that. Lorraine had known it the moment she saw the two men sprawled on the shore below. Carlos had struck the rocks and his body lay there, twisted and broken. Jack—her heart stopped beating every time she glanced over the edge—lay on the riverbank, faceup. Lorraine fell to her knees, her pain too much to bear.

				After she’d seen Jack and Carlos go over the cliff, she’d run into the middle of the highway, nearly getting hit by a fast-moving car. Thankfully, the young couple spoke enough English to understand that there’d been a terrible accident. They were the ones who’d contacted the authorities.

				“Miss, miss, we need you to answer questions.” The policeman, whose name tag identified him as Officer de Oro, hunkered down where she knelt. His voice was gentle, concerned. She didn’t mean to ignore him, but his English was difficult to understand. “Can you talk now? Please,” he continued. “There are many questions.”

				“I need to know if he’s alive. I love him.” Her voice cracked and she refused to move away from the cliff edge, refused to stop gazing down at Jack. Illogically she thought that her love would somehow help him if he’d managed to survive.

				“No one could live after such a fall.”

				She knew it without his saying so and merely shook her head. Officer de Oro’s words underscored her worst fears.

				“What happened?”

				Lorraine didn’t know where she could possibly start. “I want my father,” she whispered brokenly, and gave him Thomas’s name. “I need my father. Could I call him, please?”

				“Yes, we’ll arrange that later,” the policeman said. “Who is the dead man on the other side of the road?” he asked urgently. “Can you tell us that much?”

				“Jason Applebee.”

				“American?”

				She nodded. “He’s the man who stole the Kukulcan Star.” Her answer generated an immediate response. Officer de Oro leaped up and called over another policeman. They spoke in hushed tones before the second man hurried to the radio in the patrol car.

				“He no longer has the Star,” Lorraine said in a weak voice.

				“Who does?”

				“The Department of Antiquities.”

				“How can you be sure?” he asked.

				“Because I gave it to them this morning.” Was it only this morning?

				“Do you have the name of the person you gave it to?”

				“Dr. Marcus Molino.”

				He left her to speak to the second officer again. She noticed that the activity far below had increased, and now a member of the rescue squad raced over to speak to the policemen. He was in radio contact with the people working below. Lorraine desperately wanted to understand what was happening.

				“Tell me,” she said, turning to Officer de Oro when he hurried back to her side. “What did he say?”

				“The man on the rocks is dead.”

				Carlos was dead, but she felt no sense of exhilaration. She hardly even felt relief. Instead, she experienced a deep sadness—because she realized the next news she heard would be of Jack’s death.

				He’d died for her. He’d given up his life to save her. He loved her. Neither of them had spoken the words; neither had found the courage to actually say them. But Jack had loved her. And she loved him, more than she’d ever known she was capable of loving.

				What was she going to do? How could she resume her life without him? Right now, it didn’t seem possible.

				The man with the radio spoke to the other police officer again. A flurry of activity followed, with ropes and stretchers being assembled and instructions shouted.

				“What’s happening?” she asked, hope filling her heart. She struggled to her feet. “Tell me, tell me.” She gripped the police officer by the arm and wouldn’t let go until he told her.

				“The second man is alive.”

				She nearly passed out with relief.

				“But barely.”

				“Then we must get him to the hospital! As soon as possible. Please, please hurry.”

				Jack was alive. There was a chance. It bubbled up inside her, this surge of sudden unexpected promise. It was all she could do not to hug the man who’d delivered the news.

				The ambulance was already there. The man from the rescue squad tried to steer her away from the cliff to have her injuries treated, but she wouldn’t leave. Not until she heard the final word on Jack.

				“He’s alive!” She wept openly at the news. “Alive.”

				“Miss, miss, now you see the doctor?”

				“Not until Jack is brought up from the cliff.”

				“But, miss—”

				“I’ll answer all your questions later,” she assured him.

				She kept her gaze trained on Jack, who was being brought up the face of the cliff by perhaps half a dozen men below, as many above, all working together. It astonished her that such a difficult rescue could even be accomplished. She was careful to stay out of everyone’s way. The task seemed to take hours of coordinated effort; in actuality it was less than forty minutes.

				As soon as the men carrying Jack reached the top, he was hurried into the waiting ambulance. The rescue team, their faces red with exertion, stepped back from the vehicle.

				Before anyone could protest, Lorraine climbed into the back of the ambulance with the medical technician.

				Once inside, Lorraine got her first look at Jack. As a nurse practitioner she’d worked with accident victims before, but this was the worst she’d ever seen. She was appalled by the extent of his injuries. It was a miracle he wasn’t dead. She felt for the pulse in his neck, which was almost too faint to register. His internal injuries had to be massive, and he’d obviously broken a number of bones. Most likely he’d received a spinal injury.

				The medical technician worked frantically, getting Jack hooked up to an IV and combating the effects of shock. Lorraine simply watched, holding Jack’s limp hand. Watched and prayed.

				The siren began to wail as they started down the highway.

				* * *

				The next two days were a blur in Lorraine’s mind. Jack was taken almost immediately into surgery. His injuries proved as extensive as she’d feared, with plenty of room for complications and problems. She refused to leave his bedside, even when her father appeared.

				As soon as Thomas Dancy took one look at her, she could see he was badly shaken. Both her eyes had been blackened, her nose broken, and the gash in the back of her head had needed fifteen stitches. Funny how she hadn’t felt a thing, not one second of pain, from the moment Jack went over the cliff.

				Every ounce of energy she had she gave to Jack. All her strength, her will, everything she had to give. He had to stay alive.

				“Raine?” Her father stood by the hospital bed where Jack remained unconscious, attached to various monitors.

				She fell into his arms, desperately needing his support. “I love him so much.” She understood now that she’d never really been in love. What she and Gary had was more friendship than passion. They were friends and companions, fond of each other but not in love. In many ways Gary had been her mother’s choice rather than her own.

				“Can you tell me what happened?” Thomas asked.

				“Not now.” Others assumed she was fragile, that her state of mind had been compromised by her ordeal. Perhaps they were right; she was no longer a good judge of such things. Not that it mattered. What was important was being with Jack. She thought of nothing and no one else.

				“Raine,” her father urged. “Come to the hotel. Sleep.”

				“No.” She shook her head. “I never told him,” she said, glancing away from Jack to briefly meet her father’s eyes. “I won’t leave him.”

				“He loves you, too?” her father asked in a hesitant voice.

				“Oh, yes,” she whispered, knowing she could never explain in words the special relationship they’d shared. She’d never doubted or questioned Jack’s love, just as he’d never doubted hers for him. It was something neither of them could or would say. For Jack, love was an emotion he couldn’t afford to express to a woman he assumed was married. As for herself, she’d gambled, certain she’d have time enough to tell him the truth.

				If he died now, they both lost.

				Her father sat with her. After the first barrage of concerned questions, he’d asked no more, and she appreciated that. It was as if he understood she had to see this to the end. Whatever that end might be.

				The hospital was quiet. Night settled around her as she stayed at Jack’s bedside, alone now. She held his hand in hers and pressed her lips to the inside of his wrist.

				“Once you’re out of here,” she told him, “we’ll—”

				She wasn’t allowed to finish. His heart monitor started to blare, a piercing alarm that shattered the night and brought hospital staff running. A glance at the electronic readout showed one long straight line. Cardiac arrest.

				* * *

				Gary Franklin had decided he would refuse Marjorie’s letter of resignation. This wasn’t a personal decision, he convinced himself, but one he’d made out of concern for the company. After months of training, Med-X had invested a lot of money in Marjorie Ellis, and it would be a detriment to the organization if she left now.

				Just as he’d suspected, he found her letter on his desk Monday morning. Knowing exactly what he intended to do, Gary grabbed it and walked briskly to her office.

				Marjorie looked up in surprise when he entered and closed the door. “I can’t accept this,” he announced.

				“Can’t or won’t?” she challenged.

				“Both.” He gave her the company line, explaining that Med-X would lose a substantial sum of money if she resigned.

				“Then I’ll train my replacement before I go,” she offered.

				He hesitated.

				“You can’t force me to continue working here.”

				She had a point. “No, but I’d consider it a personal favor if you didn’t leave the company in a bind. Also, you’re working out beautifully here and we’d hate to lose you.”

				Marjorie sagged in her chair. He noted that she’d already loaded half the contents of her drawers into a cardboard box.

				“I’m hoping you’ll reconsider.”

				She wouldn’t look at him. “I can’t… I won’t.”

				“If that’s what you want, okay, but…” He couldn’t find a diplomatic way of telling her how important it was to him that she remain at Med-X. Nothing to do with the company. He wanted her on the job for purely selfish reasons.

				“Why is it so critical for you to leave?” At first he’d assumed it was because of his…advances, he supposed the term was. But he’d analyzed each time they’d kissed, plus a few remarks she’d made, and realized she’d wanted him to kiss her. She’d enjoyed their kisses as much as he had.

				“Why?” Her head came up and she stared at him. “You’re engaged to another woman. I won’t be your last fling. I’m not interested in an affair, Gary.”

				“An affair?” He nearly choked on the words. Not once had it entered his mind that she’d believe he was suggesting such a thing.

				“Well, what else am I supposed to think?” she asked defensively. “That’s where we were headed.”

				Gary couldn’t deny the electricity between them or the truth of what she said. They had been headed directly for the bedroom. “You’re right,” he said, hardly aware he’d spoken aloud.

				“I won’t hurt this woman who’s promised to be your wife….”

				“Lorraine.”

				“Furthermore, I won’t be part of something illicit. Some furtive noon-hour affair.”

				That felt like a slap in the face. “I didn’t, wouldn’t…” He was too flustered to continue.

				“Yes, you would. We both would.”

				“Okay,” he said, thinking fast. “But now that we’re aware of the pitfalls, we’ll be careful. Before you walk away from a good job, why don’t you take a couple of days, give this some real thought.”

				She seemed to be considering his words.

				“It’s easy to let our emotions get carried away, but you’re important to this company.” And to me. But he didn’t say it aloud.

				Frowning, Marjorie bit her lower lip. “I’ll give it a week.”

				“Good.” A load had been lifted from his shoulders. He returned her letter of resignation and hurried back to his office.

				A number of business concerns demanded his attention, but he left them, his mind awhirl. Everything Marjorie had said was true. He was engaged. The thought of kissing another woman shouldn’t have entered his mind. But he had kissed Marjorie, and he’d enjoyed it more than anything.

				Sure, he missed Lorraine. Quite a bit in the beginning, but she’d been away for such a long time he didn’t know what to think anymore. Even her father couldn’t give him a definite answer about when she’d be back.

				One thing was certain—he couldn’t marry her. Not now.

				It seemed like a simple decision, and he didn’t understand why it’d taken him so long to reach it. If he truly loved Lorraine, he wouldn’t be this attracted to Marjorie.

				He jumped up from his chair and marched down the hallway to her office. When he saw she was talking on the phone, he felt intense disappointment. As soon as he could, he’d tell her….

				Soon after that, he had a lunch meeting with a major distributor and then he spent the afternoon preparing a report for the company’s CEO. Marjorie had gone out on some local calls. Before he knew it, the day was over.

				Not until he was in his car did he think about stopping at her house. He probably shouldn’t, but the thought of seeing her again was a temptation too great to resist.

				Brice came running over the minute Gary parked in front of the house.

				“How’re you doin’, kiddo?” Gary asked, and playfully jerked the bill of the boy’s baseball cap down over his forehead.

				“Great! Are you coming to see my mom?”

				“Yeah. Is she around?”

				“Yup.”

				Worried that she might not appreciate his entering the house unannounced, Gary asked, “Would you mind telling her I’m here?”

				“Sure. She’ll be glad.” The boy dashed up the steps and through the door; half a minute later Marjorie appeared. Gary could tell by the way she hesitated when she saw him that she felt flustered.

				“Hello, Gary.”

				“Marjorie.” She remained on the top porch step, arms folded protectively.

				“I won’t take much of your time,” he said, standing a safe distance away on the lawn. “I came to a decision today, and I want you to know what it is, since it definitely concerns you.”

				“Concerns me how? What kind of decision?”

				“As you pointed out, I’m engaged. But I’ve learned something—I don’t want to be engaged anymore. Lorraine and I… I don’t know. She’s terrific. Great. We dated for quite a while, and I more or less decided it was time to get married. She felt the same way. That’s why it happened. But I’m breaking off the engagement.”

				“Is she back from Mexico or wherever she went?”

				“No.” He’d thought about that, too. If she was in Louisville, he’d talk to her that very day.

				“So she doesn’t know?” Marjorie pressed.

				“Not yet, but I don’t think she’ll be too disappointed.”

				“How can you say that?” Marjorie demanded with such outrage, Gary retreated a step in surprise.

				“There was no passion between us. No…sparks.” He hadn’t realized that until he’d kissed Marjorie. The sizzle between them was strong enough to shoot sparks into tomorrow.

				“Sparks.” She arched a brow.

				“I’m not a fickle man, Marjorie. I want you to know that.”

				She didn’t reveal any emotion. “Are you breaking the engagement because of me?”

				Gary wasn’t sure how to answer. The best policy was the truth, so he met her look squarely, unwilling to discount the intensity of what he felt for her. “Yes. I’ve been waiting all my life for you. I won’t let you slip through my fingers now.”

				“Oh, Gary.” She was actually crying.

				“Invite him to dinner, Mom.” Brice stood at the screen door.

				“Thanks, but I should be leaving.” Gary headed back to his car.

				“Gary.”

				He turned around.

				She was wiping her eyes with one sleeve. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

				More than she’d ever know. “Would you like me to?”

				She smiled and nodded, then held out her hand to him.

				Gary didn’t need a second invitation.

				* * *

				Jack didn’t know where he was. He opened his eyes and bright lights blinded him. He wondered if he was dead, then decided he was in too much pain for that. Pain was a good sign. It meant he was alive.

				A nurse stood at his bedside, along with an elderly physician.

				“Doctor?” Jack asked in Spanish.

				The older man turned to him and smiled when he realized Jack was conscious. “So you’ve decided to return to the land of the living, have you?”

				“How long have I been out?”

				“A week.”

				The last thing Jack remembered was the convincing knowledge that he was about to die and take Carlos with him.

				“How do you feel, Mr. Keller?”

				“Like I fell off a cliff.”

				The physician grinned.

				“How’s the other guy?” He hoped to hell Carlos was dead.

				“Mr. Applebee?”

				“Him, too.”

				“Unfortunately, both Mr. Applebee and Mr. Caracol were pronounced dead at the scene.”

				“Carlos Caracol?” Jack wasn’t taking any chances. Jason’s death was news to him, but there hadn’t exactly been time to ask Lorraine questions.

				“You and your wife are the only two to survive.”

				Jack didn’t correct the assumption, but turned his head away, not wanting to think about Lorraine.

				“Your wife has been at your bedside from the moment you were brought into the hospital,” the nurse told him. “She wouldn’t leave you.”

				“How is she?” Jack’s memory was foggy, but he knew Lorraine had taken one hell of a beating. “Where is she?”

				“She’s with her father having lunch,” the doctor said. “Against her wishes, I might add. As for her injuries, she’s much better. Or she will be as soon as I tell her you’re conscious.”

				Jack closed his eyes.

				“You gave us quite a scare recently.”

				“I did?” Jack’s eyes fluttered open again.

				“You went into cardiac arrest a couple of days ago. It’s been touch-and-go ever since. You have a strong will to live, Mr. Keller.”

				“It’s his wife,” the nurse corrected. “She said she refused to let you die.”

				He grinned. That sounded like Lorraine, all right.

				“For days she’s been sitting at your bedside, talking about your future together. She said she wants your child.”

				Jack’s grin faded. Apparently Lorraine had decided to file for divorce. She was going to do it, going to ruin her life for him. He could see it happening already. She’d return to Louisville and rip apart two lives. Jack couldn’t let her throw away her marriage because of him.

				“Doctor,” he said from between gritted teeth. He hardly had the strength to talk. He clutched the man’s coat sleeve in an effort to convey the urgency of his request.

				“Do you need something for the pain?”

				“No.”

				“I’ll get your wife,” the nurse said.

				“No!”

				“Calm down, Mr. Keller. Whatever is wrong, we can take care of it.”

				Jack doubted that. “The woman out there isn’t my wife.”

				He watched as they stared at him in stunned disbelief.

				“She’s wearing a wedding band,” the nurse said, as if to disqualify his statement.

				“She loves you,” the physician said, frowning. “She’s been unwilling to leave you this entire time. The only way we were able to get her out of the room now was because of her—”

				“That ring was given to her by another man.”

				Both the nurse and the doctor continued to stare at him.

				“If you go out there and tell Lorraine I’m alive, you’ll be responsible for breaking up a marriage, for destroying a family.” His hand tightened on the physician’s sleeve. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

				The doctor’s gaze connected with his.

				“I love her, too,” Jack whispered. He could feel the darkness closing in.

				“What do you want me to do?”

				“Tell her I died.”

				“No, Mr. Keller, that isn’t possible.”

				“Tell her I died or…or I’ll ruin her life.” He had trouble saying the words. They stumbled off the end of his tongue.

				“You love her that much?”

				“Yes.”

				“Mr. Keller—”

				“Do it…please.” He wasn’t a man who begged or pleaded, but he was reduced to it now. “She has a husband. A good man who loves her…who knows nothing about me.”

				The physician took a long time deciding, then, as if he found it acutely difficult, finally agreed with a nod.

				“Thank you,” Jack whispered. He could rest now. Could shut his eyes and sink into the beckoning oblivion.

				He heard the soft crush of footsteps as the physician walked out of the room.

				Jack lost track of time. It could have been five minutes, possibly ten; he didn’t know. The next thing he heard was Lorraine’s agonized scream.

				“No, no! Please, no!”

				Hearing her wrenched his heart. The sound of her sobs followed. Plaintive, pitiful, filled with an agony that touched all who heard them.

				Jack closed his eyes and wished he could close off his hearing, as well.

				From this point forward, he was dead to Lorraine and she was dead to him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

				Six months passed before Lorraine was able to sleep through the night. Each time she awoke, an intense sadness settled over her—worse even than the harsh grief she’d felt at the unexpectedness of her mother’s death. Often she lay in bed, grateful for the darkness, for the silence, and clutched the memories of Jack to her heart.

				Finally she understood the poet’s claim that it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. In years past she’d scoffed at those very words, considered them foolish. No more. Even though she would have escaped this pain if she’d never met Jack, she knew she’d gladly go through it all again. Those weeks with him were the most precious of her life. She treasured each and every day.

				It hurt, this pain that was sharper than anything she’d ever known, and still she was grateful.

				“You’ve changed,” Gary told her when they met for lunch early in the month of November.

				She could only agree.

				“You seem more…resilient.”

				“Talking about people who’ve changed,” she said, turning the tables on him, “I hardly recognize you anymore.” They sat in a Thai restaurant, one they’d frequented while dating.

				Gary had the good grace to blush. “I credit it all to love.”

				Had she never known Jack, Gary’s words would have offended her, but oddly enough she understood. Jack’s love had changed her, too.

				Her former fiancé had married Marjorie Ellis within a month of Lorraine’s return. At the time she’d been in too much pain to really care. Only later did she experience a bitterness mingled with regret and relief. She was happy for Gary and Marjorie, but it hurt that she’d tried to be thoughtful of him and he hadn’t afforded her the same consideration.

				In time she got over those feelings and found herself pleased that her friend had fallen in love. She’d always enjoyed Gary’s company. But she knew she’d never truly loved him. Not the way she’d loved Jack. Her fondness for Gary couldn’t compare to the intensity of what she felt for the man who’d given his life to save hers.

				Gary set aside his menu. Lorraine wondered why he bothered to look. For as long as she could remember, he’d ordered the same dish every time they ate at the Thai Garden.

				“Marjorie should be here any minute,” he said. His eyes brightened as he said his wife’s name.

				Lorraine had met Marjorie on a number of occasions and liked her a great deal. She approved of the changes that loving Marjorie had brought about in Gary. He was more relaxed and spontaneous, more sensitive to others. It was obvious that they were meant to be a couple.

				“Sorry I’m late,” Marjorie said as she rushed toward the table. Slipping off her shoes, she stepped up to the padded cushions and lowered herself beside Gary in the private booth. “The doctor was behind schedule and—” She stopped abruptly as if she’d said something she shouldn’t have.

				It took Lorraine a moment to discern her meaning. “You’re pregnant!” she said, eyeing the two of them.

				Gary and Marjorie both seemed to freeze, awaiting her reaction.

				“That’s absolutely wonderful!” Lorraine was genuinely delighted. “I’m thrilled for you.” She reached across the table and squeezed Marjorie’s hand. “How far along?”

				“Three months,” Marjorie said. Gary, who’d never demonstrated a burning desire for parenthood, simply beamed.

				“We didn’t want to wait, seeing that Brice is already nine,” he said.

				“We didn’t want to wait, period.” Marjorie smiled as she flattened her hand over her stomach. “The baby was a surprise, but not an unwelcome one.”

				Now Lorraine understood why Gary had invited her to lunch. “You’re going to make a great father,” she said, and meant it.

				“I’m a little nervous about a baby, but Brice said if he could put up with dirty diapers and fussy infants, then so could I.”

				“Gary’s great with Brice,” Marjorie told her.

				“I think that’s because he finally has someone his own age to play with,” Lorraine teased. The two women laughed, and so did Gary. Actually, Lorraine figured, it wasn’t far from the truth. Gary was crazy about baseball, and apparently so was Brice. Lorraine had recently stopped by the house on a Sunday afternoon and discovered Gary and Brice glued to the television, watching the World Series. They’d given each other high fives and hooted noisily until Marjorie and Lorraine were forced to adjourn to the kitchen.

				“I prefer to think that Brice is mature for his age,” Gary muttered.

				The waitress came for their order. She glanced at Gary and Lorraine several times as if to say something wasn’t right. It was a look they often received when Marjorie joined them. Since they’d dated for so long, people naturally seemed to consider them a couple.

				“What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” Marjorie asked.

				Was it that time of year already? Lorraine could hardly believe it. For months now she’d been dragging herself through each day, praying for the strength to endure, the courage to continue alone. That was the key word. Alone.

				She was grateful now that her mother’s house hadn’t sold. Soon after her return from Mexico, she’d moved in, needing the comfort of familiar things around her.

				“We’d like it if you could join us for dinner on Thanksgiving,” Marjorie said.

				Lorraine heard the invitation, but didn’t respond until she noticed that Marjorie and Gary were waiting for her answer. Both regarded her with concern. Suddenly she realized the invitation had been prompted by guilt as much as affection. It wasn’t necessary; neither of them needed to feel guilty on her account. If Gary hadn’t beaten her to it, she would have broken off the engagement herself.

				“I… I’m not sure,” Lorraine said.

				“Will you be visiting your father?” Gary asked.

				“No.” Her quick response concealed neither her anger nor her pain. She didn’t want to think about Thomas Dancy and in fact had refused to deal with the emotions that beset her every time his name was mentioned.

				He should have told Lorraine the truth about Azucena, but instead, had left her to discover it on her own. That was, perhaps, what hurt the most. Thomas had failed her the same way he’d failed her mother. All those years, Virginia had loved him, idolized him, been faithful to him. Not once had she looked at another man. Not once had she been disloyal to his memory.

				When Jack was first taken to the hospital, she’d turned to her father for emotional support, but she regretted that now. He’d tried to comfort her when the doctor came to tell her Jack had died, but she was beyond solace.

				As soon as it could be arranged, she’d returned to Louisville, where she belonged. Her father had written her a number of times since, but she hadn’t answered his letters. Wouldn’t have known what to say if she had. Thomas Dancy had made a new life for himself, had another wife, other children. She was part of the painful past, tied to a dead marriage and a woman he’d betrayed. It would be better for everyone if she stayed out of his world—and kept him out of hers.

				“Lorraine? We were talking about Thanksgiving?” Gary’s voice cut into her musings.

				“Oh, sorry,” she whispered. “I’ll let you know, okay?”

				“Are you ready to talk about what happened in Mexico yet?” The question came from Marjorie, asked with kindness and compassion. Without Lorraine’s ever having spoken about it, Marjorie knew she’d endured some horrible trauma.

				“No,” she said brokenly, “not yet.” And perhaps not ever. Lorraine hadn’t shared her memories of Jack. Not with Gary and Marjorie or her friends at work.

				Gary was right. She was different, and always would be for having loved and lost Jack. Really, what could she tell them? How could she explain that she’d died that day in the jungle outside Mexico City? How could she explain that she only went through the motions of living now? That she struggled to make sense out of life and death, struggled to gain acceptance and peace in a world that seemed devoid of both?

				* * *

				Jack endured six hideous months. The pain was physical, the suffering emotional. Twice now he’d fallen in love, and both times it had been a disaster. Each day he lay in his hospital bed, the pain so bad it was impossible to sleep. But he welcomed the physical agony. It diverted his attention from thoughts of Lorraine.

				His back, he learned, had been broken. That came as no surprise. Nor did the five other broken bones, plus internal injuries. The doctors hadn’t made any promises about walking again. Most seemed surprised he’d survived, but no one more so than Jack. He would have shaken hands with death any number of times. Been glad to give up the fight. Even now he cursed God for playing such a cruel trick. If he’d wanted a reward for the noble gesture of sending Lorraine back to her husband, this wasn’t it.

				The second week of November, Jack stood on his own for the first time since he’d entered the hospital. Stood, not walked. Sweat broke out across his brow at the amount of energy required to maintain an upright position.

				Someone clapped loudly behind him.

				Jack dared not glance over his shoulder for fear of losing his balance, precarious at best.

				“Good going.”

				“Murphy?” Jack couldn’t believe his ears. His knees gave out on him, and he fell back into his wheelchair. His strength deserted him; otherwise he would have whirled the chair around and cursed out his friend. He wasn’t in the mood for company, and he didn’t want anyone’s sympathy.

				Murphy’s long strides devoured the distance between them. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

				Jack turned purposefully away. “What are you doing here?”

				“What else? I came to see you.”

				Jack didn’t meet Murphy’s eyes. “Then you made a wasted trip.”

				His friend walked a circle around him, shaking his head. “A fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into this time.”

				Jack ignored the comment. He knew Letty and Murphy had been phoning weekly for updates on his condition, talking to Dr. Berilo and the hospital staff. Jack hadn’t wanted to talk to them himself and hoped they’d get the message. Apparently they hadn’t.

				“Doc says you can leave the hospital soon,” Murphy said, facing Jack.

				“So I understand.”

				“Have you decided where you’re going?”

				“No.” Jack preferred not to think about the future. His one and only decision had been to sell Scotch on Water. He couldn’t go back to the cabin cruiser. Every night he’d be haunted by the memory of Lorraine and their time together.

				“Are you returning to the boat?”

				“Sold it,” Jack muttered.

				“You sold Scotch on Water?” Murphy didn’t seem to believe it. “But you loved that boat.”

				“That time of my life has passed.” It was all he intended to say on the subject. Murphy would never know the real reason.

				“Don’t you think it would’ve been better to wait and make such a drastic decision later?”

				“Drop it!” he barked.

				Murphy sat down in a nearby chair.

				“Is that why you’re here?” Jack asked sarcastically. “To check up on the boat?”

				“No. Letty sent me. Said I was to bring you home.”

				Jack snorted. “Not on your life.”

				“Hey, good buddy, you don’t know my wife the way I do. That woman is stubborn. When she told me to bring you back, I knew I’d better do it.”

				Arguing was a waste of energy, but he wasn’t going to involve Murphy and Letty in his troubles. “I’ll take care of myself,” he insisted.

				Murphy gave no indication he’d heard. “Letty had me working on the old foreman’s house. She’s cleaned and repainted the place and ordered a hospital bed and whatever else Dr. Berilo suggested. She also had me widen the doorways to accommodate your wheelchair.”

				“I plan to walk again.”

				“You will,” Murphy said swiftly. “This is just until you’re able to get around on your own. I’m telling you, Jack, you don’t know my wife. That woman’s unstoppable once she sets her mind on something. I don’t dare come back without you.”

				Well, Letty would just have to be disappointed, Jack thought.

				“Another thing. Letty and Francine have been talking up a storm. Last I heard, Francine’s hired a physical therapist who’s flying out to work with you.”

				“Is that a fact?” Jack asked with a heavy dose of sarcasm. He appreciated all the trouble Letty and Francine, the wife of another ex-mercenary friend, had gone to, but he’d rather stay in Mexico.

				“I tried to explain to Letty that you’d prefer your own company. I tried, Jack, I really did, but she said you need family now and we’re the only family you’ve got.”

				“I’m not a charity case.”

				“I should say not!” Murphy snapped. “You’re paying for that physical therapist.”

				“Letty doesn’t have time for this.”

				“I know that, too. With three children under the age of four, she’s got plenty to do without worrying about you, but she’s convinced you’ll recuperate faster at the ranch with us than anywhere else.”

				Again Jack reserved his strength rather than argue. Murphy could say what he wanted, but Jack had no intention of allowing his longtime friends to play nursemaid to him.

				Three days later, however, Jack was loaded onto a medically equipped private plane and made the long trip from Mexico City to Boothill, Texas. He wasn’t pleased to have Murphy step in and take charge of his life. But at this point Jack’s options were few.

				He needed physical rehabilitation, plus people to assist him. And time. Lots of that. But it’d take more than time for him to heal. He’d never be the same again, emotionally or physically, and he knew it.

				* * *

				The flight to the ranch exhausted him, and staying awake long enough to get himself settled in the foreman’s house was about all he could manage.

				Just as Murphy had said, the structure, which was some distance from the main house, had been set up as a miniature hospital, complete with a bed, wheelchair, walker and more. He fell into a deep sleep the minute he pulled the covers over himself.

				His dreams were full of Lorraine. Of her lying in his arms, talking about movies while he tried not to kiss her. Of the two of them sleeping, arms and legs entwined, on the deck, gazing up at the moon. He could hear the sound of her laughter. It rang in his ears like a forgotten melody. He felt the softness of her skin against his. It seemed so real.

				His eyes fluttered open and he saw a figure sitting in the dark, rocking back and forth in a high-backed wooden chair.

				“Lorraine?” he whispered. It had to be her. Must be her. Heaven help him, he didn’t have the will to send her away a second time. How had she found him? Who’d told her?

				“It’s Letty,” Murphy’s wife said.

				The disappointment was almost too painful to bear.

				“Sleep,” she murmured.

				He yearned to tell her he’d done enough of that in the past six months. If there was any justice in the world, he’d—

				Jack’s musings were interrupted by the sound of someone else coming into the room.

				“How’s he doing?” Murphy asked.

				“He woke up briefly. He seemed to think I was someone named Lorraine, but he’s asleep now.”

				Jack would’ve loved to shock them both by bolting upright, but he hadn’t the strength. It demanded more than he could muster even to open his eyes.

				“Did he tell you about her?” Letty asked.

				“Not a word. He’ll say something when he’s ready.”

				Letty seemed to consider her husband’s statement. “He’ll recover.”

				“Dr. Berilo said as much.”

				“I mean emotionally,” Letty explained. “He loved Marcie and regrouped after they split up. He’ll do it again.”

				Little did she know, Jack thought. Technically Letty was right; he had loved Marcie. But what he felt for Lorraine was far stronger. He’d willingly surrendered a large part of himself, his heart, his very being—his life—when he’d asked Dr. Berilo to tell Lorraine he was dead.

				It had been a noble thing to do, or so Jack had believed. What he hadn’t realized at the time was how close to the truth that lie actually was. Without Lorraine, he found little purpose in life. Without her he was empty. He’d been willing to die so she could live. Now he had a more difficult task to accomplish.

				He had to learn to live without her.

				“He must love her the way I love you,” Murphy said.

				In that moment Jack understood why he considered Murphy his family. Murphy knew him like no one else.

				“Yes,” Letty whispered.

				They were right, both of them. Jack loved Lorraine with that same intensity. Enough to send her away. Enough to make his own life hell because she was no longer part of it and never would be again.

				* * *

				Thomas Dancy dismissed his last class, but remained in the classroom as he often did these days. He sat at his desk and studied his schedule, although his thoughts weren’t on his work.

				His American friend was dead, and Lorraine seemed to blame him. It was the only reason Thomas could conceive of for the fact that she completely ignored his letters.

				Almost six months earlier he’d received a hysterical phone call from her about Jack. He’d immediately left the school and joined her at the hospital in Mexico City. Along with Raine, he’d kept vigil at Jack’s bedside while his friend hovered near death. For countless hours, he’d talked to the hospital staff in an effort to glean what information he could. It was from the nurses that he came to understand the gravity of the situation. In his own way he’d attempted to prepare Raine for the worst.

				When the inevitable happened, his daughter had wept as he’d never heard a woman weep. In her grief she’d collapsed against him. Her agony clawed at his heart, and Thomas recognized anew how much he loved his daughter. Her pain was even worse for him than the loss of his friend.

				He was the one who led her out of the hospital, who spoke to the doctor and, with his help, made the burial arrangements. He’d had only a glimpse of the body through the door of Jack’s room; it was all he could stand. Later that day, he’d tried to bring Lorraine home with him. She’d politely declined, which had confused him. Now, like her mother, she wouldn’t answer his letters, and as each day passed without word, she broke his heart.

				This was crueler than Ginny’s abandonment. He’d accepted his wife’s decision, but had pleaded with her when Raine turned twenty-one to tell their daughter the truth, allow her to make her own judgments.

				Raine had done that, it seemed, and rejected him. Rejected his love.

				This grief was the most painful yet.

				“Thomas?”

				Azucena stood at his classroom door. She was by herself, which was rare, and his fears were immediate.

				“Is everything all right? The children?”

				“They’re fine,” she assured him as she walked into the room. “They’re with Consuela.” Her cousin.

				Azucena’s beauty was unassuming, and at first glance few would find her pretty. He’d been guilty of that himself. For years he’d used her body as an escape from a hell of his own making. He’d loved Ginny, pretended in the dark of night that it was his wife’s body he sank into, his wife who cried out in joy as she received him. But it had been Azucena who slept next to him, Azucena who comforted him when the dream came, who woke up with him in the morning. Azucena who gave him a second chance at life and bore him three wonderful sons.

				Azucena who was his wife now.

				She was by far the most beautiful woman he’d ever known, and his heart swelled with love at the sight of her. He started to get up, but she stopped him.

				“Stay,” she instructed.

				“Stay?”

				“I need you to write a letter for me.”

				“You don’t need me to write your letters.”

				“In English.”

				His curiosity was keen now. “To whom?”

				Azucena’s gentle smile reached out to him. “Your daughter.”

				Nothing could have surprised him more. He wanted to tell her it would do no good. He’d poured out his heart to Raine, pleaded with her to respond—and she’d refused, with no explanation and apparently no regret. Her silence baffled him. Hurt him.

				He took out a fresh sheet of paper and a pen while Azucena removed a folded paper from her pocket. “Please translate this into English for me,” she said, and handed him the letter.

				Thomas read it over and frowned. He read it a second time, then slowly set it aside. He loved Azucena, but she was a simple woman with little education or knowledge of the world. “I don’t think—”

				“If you love me, you will do this.”

				It was unusual for her to ask anything of him. Thomas felt he had no choice. Besides, what did he have to lose? Lorraine hadn’t responded to his letters, and he sincerely doubted she’d respond to Azucena’s heartfelt message, either.

				November 21

				Dear Lorraine Dancy,

				If I could put my arms around you and comfort you, I would. Your grief must be very great. You’ve lost your mother and Jack, and now choose not to answer your father’s letters. I can only assume that you are disappointed in the man your father has become. As his wife, I feel I must come to his defense.

				Your father is a good man. He loves you and he deeply loved your mother. Many times it was her name he whispered in our bed. I pretended not to notice. Only when he learned that I carried his child did he tell me about his daughter. He spoke of you with such tenderness that my fears vanished. You see, until then I didn’t know how your father would react to my pregnancy. At that moment I realized he would love our child, too, even though he didn’t love the mother. At least not then. He does now, very much, and we have three sons. Your brothers.

				Thomas is afraid that you blame him for Jack’s death, and that is the reason you haven’t answered his letters. I think there is another reason. I think you have ignored his pleas because of me. In many ways I understand. My skin is darker than yours, and I don’t speak your language. Nor am I beautiful like your mother was. Perhaps my greatest fault is that I love your father.

				But, Lorraine Dancy, you love him, too. I know this. You would not have traveled to another country to see him if not for love. At the death of your mother, you sought out your father. You needed him then, but I wonder if you realize how much you need him now. When Jack was in the hospital, it was your father you asked to see. Your father who rushed to your side, who held you as you wept, who cried with you. You need your father, and he needs you.

				You love Thomas. I love Thomas, and in return he loves us both.

				We are your family and you are ours. Please. I beg you not to shut him out of your life. For your sake and for his.

				Azucena Dancy

				Thomas read the letter twice to make the translation as accurate as possible. When he finished, he took Azucena’s hand and kissed her palm.

				“I thank God for you,” he whispered.

				She slipped her arm around his shoulders and pressed his face against her soft belly.

				“You’ll come home now?” she asked.

				Thomas nodded. Many afternoons he lingered at the school, not wishing to darken the home with his bleak mood or trouble his family with his sense of failure and loss.

				“Good,” she said.

				Together they walked past the tiny post office and mailed the letter. But after all these months of silence from Raine, Thomas didn’t hold out much hope she’d answer.

				He turned to Azucena that night and made love to her for the first time in weeks. Afterward he held her close, grateful for her presence in his life. Mentally he released his daughter, set her free. He couldn’t use her rejection as an excuse to punish himself any longer. He had a new family now, and Raine was welcome to join him and Azucena or make her own life without them. The choice was hers.

				To his surprise, a letter arrived from Raine a week before Christmas.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

				It was Azucena’s letter that persuaded Lorraine to confront her feelings about her father. She suspected Christmas had something to do with it, too. All around her, people were celebrating the festive season with their families. Lorraine had no family. And the only man she’d ever truly loved was dead.

				She hadn’t stayed in Mexico for the funeral and deeply regretted that now. But at the time it had been more than she could bear. Perhaps she’d feel a greater sense of closure—as everyone called it these days—if she’d stayed in Mexico City. She hadn’t even wanted to see the body; that wasn’t Jack, that lifeless shell, bandaged and hooked up to monitors and IVs.

				And she hadn’t been able to tolerate the thought of being with her father, knowing how he’d misled her. She’d only wanted to leave Mexico.

				Never had she felt more like an orphan. She missed her mother dreadfully, and the small traditions they’d observed over the years didn’t feel right when she performed them by herself.

				She did manage to dredge up the enthusiasm to buy a Christmas tree. But it sat undecorated for nearly a week before she started to trim it.

				Halfway through the project, she realized her heart wasn’t in it. She paused, sat down at her computer and without forethought, started writing to her father and Azucena.

				December 14

				Dear Dad and Azucena,

				Standing alone in front of the Christmas tree convinced me to write. That and Azucena’s letter.

				She’s right, I do need you. I wish I didn’t. I lived without you nearly all my life, so it shouldn’t be difficult to go on pretending you really are dead, the way Mom told me. But I find that impossible.

				You made a new life for yourself, started another family. After being alone for more than six months now, I’m beginning to appreciate what it must have been like for you without Mom and me. At one time, I believed that you’d betrayed your marriage vows to Mother, but I don’t feel that way anymore.

				Azucena, thank you for opening my eyes. Thank you for having the courage to write me and defend my father. He is a good man.

				Dad. I don’t blame you for Jack’s death. How could I? If anything I’m thankful, so very thankful, that you brought me to him that fateful evening. In fact, loving Jack has helped me understand why Mom did the things she did.

				From the day I found your letter and realized you were alive, I’ve been agonizing over one question. What made Mom lie to me? Why did she tell me you were dead? Especially since her love for you was so unmistakable. I saw it in her eyes any time she mentioned your name. Your wedding photo was on her bedside table, so it was the last thing she saw at night and the first thing every morning.

				Now I think I understand a little better. Mom was the kind of woman who only loves once. She never divorced you or remarried because she gave her heart completely and totally to you. Why she lied to me, I can’t say, but I have no doubt of her absolute devotion to you. I understand because it was that way with Jack and me. Now, here’s the shocking part of our relationship. I disliked him on sight and he felt much the same about me. Because I wore Mom’s wedding band, he assumed I was married, and I let him think it. Many times since, I’ve regretted not telling him the truth. There just didn’t seem an easy way to do it and when I tried he wouldn’t listen. I thought there’d be plenty of opportunities to explain after I’d squared things with Gary.

				You see, Dad, Jack and I weren’t lovers, and yet we shared an intimacy I could never hope to find with anyone else. He is the only man I’ve ever truly loved. Mom and I are alike in that way. So, Dad, I don’t blame you for what happened with Jack. Like I said, I’m grateful to you for bringing him into my life.

				Again, Azucena, thank you for your letter.

				Merry Christmas and much love to you all.

				Raine

				January 2

				Dear Raine,

				I can’t tell you how happy Azucena and I were to get your letter. It was the best Christmas present I’ve ever received. Our time together last spring was far too short, and there was much to tell you, much to explain.

				Perhaps I can answer some of your questions now and help you understand what happened between your mother and me. I loved Ginny, still do, and know deep in my heart that she continued to love me. Our love for each other was never in doubt. But as I said the night I saw you, she stayed in the United States because she wanted what was best for you. So did I. You were always our first consideration. Your mother wanted a high quality of education and health care for you. Nor did she want to take you away from your grandparents who adored you. I was the one foolish enough to ruin my life, and I didn’t want you or your mother to pay the penalty for my sins.

				As I also explained, from the midseventies until you were about nine, your mother visited me on several occasions while you stayed with the woman you called Aunt Elaine. Ginny’s visits were short and it was agony for her to leave. Many times I pleaded with her to agree that I should return to the States and accept my due. No prison sentence could be worse than the hell of being away from the two of you. Each time she persuaded me to remain in my adopted country. I wasn’t strong enough to do what I knew was right. Now it’s too late. Azucena and our three sons need me.

				When you were five, your mother and I decided to tell you I was dead. It was a decision we made together. You were at the age when you started asking probing questions about your father. The circumstances of my leaving were too complex and difficult for a child to understand. Nonetheless, I always worried that someone might make the connection between the two of you and me, a man considered a traitor and worse. I worried that if people did know you were my wife and daughter, they would scorn you—and I couldn’t stand the thought of that. It seems I worried for nothing, for which I am profoundly thankful.

				What I didn’t realize at the time we told you about my “death” was that your mother would come to believe the lie herself. I can’t explain it in any other way. I think it was easier for her to let me go if she could convince herself I really was dead. As the next few years passed, her visits stopped and she only rarely answered my letters. For a period of time I drifted from town to town, more a prisoner than if I’d been locked behind bars. Only when I accepted a teaching position here in El Mirador and met Azucena did I have a chance to start a second life. Don’t blame me for this weakness, Raine.

				About your loving Jack. I will always be grateful for his friendship and I miss him dearly. He was an honorable man and a hero. He gave his life for you and without knowing it, he saved me, too. Often it was his visits that kept me sane at a time when the world seemed beyond my control. He was a true friend. It makes me proud that my only daughter would give her heart to such a man.

				You will heal, Raine. The terrible pain you suffer now will ease. This doesn’t mean you’ll forget Jack, or love him less. With effort you can learn to love again. I know.

				Your loving father

				For four months Lorraine and her father exchanged letters. Email was out of the question, since at this point neither Thomas nor the school had a computer. Every night Lorraine eagerly checked her mail and sent off lengthy letters of her own. For the first time in her life, she came to know her father and to appreciate his wit and intelligence. He wrote often of his sons, Antonio, Hector and baby Alberto. The two oldest boys sometimes enclosed pictures they’d created for their big sister. Lorraine posted them on her refrigerator and smiled whenever they caught her eye.

				Thomas encouraged her to visit again, to give Mexico another chance. Someday she would, she promised. As the weeks and months passed, she found herself thinking about the possibility. Then, on the anniversary of her mother’s death, Alberto became seriously ill. Lorraine knew what she had to do—but she needed to talk it over with her mother first.

				Taking a large bouquet of spring flowers, Lorraine visited the cemetery in early May. She arranged the tulips and daffodils about the gravesite, then stood next to Virginia Dancy’s engraved marble marker.

				“Hi, Mom,” she whispered, staring down at the perfectly manicured lawn. This was her first visit since shortly before Christmas. Her throat felt thick, and tears gathered in her eyes.

				“I was angry with you for a while,” she said, her voice hoarse. “But I understand now why you did the things you did.” She was silent as she thought about that for a moment.

				“I’m not the same person I was a year ago.” Lorraine knew she was wiser now. More mature. More tolerant, braver, a better person. Thanks to her love for Jack, of course, but also her growing relationship with Thomas and Azucena. She’d changed in other ways, too. Outer ways. For one thing, the style of her hair. She’d had it cut to a more practical length. She felt Jack would have approved of that. Bit by bit her casual wardrobe changed from tailored slacks and silk blouses to cotton shorts and T-shirts. Already she’d reaped a small harvest from the garden she’d planted and that winter had taken up knitting. Gary and Marjorie’s newborn daughter was the recipient of her first project, a beautiful—even if she did say so herself—yellow baby blanket.

				“I’ve grown up,” she added softly. “Dad and I write now—a couple of letters a week. His wife is a lovely, gentle woman, and his three sons are beautiful. I know you’d want him to be happy—that’s why I’m telling you this. He is. Happy for the first time in ages. He’s got a wonderful family and he’s made peace with his past. He still believes the war was wrong, but he deeply regrets his involvement with the bombing.”

				She waited a few minutes and then brought up the subject she’d come here to talk to her mother about. “I’ve decided to put the house on the market,” she said. “I waited because…well, because it helped me deal with losing you and Jack. I might have continued to live here if Alberto hadn’t come down with strep throat last month. El Mirador doesn’t have a medical clinic, and Dad ended up taking Azucena and the baby into Mérida to see a doctor. By the time they got there, Alberto’s temperature was 106 and he had scarlet fever. He nearly died. The town needs a medical clinic and a trained medical professional. Do you realize what I’m saying, Mom? What I want to do?

				“Alberto should have been on antibiotics much earlier, and he would have been if El Mirador had a clinic. Dad and I’ve written to each other about this several times now. I’m going to take the money from my inheritance and the sale of the house and use it to build a clinic in El Mirador. So many people want to help. Gary got Med-X to donate supplies, and even Group Wellness wants to contribute. If you don’t mind, I’m going to name the clinic after someone you never met, someone I’ve told you about. His name was Jack Keller.

				“You probably wouldn’t have liked him,” she said, and smiled sadly. “In the beginning I didn’t, either, but I came to love him and in time you would have, too.”

				Peace settled over her. An inner peace that told her she’d made the right decision. There was nothing more for her in Louisville. Her father, his wife and her three half brothers, all the family she had in the world, waited for her in a Mexican village on the Yucatán Peninsula. There she would build a lasting memorial to Jack. There she would make a new life for herself the way her father had all those years ago.

				* * *

				“Jack, Jack.” The six-year-old boy raced across the yard, rimed with autumn frost, to join Jack at the fence. They stood together watching a number of llamas graze contentedly in the pasture.

				“How’s it going, Andy?”

				“Good.” The boy was the spitting image of Jack’s friend and fellow mercenary, Tim Mallory. He leaped onto the bottom rung of the fence and folded his arms over the post. “Hey, you’re walking without your cane!”

				“Yup.” His offhand response showed no hint of the massive effort and patience this accomplishment had required. Jack had lived in Texas with Murphy and Letty for nearly a year, using the time to recover his strength and learn to walk all over again. He’d never intended to stay that long, but his physical therapy had been extensive.

				Recently Cain and his wife, Linette, had visited him from their cattle ranch in Montana and brought their two daughters with them. Cain’s girls were relatively close in age to Murphy’s boys, and the kids had gotten along famously. Cain had hoped for a Deliverance Company reunion, but Tim and Francine couldn’t get away. Their llama ranch on Vashon Island up in Washington State was thriving, and Tim Mallory had a small but growing herd.

				When he could travel comfortably, Jack went to visit Tim and Francine himself. He’d originally planned to stay a couple of days, but found he enjoyed the view off Puget Sound. It reminded him of Mexico and the years he’d spent aboard Scotch on Water and those all-too-brief weeks with Lorraine.

				“Mom says one day no one’ll know you used to walk with a cane,” Andy said. He rested his chin on the top of his hands and heaved a deep sigh.

				“Hey, there’s Bubba!” the boy said next, pointing toward a llama at the far end of the pasture.

				“Bubba?” Jack asked, grinning.

				“Dad and him don’t get along very well, but I know he gives Bubba some extra feed every day.”

				“Did you ask him why?”

				“Yeah.”

				“And what did he say?”

				Andy shrugged. “That Bubba did him a favor once and he hasn’t forgotten it.”

				Jack knew all about that favor. Six years ago, the very night Andrew Mallory was born, two hired assassins had paid a visit to Vashon Island. Their job had been to eliminate Tim and Francine. Unbelievably enough, the timely appearance of the big llama had been a lifesaving intervention.

				“What else did your mother say?” Jack asked. “About my walking, I mean.” At one time Francine had been the best physical therapist on the West Coast. She’d been in charge of his rehabilitation from the beginning.

				“She said—” Andy paused and let out a slow breath “—it would take longer for your heart to get better. Did your heart get hurt when you fell off the cliff, Uncle Jack?” He turned and regarded Jack quizzically.

				“In a manner of speaking.”

				“What’s that mean?”

				“It’s difficult to explain.” Jack didn’t want to talk about Lorraine and, in fact, hadn’t. Not to Murphy or Tim or their wives. But that didn’t mean she was ever far from his thoughts. Although it’d been a year and a half, not a day passed that he didn’t think of her.

				Bits of memory came to him at the oddest times, often when he was least prepared to deal with them. He couldn’t help wondering what had happened to her once she’d returned to the States.

				Was she happy? Had she told her husband about him? How had Gary Franklin reacted? Had she forgotten him and gone on to have the baby she’d wanted so badly, badly enough to mention to Dr. Berilo’s nurse? The thought of Lorraine with a child wrenched his heart. Only recently had he come to realize how much he wanted children himself. It was seeing his friends with their sons and daughters….

				“Is Andy talking your ear off?” Tim joined him at the fence.

				“Hardly.” Jack enjoyed the boy’s company and his energetic bursts of conversation.

				“Some pretty freakish weather going on around the country,” Tim said, glancing up at the sky, which was a clear bright blue with clusters of high clouds.

				“Looks downright perfect to me,” Jack murmured. In fact, he liked Washington and had given some consideration to purchasing a few acres here himself. Somewhere near the water. Early on, in a moment of pain, he’d sold Scotch on Water. He’d done it knowing he’d never be able to sleep on the boat again and not think of Lorraine. Little did he realize then that he wouldn’t be able to sleep anywhere and not think of her.

				“The weather here seems fine,” Jack said.

				“I’m talking about what happened in Louisville, Kentucky.”

				“Louisville?” Lorraine and Gary lived in Louisville.

				“You didn’t hear?”

				“No.” It required an effort to conceal his interest.

				“Tornadoes in the area. They’ve done a lot of damage to the city. The news is full of pictures.” He shook his head. “Hard to believe a storm could cause so much destruction.”

				“How many people were killed?”

				“Five so far, but they’re sure to discover more bodies in the next day or two.”

				“That’s a lot,” Andy inserted.

				“It wasn’t just one part of the city, either,” Tim continued. “From what the newscaster said, quite a few neighborhoods were affected. Crazy how one house’ll be leveled to the ground, while the house across the street is untouched.”

				That night, Jack stayed up late and watched the news reports for himself. Afterward he couldn’t sleep. Whenever he closed his eyes, Lorraine was there, and when he did manage to drop off, his dreams were filled with her. In one, he was searching but couldn’t find her. Her voice grew weaker, more plaintive and urgent. Then he saw her, buried under a huge pile of rubble. No matter how hard he dug, how frantic his attempts, he couldn’t reach her. He awoke in a cold sweat.

				By the time dawn swept over the pasture and the nearby water, bringing the bright crisp sunshine of November, Jack had packed his bags and booked a flight out of Sea-Tac for Louisville.

				“You’re leaving?” Francine said as she poured him a cup of coffee.

				Jack took his first restorative sip and nodded.

				“Any particular reason?” Tim asked. He secured the straps of his coveralls and retrieved a mug from the kitchen shelf.

				“Yes,” Jack said. He didn’t elaborate. He caught husband and wife exchanging a look.

				“Is it important?” Francine asked. She buttered toast and piled it on a platter.

				“Yes.” Her questions were a subtle way of telling him it might not be a good idea to take on too much just yet. After all this time, he was still as weak as one of Tim’s newborn llamas. He was sick and tired of being sick and tired.

				“Where are you going?” Tim pried. “Kentucky?”

				Jack was surprised he’d been that readable. “What if I am?”

				Tim and Francine sat next to each other, across the table from him. “Is she there?” Francine asked.

				No one outside of Mexico knew about Lorraine—and yet they all seemed to know. Jack couldn’t figure it out.

				Both husband and wife waited for his response. “I don’t know where she is now, but I suspect it’s Louisville,” he said grudgingly.

				“And you’re going to find out,” Tim announced with finality, as if this would be the romantic conclusion they’d all been expecting.

				While Jack hated to shatter their illusions, he thought he’d better do so. “I just want to make sure she’s okay. That she doesn’t need anything.”

				“You’ll talk to her, won’t you?”

				“No,” he insisted.

				“Why not?” Tim asked.

				“Because then I’d probably have to talk to her husband.”

				That shut the two of them up, Jack noticed. He should have set the record straight a lot sooner.

				Jack flew out of Sea-Tac that morning and landed in Louisville four hours later. Luckily the airport hadn’t sustained any damage. It took him forty-five minutes to secure a rental car and locate his hotel. Once he’d checked into his room, he pulled open the nightstand drawer and found a Louisville telephone directory.

				“Gary Franklin,” he muttered as he opened the white pages to the Fs and ran his finger down the columns until he came to the listing. Only one G. Franklin. Lorraine had mentioned her husband’s name just once, but it had stayed in Jack’s mind. He’d repeated it often, reminding himself that this was the man who loved her and waited for her at home.

				Grabbing a pad and paper, Jack wrote down the address. He’d been serious when he told Tim and Francine that he had no intention of speaking to Lorraine. None. But for his own peace of mind, he needed to know she was unhurt.

				Exhausted from the long flight, Jack knew he would’ve been well advised to wait until the following day before venturing into the city’s neighborhoods. But he’d never been a patient man, and the storm had heightened his anxiety.

				He got the car keys and headed out. With a map of the city and the concierge’s directions, he drove until he found the part of town where Lorraine lived. Then he saw a street sign that said Dogwood Lane.

				Jack followed the house numbers until he came to the one he was looking for: 323. It appeared that the house, the entire neighborhood, had escaped the worst of the storm. He felt immediate relief. This was what he’d come for; now he should drive directly past and be done with it.

				Instead, he pulled over on the opposite side of the road and sat there with the engine idling.

				The house was ordinary enough. One story, painted a pale shade of yellow. The structure itself was like thousands of others built shortly after the Second World War. The type that often sported a white picket fence…and a couple of kids playing out front.

				There was a convertible parked in the driveway, top down. He saw something yellow in the backseat. He strained to see what it was and remembered that yellow was Lorraine’s favorite color.

				A yellow baby blanket, tucked into an infant carrier.

				Lorraine must have recently had a baby. A baby. Lorraine and Gary’s. He closed his eyes and waited for the pain to subside into numbness. It was what he’d wanted for her, what he’d hoped would happen.

				Swallowing tightly, Jack turned the key in the ignition. He had his answers, he told himself again. He’d learned everything he needed to know. More than he’d wanted to, actually. Now he could go back to his life without her ever realizing he’d been there.

				He’d just eased the rental car back into the street when out of nowhere a baseball slammed into his windshield. The force of the impact shattered the glass.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINETEEN

				“You okay, mister?” Two boys ran to the passenger window and peered inside at Jack.

				“I was until about two seconds ago,” Jack said, somewhat dazed.

				“Brice?”

				The boy whirled around and looked over his shoulder. “It’s my dad!”

				“You’re the one who threw the ball,” the second kid said. “I’m outta here.” With that, Brice’s pal took off running.

				Jack put the car in Park and climbed out to study the damage. A man approached from the same side of the street as Lorraine’s house—a businessman, if the dark suit he wore was any indication.

				“What happened?” he asked, directing the question to Brice.

				The boy had difficulty meeting his father’s eyes. “Todd and I were just practicing and I decided to see how far I could throw with my left hand and…” He paused, staring at the ground.

				“The baseball collided with my windshield,” Jack completed for him. “Other than the window, no harm’s been done.” He downplayed the damage. “Accidents happen.”

				“Must have been one heck of a pitch,” Brice’s father said, examining the broken windshield on Jack’s rental car.

				“I’m really sorry,” Brice said, his voice quavering.

				The man placed his hands on Brice’s shoulders and looked at Jack. “Naturally we’ll pay for all damages.”

				Jack nodded, thinking it would probably be best to exchange information quickly, then leave. He didn’t want to stick around in case Lorraine happened to come outside.

				“Were you injured?” the kid’s dad asked.

				“No. If you’ll give me your insurance information, I’ll take care of everything myself.”

				The man released his son’s shoulders and gave him a reassuring pat on the back. “Great. And thanks for not yelling at the boy. It was an accident, but one that won’t be repeated—right, Brice?”

				“Right!”

				Jack smiled at the obvious respect between father and son.

				The father took out his wallet and removed his insurance card. “Gary Franklin,” he said, and extended his hand.

				Jack’s head jerked up. Then, seeing the man’s hand, he thrust his out and they shook. “You’re Gary Franklin?” he asked before he could stop himself. He wondered if he had the wrong man.

				“Do you know me?”

				Jack shook his head.

				Jack was spared any further need to explain when a woman approached with an infant held securely against her shoulder. “What happened?” she asked, looking sternly at her son. Her frown said she had a fair idea but wanted Brice to tell her himself.

				“My baseball hit Mr.—” He paused, waiting for Jack to supply the name.

				“Jack Keller,” he said. He couldn’t stop staring at the woman. The baby, too.

				Judging by the intent expression on Gary’s face, he must have noticed. “This is my wife, Marjorie,” he said, and placed an arm lovingly around her shoulders. “And our daughter, Alana.”

				Jack’s instantaneous surge of relief was difficult to explain. Even more difficult to understand. Clearly this wasn’t the Gary Franklin who was married to Lorraine. The fact that this baby wasn’t hers shouldn’t be cause for a lighter heart. Jack had cut Lorraine free, sent her on her way to live a good life with the man she’d loved enough to marry long before she’d met him.

				“You have a beautiful little girl,” Jack said. “How old is she?”

				“Eight months,” Marjorie answered. “Listen, there’s no need to do all this in the middle of the street. Won’t you come inside, Mr. Keller?”

				“Jack Keller,” Gary repeated his name slowly. “I knew a man by that name. Unfortunately I never met him, but I heard enough about him to know I would’ve liked him.”

				“It’s a common enough name,” Jack said as they walked toward the house.

				“You might say Jack Keller is a friend of a friend.” Gary opened the screen door that led to the living room. The house was cluttered without looking messy. Evidence of the baby was everywhere. A rocking chair with a flannel sheet draped over the back. An infant swing situated next to the sofa. Toys scattered about. An empty baby bottle on the coffee table.

				Jack hadn’t intended to accept the family’s invitation to come into their home. All he needed was the Franklins’ insurance information. And yet… He felt oddly drawn to the young couple. Even though this Gary Franklin wasn’t Lorraine’s. Or maybe because of that.

				“Do you want to see your name?” Brice asked. At Jack’s puzzled look, he moved toward the television set and lifted a photo from the cluster assembled there.

				“Brice,” his mother said, stopping him, “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

				“Why not?” Brice asked.

				“Because that Jack Keller’s…gone.”

				“Oh.” Brice set the framed snapshot back on the television.

				“I don’t mind,” Jack said, his curiosity aroused.

				The boy reached for the photo and brought it over to him. But the picture wasn’t what he expected. Far from it. It was so much of a shock, in fact, that he knew it would forever change the course of his life. The photograph wasn’t of a man, as he’d expected, but of a woman. Lorraine. Her beautiful face smiled back at him.

				The sight was enough to wildly affect his heart rate. She stood in front of an adobe structure, a new building, between Antonio and Hector Dancy, her tanned arms around each boy. All three of them were grinning.

				For an instant he almost didn’t recognize her as the woman he’d once known. She wore khaki shorts and a sleeveless blouse. Her hair was short. And her eyes…they reflected happiness and—he could sense it—pain. He wondered if she’d walked through the same valley he had these past eighteen months. Had she found a shaky sense of peace, as he had? If so, he suspected it hadn’t come easy.

				Neither had his own.

				All he’d had to sustain him these long months had been his memories. He didn’t have her picture, nor did he have the luxury of some memento from their time together. But none was necessary, or so he’d believed. Then again…

				Apparently he didn’t know as much about her as he’d thought.

				When he managed to drag his eyes away from Lorraine and the boys, he received yet another shock. A wooden sign hung over the doorway. He had to squint to read it: The Jack Keller Memorial Health Clinic, in English and in Spanish.

				“Is something wrong?” Gary asked.

				Jack lifted his gaze from the photo and shook his head.

				“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

				“That’s the way I feel,” Jack didn’t mind telling him. “It appears we have more to discuss than I realized.”

				* * *

				Lorraine had lived in El Mirador six months now, and it felt as though she’d been part of the community all her life. Her Spanish was still rudimentary, but she was working on it. Antonio and Hector took great pride in teaching her new words, and she, in turn, practiced English with them.

				As soon as she’d announced her intention of building a medical clinic in Jack’s memory, she had more offers of help from the people of El Mirador than she knew what to do with. The clinic, with living quarters for her, was constructed in record time.

				The building itself was only the start. Her friends at Group Wellness back in Louisville had raised more than $25,000 for medicine, and Med-X had donated medical supplies, with a commitment for the following year, as well.

				Lorraine’s last hurdle before moving into Jack’s clinic was her certification to practice medicine in Mexico. With her father’s help—he filled out the forms—and assistance from a government grateful for her efforts in returning the Kukulcan Star, Lorraine was ready to open her doors to the public in less than two months.

				The first day she’d been shocked by the number of patients waiting outside the clinic. The line had stretched out the door and down the narrow walkway.

				At the end of her first week Lorraine knew this was exactly the right thing to do. Before, everything in her life had felt pointless. Unnecessary. In El Mirador her medical skills were badly needed. Knowing she was helping others also helped her; she had learned to accept both her past and her future. Teaching here had done the same thing for her father.

				For the first time since losing Jack, Lorraine slept through an entire night. A whole day sometimes passed without her thinking of him. And when he did drift into her mind, she wasn’t overwhelmed by blinding grief. She sensed with certainty that he would have approved of her returning to El Mirador and doing this work.

				Sometimes, especially at the end of a long day, she’d sit back, put her feet up and wish he could somehow see her. How different she was from that self-righteous, prudish woman he’d first met. She’d changed so much since then, but she hadn’t understood the full extent of her transformation until recently.

				All her life, her mother had insisted that life was full of compensations. When one door shuts, another opens was how she used to put it. Lorraine hadn’t given the matter much thought until she realized how much she’d come to love her three half brothers.

				Jack was lost, but her heart was full again. Antonio, Hector and Alberto returned her love in full measure. The older two usually stopped by to spend time with her late in the afternoons. More often than not, they dragged her home with them for dinner. Two or three nights a week, she joined her father and Azucena for meals. The more she came to know Thomas, the more she loved and respected him. Again and again she wished she’d known him sooner, and she still struggled not to blame her mother for the long years of separation.

				Her relationship with Azucena, too, had grown into one of affection and mutual assistance.

				Alberto, her youngest half brother, had made a full recovery. The chubby toddler was her greatest joy. His round happy face lit up with delight when he saw her. He would dash cheerfully to her side, knowing she’d lift him high in the air, and his infectious laughter would echo through the house.

				In some ways it was as if these cherished little ones were Lorraine’s own children. The family she would never have with Jack. He’d shown her how much love her heart could hold, and now that love spilled over, embracing her young brothers.

				In the stillness of late afternoon Lorraine sat at her desk and finished up the last of her paperwork. The door opened, and half expecting Antonio and Hector, she set her pen aside.

				“I’m in the office,” she called out in Spanish.

				When no one answered, Lorraine got up and walked to the door. She kept regular hours, but didn’t hesitate to see a patient after closing time. She stepped into the waiting area and saw a man framed in sunlight, standing just inside the clinic door. But this wasn’t a man—it was a ghost.

				The ghost of Jack Keller.

				One so real, so lifelike, it was all she could do to keep from running into his arms. Reaching for a chair, she clenched her fingers over the top to anchor herself. All the while she greedily drank in the sight of him.

				Dear heaven, he seemed so real!

				Her heart pounded wildly. Fear coursed through her, although she believed this particular ghost would never hurt her. Her concern was for her sanity. She was afraid that somehow, some way, her mind had slipped. That loving Jack with such intensity had pushed her beyond reason.

				Or perhaps she’d been working too hard, she thought in those first shock-filled seconds. Spending too many hours at the clinic. Not taking enough time for herself.

				Could Jack be real? Could he possibly be alive? Had God and the universe made some horrible mistake? Had Jack been sent back to her to make it right?

				She yearned to say his name, to call out to him. To bring this dream to life. And yet she feared that if she spoke he might disappear.

				Not yet. Please not yet. Let me have him for a few minutes more. But finally she couldn’t bear not knowing any longer.

				“Jack?” His name trembled on her lips.

				His features relaxed and his eyes softened as he walked toward her. With exquisite tenderness he pressed his palm to her cheek. His hand felt warm and solid, and for an instant Lorraine thought she might faint.

				Needing to hold on to him, she covered his hand with her own and urged his palm toward her lips, where she planted a single kiss.

				“Oh, Raine.” He caught her by the shoulders and his mouth swept down on hers as though waiting another moment was more than could be asked of him.

				She’d dreamed of this so often, it was difficult to know if it could actually be happening. If this was a dream, she didn’t intend on waking anytime soon.

				She wound her arms around his neck and, leaning into him, kissed him back. Hunger and urgency, love and need. They blended until coherent thought escaped her. She and Jack strained against each other, mouths seeking, their passion fierce. She buried her fingers deep in his hair and held tight, almost as if that might prevent him from leaving her again.

				“Am I dreaming?” she whispered, desperate for answers. “Tell me, please. Is this really happening?”

				He lifted his face from hers and closed his eyes. “It’s real, Raine, it’s real. I’m here. I’m alive.”

				Sobbing, choking, hardly able to breathe, she clung to him, her hands digging into his shoulders. It wasn’t possible. Dr. Berilo had told her Jack was dead. He’d sat with her, comforted her. Jack’s presence here, now, was beyond comprehension.

				“I’m sorry,” Jack repeated between kisses. “I’m sorry, so sorry,” he whispered again and again.

				“What happened?” she pleaded, needing answers and yet fearing them, too. Still, her desire for the truth overcame her fears. “Tell me,” she demanded. “I need to know.”

				He found a chair, then sat her down and kneeled in front of her. He looked into her eyes for a long moment before cradling her face with his hands.

				“Jack, please. Tell me!”

				An eternity came and went before he spoke. “I thought you were married.”

				That didn’t explain why Dr. Berilo had told her Jack was dead.

				“You loved me,” he whispered. “Did you think I didn’t know?”

				She felt lost in a fog, not understanding where she’d taken the wrong turn, how this could have happened. Love should have brought them together, not driven them apart. Love was meant to be a bond.

				“And I loved you enough to convince Dr. Berilo to tell you I’d died.”

				She closed her eyes to keep the room from spinning out of control.

				“I loved you enough to keep from ruining your life.”

				“Loved,” she said. “Past tense?” She didn’t know who to blame—herself for the initial lie or Jack for being so noble.

				His answer was to draw her toward him for another kiss. “Past, present, future and every tense in between. I had to prevent you from making the biggest mistake of your life.”

				“But I’m not married!” she protested.

				“I didn’t know that at the time.”

				And it was her fault for not telling him.

				“I didn’t know,” he said again. “You wore a wedding band, so I assumed, reasonably enough, that you were married.”

				And when he’d asked her for the name of her husband, she’d given him Gary’s. It hit her then, the gravity of what she’d done. Because of her one small lie, they’d wasted eighteen months of their lives. His own lie had robbed them, too, but Lorraine accepted full responsibility. The blame was hers.

				The sobs began, welling up from deep within her. She wept as if she would never stop, as if regret and sorrow had overwhelmed her.

				“I know, I know,” he murmured, pulling her close.

				She came into his arms and he wiped away her tears. She grew quiet, exhausted from crying, and then passion flared between them again, the way it had that day in Mexico City. By the time the kissing ended, neither could speak.

				They held on to each other for a long time, until Jack finally said, “About this business of having a husband?”

				“Yes?”

				“As soon as we can arrange it, that part will be true.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY

				Lorraine read the text a second time, trying to clear her thoughts. Concentrating on her studies was difficult because she was so anxious for Jack’s return. The wonderful news about the baby bubbled up inside her and spilled out in giggles every few minutes. She couldn’t help it—but she really did need to study for an important chemistry exam the following day.

				True to his word, Jack had her at the altar less than a week after his arrival in El Mirador. Father Garcia had performed the ceremony. Thomas and Azucena stood up for them and the entire town of El Mirador had celebrated. Even now, nearly two years later, Lorraine had trouble taking it all in. Most of the people in the small waterfront village were very poor, but they had an abundance of love and generosity. Lorraine’s wedding to Jack was the perfect opportunity for them to show her how much they appreciated the clinic.

				Table upon table of food had been set up in the town square, and small homemade gifts were lovingly offered to her and Jack. The wedding celebration had gone late into the evening and Jack had been forced to steal her away, to the cheers and laughter of the entire town.

				Their honeymoon was incredible. Lorraine’s heart smiled each time she remembered what had proved to be the most marvelous week of her life. Jack had docked a newly purchased cabin cruiser near a small uninhabited island off the Yucatán Peninsula, not far from El Mirador. They’d spent their days swimming and snorkeling, exploring the colorful coral reef, and their nights…their nights had been spent exploring each other.

				That she could actually be in Jack’s arms and love him this completely—it was a gift she’d never expected to receive. In those early days their lovemaking had been frantic, as if they feared that being together couldn’t last. He held her close afterward and they clung to each other. Almost always she’d weep in his arms in sheer wonder and joy. Jack seemed to understand her need to cry following their lovemaking. She cried for all the long lonely months they’d wasted. For the miracle of being together now.

				In the weeks after their honeymoon they had long talks about the future. Increasingly Lorraine had become aware that what El Mirador and the surrounding villages needed was a fully qualified physician. Jack had encouraged her to reapply for medical school, to finish the education she’d cut short.

				It was Gary Franklin who’d told her about a retiring general practitioner who was looking for volunteer work. He’d been considering the Peace Corps. Lorraine wrote him and told him about the clinic—now renamed The Virginia Dancy Medical Center—and he’d come down with his wife for a two-week visit. Lorraine knew the moment she met Dr. Samuel Wetmore that he’d be a perfect choice to replace her while she earned her credentials. After taking a crash course in Spanish, he’d traveled to El Mirador and worked with her until Lorraine received word that she’d been accepted into her third year of medical school at the University of Kentucky.

				She and Jack had been living in Lexington during that time, with frequent visits to El Mirador. Now her schooling was almost over—and she was pregnant. The baby shouldn’t have been a surprise to either of them, but Lorraine had been stunned at the news. Her shock had soon turned into the purest joy.

				She didn’t know how she could possibly concentrate when all she wanted to do was dance around the apartment.

				Lorraine heard the door open and knew Jack was home at last.

				He’d barely made it over the threshold when she flew out of the study and hurled herself into his arms. Before he could ask, she had him pinned against the door and involved in a series of deep hungry kisses.

				They were both breathing hard by the time she finished.

				“To what do I owe this greeting?” he asked, cocking one eyebrow. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

				Lorraine kissed the underside of his jaw. “Because you’re wonderful.”

				“That’s true,” he murmured.

				“And virile,” she added, and started to unbutton his shirt.

				“That, too.”

				“And potent.”

				“So it’s been said.” He paused suddenly in the task of unbuttoning her blouse. His gaze met hers, and he frowned. “Exactly what do you mean by potent?”

				Lorraine led him into the bedroom. “You don’t know?” She didn’t give him a chance to respond. Instead, she kissed him and undressed him at the same time. His own hands were busy removing her clothes.

				Soon they were on the bed, their mouths greedily seeking and finding each other, their bodies on fire with need. She opened herself to him—her heart, her future, all her being—and sighed with immense satisfaction as he slowly linked their bodies. Although he’d been brutally injured in the fall from the cliff, the muscles of his back and shoulders remained firm and hard. Her fingertips roamed his skin, and she traced his scars, each one a badge of courage.

				Afterward Jack held her close and whispered into her ear, “You’d better explain what you said earlier.”

				“You mean you still haven’t guessed?” She smiled at him mysteriously.

				“Lorraine?” He paused and swallowed hard. “Could you be…is there any possibility you’re pregnant?”

				“Yes! Oh, Jack, isn’t it fantastic?”

				He went very still. Raising her head, she smiled up at him again, this time with unconcealed delight. “Don’t tell me you hadn’t guessed.”

				“I hadn’t guessed.” His voice sounded odd, raspy and shaken.

				“Oh, Jack, I’m so happy about it.”

				He buried his face in the curve of her neck. “I can’t believe it.” His kiss was filled with tenderness. “What about finishing school, working at the clinic? We hadn’t planned on a baby this soon.”

				“Some of the best things in life are unplanned.”

				He laughed outright. “Isn’t that the truth!”

				“I’ve got it all figured out,” she told him, snuggling close to his side.

				“I want you to finish school.” He pressed his hand against her flat stomach as if to welcome the child growing inside her.

				“I will, I promise. And I’m looking forward to my residency—and then working at the clinic.”

				“I’ll help with the baby.”

				“I’m counting on that. When we move back to El Mirador, Azucena will watch the baby during the day. I know Dr. Wetmore will stay on another couple of years to run the clinic—and you can start that boat-building company you’ve been talking about.”

				Jack chuckled. “You do have this all figured out, don’t you?”

				“I have a few other plans, but we don’t need to discuss them now.”

				“You mean there’s more?” He laughed and kissed the top of her head. “I swear, marriage to you is about as much adventure as a man can take.”

				Coming from an ex-mercenary, that was quite a compliment.
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				2011

				“Hey, Raine, we’ve got company,” Jack said, walking into The Virginia Dancy Medical Center one afternoon in late January.

				Lorraine, who generally went by Raine these days, sat at her desk, exhausted after a long day of seeing patients. It seemed that between the two of them, Dr. Sam Wetmore and Raine still couldn’t keep up with the demand. A third doctor would soon be joining them, a Canadian who was a good friend of Sam’s. Dr. Larson wanted to be of service following his own retirement and after briefly visiting the clinic, had volunteered. 

				“Company?” Lorraine repeated. “Who’s coming?”

				“We can feed four extra people at dinner, can’t we?”

				“Four extra? Dinner?” She must sound as if she was in a daze, Raine thought. It was always like that during the first few months of pregnancy. This third baby was a surprise. So for that matter was Jackie, their first. And Tommy, born two years after his sister. Raine was a little shocked that someone as organized and in control as she was could be so sloppy when it came to birth control. She hadn’t told Jack about the pregnancy yet…. 

				As it turned out, he wasn’t very good at being an expectant father. He fretted and worried, convinced that every ache or pain she experienced meant she was in mortal danger. If she’d ever doubted Jack Keller loved her, all she had to do was remember the two times she’d gone into labor. Seeing her in that kind of pain had nearly killed him. Twice while delivering Jackie, Raine had heard Jack swear he was never going to make love to her again if this was the result. It went without saying that she was able to persuade him otherwise, although at the time he’d sworn that their love life was over. 

				“Murphy and Letty are here,” her husband told her.

				Raine nearly leaped up from the desk. “Now? Today?”

				Even before Jack could respond, Letty entered the clinic. The two women immediately ran into each other’s arms and hugged fiercely. 

				“Letty, my goodness, look at you!” It’d been more than a year since she’d last seen Murphy’s wife. “Are the kids with you?”

				“Luke and Rose are at your dad’s with Hector and Alberto.” The four preteens were like Velcro whenever they got together. Luke was excellent with languages, the way his namesake, Letty’s twin brother, had been. He’d already started to learn Spanish. And although he’d never had the opportunity to meet his uncle, Raine could tell from the pictures she’d seen that there was a striking resemblance. Rose, their daughter, was a lot like Letty. Gentle, shyly charming, a true nurturer, the eleven-year-old possessed an incredible green thumb. She liked nothing better than gardening and had astonishing success with planting just about anything—flowers, vegetables, herbs…

				“Jackie and Tommy will be so excited to see them.” Their children thought the sun rose and set on Letty and Murphy’s two.

				“Come on, Dr. Keller,” Letty said, leading Raine out of the clinic, one arm around her friend’s waist. “Good news! You’ll never guess who we talked into joining us.”

				“Tell me!”

				“Cain and Linette!”

				This was going to be a real, honest-to-goodness reunion of the Deliverance Company. Raine couldn’t remember the last occasion when the three men were in the same place at the same time. Four years ago? Five? She needed to think about it. Okay… Tommy was three, so it would’ve been four years ago. 

				“Murphy told me Cain and Linette plan to arrive tomorrow afternoon.”

				Raine wanted to shake her head in exasperation. If Jack knew about this beforehand and hadn’t told her, she’d let him know what she thought of that. Some secrets should be kept, but others—like this one—were best shared. 

				“I’m going to shoot Jack,” Raine muttered. “He might have mentioned this a bit earlier.”

				“I thought you already did shoot him,” Letty teased.

				“To be perfectly accurate, that wasn’t me. Although there were a few times when we first met that I gladly would’ve done it myself.”

				Letty wore a look that said she understood all too well. “I know the feeling.” They continued toward the house at a leisurely pace. “I’m not sure but I think I overheard Murphy tell Cain that Francine and Tim are hoping to come, too.”

				Raine had only met the other couple once. Francine and Tim had six children and lived on an island in Puget Sound, where they raised llamas. So for them, planning time away was difficult. A visit from them would be a rare and special treat.

				“That’s wonderful!”

				“What is?” Jack asked, coming into the house with Murphy, hauling suitcases and backpacks.

				“Francine and Tim might be joining us.”

				“Really?” Jack looked to Murphy for confirmation. 

				Murphy laughed. “Who would’ve thought Tim would end up with six kids?”

				“Or you with two,” Jack returned.

				“Or you with three,” Raine inserted.

				“Funny one, Raine,” Jack said, as he handed Murphy a cold beer. “We have two children and we agreed that’s it. Our family’s complete and—” Suddenly he paused. “Unless you’re telling me something I don’t know.” He set the beer on the counter and walked over to where she stood. Taking her by the shoulders, he studied her through narrowed eyes. “Raine?”

				She smiled back at him ever so sweetly. 

				“Raine?” he repeated. “Are you…”

				“Pregnant?” she finished for him.

				All he seemed capable of doing was nodding.

				“Expecting? Encinta? With child?” she went on.

				He nodded again.

				“It appears so,” she said with a light shrug.

				Jack sank into a chair and pushed the hair roughly away from his forehead. “I can’t believe this happened!”

				“I know what causes the condition if you haven’t figured it out,” Murphy joked. 

				“I know, too,” Jack muttered. “I can’t seem to keep my hands off my wife.”

				“Then that’s your trouble,” Murphy said, completely deadpan. “It’s not your hands that are the problem.”

				“A third baby,” Jack murmured, ignoring the joke. “Thing is, I’ve always been partial to round numbers.”

				“I’ll lend you one of mine,” Murphy said. 

				“Very funny.”

				“I have a feeling you and Raine are going to end up being another Francine and Tim.” Murphy downed a swallow of his beer. “It just might take you a bit longer.”

				Jack glanced up at Raine and grinned sheepishly. “You did say I was a potent son of a gun.”

				“I don’t believe those were exactly the words I used.”

				“Probably not, but there are children outside with big ears.”

				“You’ve trained him well,” Letty whispered. “Rose makes her father pay her a quarter every time he uses a swearword.”

				“I’ve already paid for her college education,” Murphy said.

				Everyone laughed. Jack stood and slipped an arm around Raine’s waist. “I think I knew,” he told her in a low voice. He kissed the side of her neck. “You’ve been more tired than usual lately.”

				That was true enough. 

				“It’s a good thing we’ll have a third doctor. Getting you to slow down is nearly impossible.”

				“I’m happy about this baby, Jack. I hope you are, too.”

				His eyes held hers and she read the answer in their depths. No, life didn’t always go as planned. Yes, it was often filled with surprises—some big and some small—but she didn’t want to miss a single one of them, especially if Jack Keller was at her side.

				* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE

WOULD HER OBITUARY read brave or crazy?

Cassie Reynolds stared down the steep slope of packed snow that ramped at the end, sending Slush Cup contestants across a wide pond onto a crash pad on the other side.

Few had actually made it to the soft, dry landing. Most were shivering human popsicles standing on the sidelines, hoping they’d sailed far enough, fast enough, to advance to Wild River’s Slush Cup finals later that day.

Hoping? Okay, she was definitely crazy.

“No wonder it’s free to enter this event,” her best friend, Erika Sheraton, said, bouncing next to her to stay warm in the damp, cool April weather.

“I wouldn’t exactly say free. I think we’re paying with our pride,” Cassie’s brother, Reed, said, trying to cover his lower region in the skin-tight silver spandex one-piece body-con suit with the SnowTrek Tours logo on the back.

Cassie shot her brother a look. Each team that entered the Slush Cup was required to wear matching costumes. On the sidelines, there was a group dressed as hippies with wide-leg jeans and peace symbols on their tie-died shirts, a group of Spartans wearing short brown leather kilts and sashes over their bare bodies, and a group of werewolves in white fuzzy onesies… Cassie had planned her company-logo’d silver body-con costumes, thinking strategically.

They were more aerodynamic all dressed up like silver rockets, right?

“Oh come on, guys,” she said. “Where’s the spirit? Tank’s not complaining.” Neither was she. Her brother in the skin-tight suit was something she could do without seeing, but Tank, affectionately nicknamed for his six-foot-five, two-hundred-seventy-pound solid muscle frame, on the other hand…she could stare at his shiny silver ass all day.

“I tried complaining. It didn’t work,” Tank said, checking over their DIY craft—a dune buggy on skis that Cassie would use to attempt her flight across the slushy twenty-by-forty-foot pond in three minutes. This year, contestants had a choice of how they wanted to cross the pond: skis, snowboards or a homemade dune buggy. After breaking her foot in an avalanche accident months before, Cassie had opted for the buggy.

“I still can’t believe you signed us up for this,” Erika said, wrapping her sweater around her own shiny costume. Technically, she was missing the point, covering up Cassie’s company logo by wearing the big bulky sweater, but when Cassie had pointed that out, Erika had told her she could technically kiss her ass.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure none of us volunteered,” Reed said.

“You were each selected for a reason,” Cassie said. “Tank is the muscle…” And boy did he have muscles. She eyed her friend’s solid, sculpted chest in the suit. His pectoral muscles should have been deemed illegal, and his abs gave way to oblique muscles that had her drooling. She lost her train of thought. They had to start having sex soon. It was five years overdue, in fact.

A few months before, they’d finally started moving away from friend territory, but Tank moved at the pace of a military vehicle. And damn, her patience was certainly being tried. His fear of commitment and his unwavering dedication to the only permanent woman in his life—his daughter, Kaia—kept her lusting from afar.

“And the rest of us? How did we make the cut?” Erika asked.

Cassie turned to her brilliant surgeon friend. “You’re here to fix my face if this goes horribly wrong…”

“Which it most likely will,” Reed said.

“Shhh…and you, big brother, are here to film it all,” she said, handing Reed her cell phone. She readjusted her GoPro camera on her helmet as she climbed into the craft. Various angles would make a more compelling video. “Be sure to get a good, clear shot. One I can use for promotion.” Bookings at her company, SnowTrek Tours, were down since winter ended, and with the opening of North Mountain Sports Company in a few weeks, a rival chain store, Cassie was desperate to drive more tourists to the mountains. People just needed to see how fun Alaska could be in the spring and how much her company was part of this wild and adventurous community. Adding footage of their participation in the Spring Carnival and the annual Slush Cup competition would definitely help.

Looking down the steep slope, she almost lost her nerve. Every competitor so far had been swallowed up by the half-frozen pond. Could she make it across in one piece?

Thousands of spectators watched from the sidelines, waving signs in support of their favorite team. It was one of the busiest weekends in Wild River. Cassie’s goal was to turn some of these extreme sport fans into customers.

If she survived.

She took a deep breath, putting on her goggles.

With the man of her dreams watching, she couldn’t wimp out now.

“Come on, Cass! You got this.” Tank’s daughter Kaia waved from her position at the base of the slope, camera poised and ready to take the still shots for the social media promo. Cassie’s Siberian husky sat at Kaia’s feet, trying to be obedient, but the panting and wiggling of her tail betrayed her. Diva would happily be in the pond if Kaia wasn’t holding tight to her leash.

Cassie climbed into the craft. There was nothing to worry about. She had a surgeon and two of Alaska Search and Rescue’s best on her team, and they’d designed a foolproof…

The craft’s steering lever broke off in her hand as she tested it.

“Well, that’s unfortunate.” Was it too late to make adjustments to the dune buggy? Like maybe install an airbag?

“Okay, so we’re out?” Erika said, looking more than happy to call it a day. “This means we’re out, right?”

Reed shook his head. “Don’t get your hopes up. She’s insane.”

Cassie gave him the middle finger.

“Don’t worry. You don’t need it,” Tank said, taking the steering lever from her. “You’re only going in one direction.” He bent next to her, getting ready for push off, as the official signaled for them to get into position. “Ready? Let’s get this stunt of yours over with.”

His dark charcoal-colored eyes revealed his concern. They held that emotion a lot. On rescues with S & R, he was always tense, worried until the mission was over, and as a single dad, he was constantly concerned about Kaia…whether she was safe, whether he was making the right parenting decisions, whether he was successfully fulfilling the role of father and mother… It was a big part of what attracted Cassie to Tank—his thoughtful, serious nature, fierce loyalty and protectiveness. She was carefree and always up for adventure, but having someplace safe to land and someone to have her back as she adventured her way through life was a good feeling. And she had that in Tank.

As a friend.

He brushed her hair out of her eyes, and the feel of his cool hand against her sweating skin made her shiver. Maybe she should kiss him just in case she died without getting the chance… How many times over the years had she wanted to? But she always came to her senses before taking the plunge over that line. Once she crossed it, there’d be no going back, and there was a lot at stake. Everyone in Wild River thought the two of them were perfect together…everyone except Tank. He either ignored the whispers and looks they got from everyone, or he was actually that obtuse.

Would a kiss finally make him realize they could be more than just friends? She stared at his mouth. Tempting Tom Hardy lips…

He grinned. “Can you focus please?”

Damn, he could always read her mind.

She tore her eyes away from him. “Okay. Ready,” she said, gripping the sides of the buggy.

Reed gave the wave to the official at the bottom of the hill and the five-second countdown started.

“I can’t believe I’m helping you do this,” Tank muttered, giving her a shove. “Please don’t die.”

The dune buggy tipped over the edge of the slope and Cassie clenched her eyes tightly shut as the craft picked up speed, descending a lot faster than she’d anticipated. Wet snow flew up from beneath the skis, hitting her in the face and sticking to her hair. The craft shook and the sound of rattling confirmed that screws were coming loose.

Maybe they weren’t essential ones.

She struggled to hold on as the craft soared over several small ramps—added for more “fun.” Who the hell came up with this event in the first place? She was a thrill-seeker, but this was just violent, the way her body bumped and thumped on the way down the slope.

Tossed around like a rag doll, she white-knuckled it as she neared the big final ramp that would launch her across the pond.

Or into it…

“Open your eyes for the pics, Cass!”

Forget the promo pics, she was going to die.

She held on even tighter as she neared the end of the slope and felt the craft lift over the packed-down ice and snow.

Airborne lasted far too long. Each second felt as though someone had hit a pause button.

Please make it to the mat. Please make it to the mat.

Crashing hard onto the pad a second later, she inhaled sharply as she was thrown from the dune buggy. But she was on the other side.

She’d made it. She was alive. Definitely would be bruised to shit, but alive.

Cheering from the crowd made her smile as she opened her eyes and removed the goggles.

Reed, Erika, Tank and Kaia all ran toward her. Diva, her narcolepsy getting the better of the puppy in all the excitement, was asleep in Tank’s arms.

“Jesus, sis, you must have hit a new height on the jump,” Reed said.

Impressing her older brother took some doing, so Cassie shook off the rattled feeling in her brain. “Just tell me you got it on camera,” she said.

“You bet. I’ll upload the video later today.”

Erika approached and took her face between her hands. “You good?” She scanned her eyes for signs of concussion.

Cassie laughed. “Yes, I’m fine.” She hugged her friend, feeling better than ever. A good adrenaline rush did that to her. Made her feel invincible. Once there was no turning back and the initial danger was over, of course.

“You advanced to the finals!” Kaia looked to be the only one excited about that.

“Yeah, you know, I think maybe we’ll forfeit. Quit while we’re ahead?” Tank said.

Damn, that sounded good. Why tempt fate? But Kaia’s look of disappointment made Cassie put on her bravest face. The little girl had been looking forward to this for weeks, had helped paint the dune buggy with the SnowTrek Tours logo and had gone shopping with Cassie for the silver body-con suits…

“No way! Kaia’s right. We’ve made it this far and we’re totally going to win this thing.”

But first she needed an ice pack for her ass.

* * *

TANK ARRIVED AT the training clearance field five minutes behind schedule. The Alaska Search and Rescue Dogs van was already there. Parking his truck next to it, he grabbed his Search and Rescue jacket. “Diva, we’re late.”

Through the rearview, he caught the dog’s look that said, “Not my fault this time.”

“For once, it’s all on me.” Peeling off that bodysuit and washing the silver sparkle paint off his face had taken forever. There was no way to get all that shit off. He’d be glistening for months.

Opening the back of his truck, he let Diva out and gathered her leash and training gear.

She danced at his feet, eager to start that day’s training. She’d been sitting next to Cassie’s apartment door when he’d picked her up. Her tail wagged so fast it blurred, and the tiny whining noises coming from her meant she had energy to burn.

Usually they arrived early enough to play catch, but today they’d have to play later. “Ready to go to work?”

She sat obediently, though Tank knew it was a struggle.

He suppressed a grin and forced authority into his voice. “Alright, let’s go.”

Diva walked alongside him to the training area. He varied his pace several times and she matched him. After four months of training together, they were well synchronized as a team.

“Hey, man…I was hoping you’d still be in your silver bodysuit,” Frank Jennings, head trainer at ASARD, called to him. The older man had helped train and certify over fifty search and rescue dogs for the organization in his thirty-year career. They were lucky to have his assistance training Diva, their first attempt at adding a tracking dog to the team.

“I’m burning that thing,” Tank said. He still couldn’t believe Cassie had talked him into wearing it, but when had he ever successfully said no to her?

How could he? She was his best friend, someone he could trust and rely on to help him with his ten-year-old daughter, Kaia, and man, he was crazy about her. So much so, he’d resisted a relationship with her for five years. Kaia was his focus, his priority, and until he was sure they were both prepared for a life with someone else, he couldn’t take that leap.

But watching Cassie that day in her tight, body-hugging silver suit had driven him wild. Her athletic, rock-hard body containing her adventurous, fearless spirit was tempting as fuck… But the way she’d looked like she was about to kiss him at the top of that suicide slope had made him panic. He knew she had feelings for him that went far beyond friendship and he sensed her patience with him was running out. His patience with himself was running out. How much longer could he keep his attraction to her in check? Chemistry wasn’t the problem—they had plenty of that. It was commitment he wasn’t ready for. It wasn’t just himself he had to think about.

Was Cassie really prepared take on the role of stepmom to Kaia? She’d been his daughter’s primary female role model for years and the two of them were really close, but while Kaia had learned to have Cassie in their life as someone she could depend on, learn from…his little girl knew at the end of the day, it was just the two of them, that his loyalties were with her.

Cassie’s chosen lifestyle made it difficult for Tank to see her in their lives on a full-time basis. Her adventurous, no-fear attitude and zest for life both attracted Tank and repelled him. As lead adventure guide of her company, SnowTrek Tours, Cassie took on the most challenging expeditions through the Alaska wilderness and sometimes took calculated risks that other, more inexperienced guides wouldn’t even consider. Tank worried about her.

He struggled with his involvement on the search and rescue team because of the guilt that if something happened to him out on a mission, Kaia would be on her own. It was the reason he hadn’t committed to becoming a full member yet. So Cassie having a similarly risky career, going out into the wilderness on adventure-seeking trips year-round, made her someone Tank wasn’t sure he could fully commit to…

He’d been down that road before with Kaia’s mother.

“I saw the events this morning,” said Jimmy, Frank’s son and their volunteer training “target,” joining them. “Your girl soared over that pond. What the hell kind of jacked-up motor was in that dune buggy?”

“It met regulations and Cass is just a friend.” And he was a major asshole saying it. She deserved more from him…and damn, he wished he could give it.

Jimmy glanced at Diva. “But isn’t your partner here her dog?”

“Yes.”

“And I saw her leave your place really early the other morning…like walk-of-shame early.”

Small towns and their assumptions. “There was nothing shameful about it. She stays over sometimes to watch Kaia when I have night shift duty at the station.”

“She stays over when you’re not there?”

“Correct.”

Jimmy and Frank exchanged looks that suggested Tank was indeed an asshole. Was he crazy or was even Diva judging him?

“Can we get started?”

“Sure thing,” Frank said, checking his chart. “You know, I think we’re ready for phase five… Diva’s been tracking for several weeks now without treats.”

Tank hesitated. Phase five was the final stage before they were eligible for certification. He’d hoped to stay in phase four a little longer, but Diva was an unexpected superstar. Despite her narcolepsy, she was proving to be a lot tougher and smarter than her sequined collar and pampered paws suggested. “Are you sure? Don’t want to shake her confidence, you know…”

Jimmy laughed. “I’ve never seen a dog with more confidence. She wears pink booties and a winter coat when she isn’t training and struts around town like a Chihuahua.”

“Jimmy’s right,” Frank said, putting on his hat and gloves as a cold wind blew through the clearing. “Diva’s ready for this.”

But was he? It was shitty to have doubted the dog in the first place, but now he needed more time. Their certification to full search and rescue members meant a lot of changes Tank wasn’t quite ready for yet. This had been Kaia’s idea. Since Diva was a pup, she’d been desperate for the dog to be the first four-legged member of the S & R team. Tank hadn’t believed Diva could pull off the demanding obedience training and commitment to their tracking practice. Her condition—unpredictably falling asleep without cause or warning—would make her a liability, he’d argued.

Diva’s vet disagreed. Dr. Jose believed that training for a greater purpose might help Diva have fewer episodes, keep her focused. And so far, the dog was performing better than anyone had expected.

“Holding her back wouldn’t be fair,” Frank warned. “That would do more damage to her confidence than trying and failing. You need to show her you believe in her and that it’s okay to try.”

When they put it that way… “Okay, I guess we’ll give it a shot,” he said.

Tank moved aside and Jimmy took over interacting with the eager puppy. He played with her and allowed her to sniff him, his clothing and skin. Then, handing Tank his sweatshirt, he headed off with Frank toward the thick forested area at the end of the clearing.

The two men would walk so far together, then they’d break off and go in different directions. Diva’s test was to follow and track Jimmy and not let herself get distracted by Frank. The “distraction” element of phase five proved the most challenging for most dogs.

“Okay, girl, you ready?” Tank asked, reattaching Diva’s leash and letting her sniff Jimmy’s sweater.

Diva took her job seriously. She sniffed and pawed at the garment, then sat at attention, satisfied she had the scent.

“Find!”

On Tank’s command, Diva headed in the direction the two men had walked. As in phase four, she wasn’t rewarded at intervals…just kept going until the target was found. She led Tank past the clearing and into the trees. Mud from the thawing ground caked his boots as he followed. Spring weather meant the trees were blooming, and the damp floral scent in the air made tracking a little tougher. Each season provided its own challenges, but winter months would be the hardest.

Diva followed Jimmy’s scent to the marking where the men had separated.

Could the dog get this right on her first try?

She sat at Tank’s feet, looking up at him.

“Find!”

She sniffed the air, but remained seated.

Confused by the two scents and not wanting to get this wrong, she wouldn’t move any further. Her tail wagged against the ground and she let out a little whimper. She was clearly discouraged by this new challenge.

He tried again. “Find!”

Diva stared in the right direction, where Jimmy was hiding forty feet away, out of sight, but she refused to go to him.

Tank knelt beside her and pet her soft gray-and-white fur. “Good girl. You almost got us there.”

Diva whimpered and looked disappointed. Overachiever complex. Like her owner. “It’s okay. You did good.” Standing, he led the dog down the correct trail to Jimmy.

Seeing him, Diva barked her alert, then sat again, ears down. She knew she’d failed this test.

Tank unhooked her leash as Jimmy praised her for her assistance, but Diva still looked at Tank for his approval.

He took a treat from his pocket and Diva’s favorite ball. Her tail wagged happily, reminding him that she was still just a pup. Work time was over. Time to play. “Fetch!” Tank said, throwing the ball back toward the clearing.

Diva dashed after it.

“Well, it was a good first attempt,” Frank said, returning to them.

“Yeah…not bad.” For a second, Tank had thought Diva would get it right. It wouldn’t take many more attempts for Diva to pass this stage of the process too…and that had him nervous as hell.

An hour later, after he’d exhausted his right arm throwing the ball, they’d packed it in and headed to SnowTrek Tours. “We’re back,” he called as they entered Cassie’s office.

“Hey, how did she do?” Cassie asked, standing on her office chair, peering through her window blinds.

“She attempted phase five today.” Tank removed Diva’s leash and hung it on a hook near the door. The dog immediately passed out on her cushion near the front window.

“Really? That’s great,” Cassie said, barely glancing his way. Her attention still on the window.

Closing the blinds, Tank moved her away from it, lifting her into his arms and off the chair. He set her feet on the floor. “You have to stop stressing. That company is opening whether we want it to or not.” Not that they hadn’t tried to prevent North Mountain Sports Company from buying the building across the street the year before. They’d started petitions and talked to the mayor, but ultimately it had been decided that the big chain adventure company was a positive addition to the community.

Even if it meant driving out some of the smaller competitors, like Cass.

Cassie sighed. “I just wish they weren’t being so secretive.”

Part of their grand opening launch depended on a great storefront reveal. Therefore, no one other than the work crews renovating the building were allowed inside, and everyone involved had signed NDAs. Large black tarps draped over the exterior and big fences blocked any external views of the construction.

“Look, your company has survived competition before. You have a great reputation. Stop stressing.” He rubbed her arms and her expression changed.

He’d wanted to comfort her, but damn if the feel of her arms beneath the thin fabric of her sweater didn’t make him long to keep touching her. Everywhere. This was the problem with being alone with her. Without anyone around, he felt his guard slipping a little. He forgot that he had responsibilities to Kaia…and to Cassie, not to act hastily and put the situation they had working for them at risk. An impulsive kiss could throw off the balance they had in their lives.

Could being with her make things better? Absolutely. As long as everything worked out, but he wasn’t prepared to take the chance that it wouldn’t.

“Would you be feeling as confident if there was an internationally well-known bar moving into that space?” she asked.

Competition for his own bar on Main Street, The Drunk Tank? Absolutely not. “I feel you, I do.” More than was safe, really. “But the locals here have your back. I have your back.”

Damn, her blue eyes were mesmerizing. Most days they held him captive because of the excitement there that never seemed to die, but today, they held a concerning hint of worry.

“Listen, they are a chain store. They might have a big flashy opening that draws a crowd for a few weeks, but it won’t take long before everyone realizes that they are simply selling overpriced name-brand equipment and clothing and that the tours they offer aren’t up to your standard. You’ve gotten permits from Wild River to explore backwoods areas this company has never even heard of.”

“That’s true…”

“And their guides are probably some pretty boys from Aspen who have never experienced wilderness like this.”

Cassie cocked her head to the side. “Some tourists like pretty boys from Aspen… I can’t compete with the eye candy.”

Tank laughed. That just might be the other company’s edge over her. Cassie’s male guides were Alaskan-tough with mountain man beards and muscles built for function, not fashion. If tourists were looking to fulfill some romantic fantasy on their vacation, they’d best stick to North Mountain Sports Company, but if they wanted an authentic outback experience, they couldn’t do better than SnowTrek Tours.

“Unless, of course, you and I cross-promote and I send them into the bar for a free cocktail, served by Alaska’s hottest bartender,” she said.

Damn, when she flirted, it erased every cautionary reason he relied on for keeping things PG between them. Instances like now, when they were alone, Kaia wasn’t around and he was touching her, it was hard as hell not to take the plunge and let everything work itself out.

At first, when they’d met, he’d had Reed as enough of a cockblock not to act on his crazy lust-filled attraction to Cassie. They were on the search and rescue team together, he was Reed’s boss at the bar…there were far too many lines that would be crossed, but over the years Reed had more than given his blessing for Tank to go for his sister. It was like that here in Wild River. No bro codes broken when one guy fell for another guy’s sister…or ex-girl… Love was love and they could all act mature about things.

After that, his hesitation was Kaia. And his daughter’s best interests were more than enough for him to put on the brakes. Kaia loved Cassie, but he wasn’t sure how his daughter would feel about having Cassie in their life full-time. Having to share his attention with someone else. And if things fell apart, his daughter would be devastated to lose Cassie as well.

There was too much at stake.

“The free cocktail I’ll happily provide, but you can’t be pimping me out to tourists,” he said.

“Why not? I mean, how long is your vow of celibacy anyway?” The teasing glint in her eyes should have had him retreating, but his betraying body just stepped closer.

“Don’t tempt me, Cass…”

She stood on tiptoe and still only came below his chin, but her attempt at intimidation was cute. “That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to do…” Her glaze flitted between his lips and his eyes as she slowly raised her arms, wrapping them around his neck.

“Cassie…” It came out more as a groan, his entire body tensing. Hard. Could they cross the line to physical without actually entering into a real relationship? Best friends with benefits sounded like the perfect situation to him…but he knew she wanted more and he couldn’t give her that. He was already taking so much from her and not giving nearly enough back.

Diva’s bark alerted them to the presence of another person before the door chimed.

Tank cleared his throat and stepped back as Bobby Taylor entered, struggling to carry the large, awkwardly shaped Slush Cup trophy that Cass had naturally secured that year. No other competitor had even been a challenge. The woman had a no-fail drive to succeed. “Where do you want this, Cass?”

“Oh…um…” She looked annoyed at the interruption, but Tank was relieved.

“How about right here next to the Business of the Year Award?” Tank suggested, raised eyebrows implying she was giving North Mountain Sports Company far too much power. Wild River didn’t give out the Business of the Year Award for arbitrary conditions or who spent the most in advertising in their monthly newsletter.

Cassie should know that based on how many years she’d come up just shy, one year losing it to his bar.

That had certainly made things interesting for a while.

Bobby set the award on the shelf near Cassie’s desk. “Don’t get too attached. It’s headed back to Bobby’s Delicates next year.”

Tank didn’t doubt that it would. Bobby’s Delicates had claimed the Slush Cup title for six years running. Cassie’s unexpected win that year had been an upset. While Bobby had inherited the lingerie store from his mother—also named Bobby—his true passion was his mechanic’s shop, and he stayed as far away from women’s underwear as he could. Both professionally and personally.

“She’s all yours again next year,” Cassie said. “I just needed to borrow her for a while.”

He actually looked teary-eyed as he glanced at the trophy before leaving the store.

“So that means we’re not entering again next year?” Tank was hopeful.

Cassie turned her office chair around to show him the soft, inflated donut she was using as a cushion. “Not unless someone else is flying over that pond. The bruises on my ass are no joke.”

“That’s a hard pass, then,” he said with a forced laugh.

Unfortunately, now all he could think about was how much he’d like to kiss away her injuries.
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