SHE’LL DO ANYTHING TO SAVE HER CHILD
Ex-Hollywood star Honor Bright is terrified when her five year old daughter is kidnapped from the Space Needle in Seattle. The ransom: steal documents from lobbyist Dakota Raferty, working for an environmentalist group. Though horrified at doing something unethical and illegal, she fears for her child’s life. When he catches Honor stealing the documents, Dakota is sympathetic to her dilemma. Though he sets out to find the kidnappers and save her daughter, Dakota doesn't trust Honor, no matter how much he wants her.
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PUSHED TO THE LIMIT
NO HOLDS BARRED
"MOMMY, CAN WE SEE the mountains with the telescope?” Nora Bright Webster asked as she peered out at them from the Space Needle observation deck.
Glancing at snow-capped Mount Rainier in the southeast, Honor tugged one of her four-year-old's copper braids. “Sure we can, Peaches.”
The brilliance of Nora's smile was contagious. “Yea! I like the mountains.” Green eyes too large for her small face sparkled; peaches-and-cream cheeks lightly sprinkled with freckles glowed. “We don't never have to go back to California or those other places, do we?”
Taking her gaze from the tiny miniature of herself, Honor opened her purple leather clutch, meaning to get coins for the pay telescope. “Not for a long time, anyway.”
A small child needed stability and another year or two would probably seem like forever to her. Though they'd been in Seattle for eleven months, Nora still had to be reassured that her latest home and her newest friends wouldn't be snatched away from her as they had been so frequently in the past.
Honor was digging for her coin purse when she was jostled from behind. The clutch tumbled from her hands, spilling its contents over the observation deck floor. With a sound of exasperation, she slid her slim lilac skirt high enough to allow her to stoop. Gathering the dozen or so loose items, she scooped them back into her purse. She only had her back to her daughter for a few seconds, but when she rose and turned, Nora was gone, no doubt having wandered off into the crowd.
“Nora, honey, where are you?”
Frowning, Honor stepped toward the core of the observation tower and searched the throng of tourists – some waiting to leave, others milling about. No copper-headed little girl. Then the doors of the elevator slid open. Even more people surged out of the car, driving her back.
“Nora,” she called again.
As she looked around in vain, her concern quickly grew.
Telling herself to stay calm, Honor began circling the tower. She assured herself that Nora was fine, that her daughter must have gotten swept up by the crowd, that she would spot her at any second. But halfway around the observation deck, she realized she should have caught up to those short little legs by now. Her pulse threaded unevenly. A large knot of tourists loomed before her, threatening to slow her down. She shoved through them, mumbling her apologies.
But no matter how fast she went, she couldn't catch sight of Nora.
Heart thundering in fear, Honor stopped near the elevator boarding area. She'd come full circle to naught. What now? she wondered, fighting to think clearly.
Help.
She had to get help.
But before she could place one neatly shod purple pump in front of the other, a hard body pressed full length against her back and a large hand gripped her elbow.
“Freeze, Ms. Bright, and don't turn around.”
The low, hoarse words whispered at her ear were menacing. The breath caught in her throat, and Honor did as she was told. He knew who she was – and she wasn't stupid.
“Nora... where is she?” Honor swallowed hard and choked out, “And what is it you want?”
“I want you to read this.”
A folded piece of white paper flew past her. Before she could grab the note, the elevator doors opened and a new set of tourists poured out, one stepping on the missive and kicking it back, further out of Honor's reach. More people got between her and it. Nearly in a frenzy, she pushed into their midst.
“Get out of my way!” she yelled, desperate to get her hands on the lifeline to her daughter.
“Geez, lady.” a teenager complained.
“How rude,” an elderly woman added.
Their words barely registering, Honor lunged for the note, scraping her shins and tearing a stocking as she hit the deck. Her trembling fingers snatched the folded paper from the threat of an oncoming foot. Still on her knees, she pressed the paper to her chest for a second. She was trembling all over and couldn't stop.
Finally, she unfolded the note and read:
Tell no one if you want to see
your daughter again. Go home
and wait for instructions.
Her pulse came in quick little spurts and her head grew light as she looked around for the man who'd left the missive. Not that she could recognize him. Dazed, she let her eyes slide over a half-dozen possibles before returning to the words already emblazoned on her mind.
A uniformed security guard approached. “You okay, ma’am?”
She blinked stupidly. “Yes, I...”
His hand tucked under her arm and lifted her to her feet. “Come on, we'll find you a place to sit.”
“No. No. I have to go home.”
“Rest for a minute, first,” he said kindly.
“No. Right now.”
“Okay, okay.” He let go of her and backed off. “Whatever you say, ma'am.”Honor wanted to say her daughter had been kidnapped and beg the security guard to help her. He'd probably think she was crazy like the rest of the people who'd stopped to watch.
And if they found out she'd told... .
Her stomach clutched and threatened to empty. Honor clasped her hand over her mouth and took a shaky breath. She willed herself to breathe normally. To smile. It was the greatest job of acting she'd ever done.
For Nora was her heart. Her life. Without her daughter, she had nothing.
“I'm all right. Really,” she assured the security guard who stood staring, his expression concerned as she edged toward the elevator. “I just have to go home now. I'm all right.”
A lie. If anything happened to Nora...
Slipping the note into her clutch and pulling out her key ring, Honor feared that she might never be all right again.
EIGHT O'CLOCK and all would be well if only the Public Interest Lobbying Cooperative offices would empty of the extra people that weren't supposed to be there.
While peering down the hall from the doorway of the ladies lounge for the hundredth time in the past hour, Honor heard raised voices. She drew back and watched the glass reflection via the darkened office across the way.
A man and a woman exited PILC without locking the door behind them. Someone else was still inside, then. Thank goodness. She had to work fast or she'd be out of luck – when the last person left, she'd be locked out with no way to get what she needed.
Honor's knees grew weak at the thought of her next bold move.
The couple rounded the corner and a second later she heard the grinding whir of old machinery as the elevator ascended to the fifth floor. A loud clunk and a ding signaled the car's arrival.
She drew back into the lounge which spanned the center hub, another door on the opposite side of the room leading to a second corridor. The old building was a complex maze, but as far as she'd been able to tell, the security system was simple, and a single guard was stationed at street level with a sign-out book. Unwilling to chance the guard recognizing her when she left later, Honor had brought a few items to change her appearance. Her disguise was packed in a tote bag which she now hid behind one of several padded chairs.
Then she made her move.
Pulse racheting through her, Honor slipped down the hall and approached the lobbyists' offices. Her plan had to work. She was no burglar. She didn't know how to jimmy locks and cut alarms. She'd told them that... for all the good it had done her. She'd lain awake the night before and had frazzled her brain coming up with a plan.
Pretending she was part of a messenger service, she'd called PILC earlier that afternoon to find out if someone would be working late. Supposedly, she needed to drop off a packet of materials for one of the lobbyists. She'd been told someone would be around until eight or so. She hadn't expected several someone.
Please let it be only one person left as she'd calculated, Honor prayed as she stopped near the door. One busy, overworked, too-exhausted-to-notice-anything-amiss person who wouldn't catch her coming in.
She took a good look through the windowed door. No one in the spacious outer work area with its half-dozen desks. So far, so good. A light in one of the inner offices caught her eye. A dark-haired woman was pulling a book from a shelf and seemed to be totally absorbed.
Grateful the outer door opened silently, Honor slipped inside the main room while quickly searching for a place to hide. She had a choice. She either could fold herself into a pretzel and wait under a desk, or she could try the nearest door and hope it was unlocked.
Hearing the woman moving about again, she chose the door and found herself in a supply closet. Like a contortionist, she squeezed inside and managed to prop herself awkwardly against a stack of boxes. Sequestered in the dark with only a blur of light at floor level to keep her company, she strained to listen through the solid walnut door as the woman's heels clacked closer.
Her skin went clammy and Honor thought she would be sick. What if the woman needed something from the supply closet and found her? Even if she got away, she might be recognized. The heels stopped and a chair creaked, the screech competing with the pounding of her heart. A few seconds later, the woman's voice drifted into her hiding place.
“Steffie, how are things going at your end?”
Honor drew in some fetid air – a short, sharp breath that rocked her stomach. The other woman was on the telephone. For how long? she wondered. She could hardly wait for this to be over. She was getting edgier and edgier – she'd never done anything illegal before.
“I'm going to talk to the other lobbyists about it tomorrow,” the woman assured Steffie.
She was doing this for Nora, Honor reminded herself. Whoever they were hadn't wanted her money as ransom, and she would do anything to get her daughter back safe and sound. Nothing else mattered. Not even the identities of the people who held her captive. Honor didn't want to know who they were. All she wanted was Nora.
“Helping women and their kids is going to be my top personal priority,” the lobbyist was saying.
Women and their kids.
Her and Nora.
Soon they would be reunited, Honor assured herself. Eyes closed, she could see her daughter's expression. Impish... loving... relieved that her ordeal was over. Tears dampened Honor's lashes.
She clenched her jaw and made fists, digging her nails into her palms. She had to stop this, had to stop thinking about Nora or she would be a basket case, unable to carry through with her mission. Then how would she be able to free her daughter? She had to keep her mind on her plan... her goal... her escape, she told herself.
By the time the dark-haired woman finished her conversation with Steffie, Honor was sweating.
By the time she packed up her things and left – the light illuminating the crack at the floor went black – Honor was shaking.
Yet she waited. Counted to a hundred. Eased the door open, and once assured she was alone, burst through into the dark office with a sob of relief.
Air.
She needed the little fresh air the open room provided, sucked it in greedily for all the good it did her. Never before so nervous and sick to her stomach in her life, she didn't have time to coddle herself, not with the stakes so high. She forced herself to move, to do exactly as the kidnappers had instructed.
Her hand shook as she unzipped the belt pack at her waist and found the mini mag lite she'd stored inside. She moved to the nearest office and flashed the beam over the nameplate on the door which was cracked open. Too bad it was the wrong office. She repeated the process, only finding the right name on the third try.
Dakota Raferty.
How she hated to do this, especially to him. But it wasn't a question of fairness. She had no choice. She jiggled the handle, but his door, of course, was locked.
“Damn,” she whispered in frustration. “I knew this would happen. I just knew it.”
She'd come prepared with her sad little kit – the best she could do considering she was a rank amateur. In addition to the light, she'd stored various other objects that she'd thought might be of use in the belt pack. The screwdriver did her no good in trying to jimmy the lock. She'd brought a tool that would etch glass and make it easier to break, but this door had no window... except for the one in the transom.
She stared up at the rectangular piece of glass approximately one-and-a-half by three feet. Big enough to slide through.
Knowing there was no helping it, she flashed her small light around. The desks and filing cabinets were all old, solid wood and very heavy. Thank goodness she'd never been a woman who relied on a man to do everything for her. Thank goodness she lifted weights as part of her exercise program. She stepped to the nearest desk and found that she could cajole it forth a few inches at a time without making too much noise in case anyone was around to hear, which was unlikely.
She hoped.
Five minutes later, the desk barricaded the office door. She climbed to the raised surface quickly, thankful she'd dressed sensibly in spandex tights, a thigh-length, loose top and flat shoes. She could easily get at the transom now, but pulling herself up and through without cutting herself on broken glass could be another problem altogether.
Luckily, she might not have to break the glass at all, Honor realized.
The transom was open a crack.
Placing the flashlight in her teeth and aiming it so she could see what she was doing, Honor used the screwdriver to get at the catch on the other side of the door. No leverage. Climbing down, she found a sturdy four-legged chair and placed it in the middle of the desk. That gave her too much height so that she worked, hunched over, until she was able to open the transom several inches and reveal the hinges.
The screws didn't want to budge, but Honor was determined. Finally, they worked free and, sticking the flashlight in the open belt pack, she dismantled the window. She was trying to balance the heavy wood and glass when she heard the elevator clunk to a stop.
Her head whipped to the front door and she froze, window suspended in mid-air. A moment later, the guard peered in. He was obviously making his rounds. Honor's heart leapt to her throat as he gave the room a cursory pass with his flashlight. Either the man was near blind or he wasn't looking, because the beam illuminated her legs as it swept past.
Her burden was getting heavier by the second, and the guard couldn't go on too soon for her peace of mind or muscle. Her arms were shaking, her wrists were ready to give way and her fingers were burning. When she thought she couldn't hold the weight any longer, he moved away. Hesitating only a second, she pulled the window toward her.
Wood clunked against wood as frame met door jamb. Honor felt instant relief as the stress left her arms. She readjusted the weight but paused a moment to make sure the guard hadn't heard. He was probably deaf as well as blind, she thought wryly, because he didn't come back. She guessed he was circling the entire floor and, if she were lucky, he would approach the elevators from the other direction.
Please let her be lucky, for Nora's sake, if not her own.
Carefully pulling the frame in through the opening, Honor set the window on the desk so it was leaning against the wall. She poked her head through to the inner office and used the flashlight to make sure her descent would be clear. Nothing in the way.
With an adrenaline rush, she slipped through the opening and sat long enough to get her balance. Then she turned over so she was waist to the jamb, got a good grip with both hands and let herself down easily, front sliding against the door. She dropped the final couple of feet to the floor with ease, then sagged with relief, forehead pressed into the wood.
She'd done it. Thank God. Everything would be all right now.
Nora would be all right.
If she found the correct information, Honor reminded herself, wondering why the kidnappers had chosen her for such a task. They were the professionals.
Thinking she could use more than the flashlight and still be safe, she turned on a desk lamp and aimed it at the file cabinets. She opened the drawer marked R-V and was somewhat amazed when the correct hanging file seemed to jump out at her: Salmon Fishing Industry.
After all she'd been through to get this far, finding the file in its proper place seemed laughingly easy. Not about to question her luck, however, Honor grabbed the documents and slid the drawer closed. A responding sound seemed to come from the next room. Honor quickly switched off the light and listened intently in case the guard had returned.
Silence.
Her imagination? Or an echo of her own activity bouncing through acoustically poor rooms?
Neither option threatening, she moved to the door, her mind on escape. First return things the way she found them. Replacing the window would be a piece of cake, and hopefully, the door would automatically lock behind her. Then all she had to do was move the desk back into place to be practically home free. Rather Nora would be, Honor thought, visualizing her reunion with her daughter.
One step closer to that goal, she opened the door only to freeze yet again.
There, on the other side of the desk, illuminated by the beam of her flashlight, stood a tall, broad-shouldered blond hunk of a man wearing a pin-striped suit... and a very dangerous expression.
“WHO THE HELL ARE YOU and what do you want?” Dakota Raferty demanded as he was near-blinded by the light shining in his face.
Giving no answer, the person clicked off the flashlight and made a furtive dart forward to shove at something. He put out his hands in self-defense as a window came flying at him. He caught it by the frame and shoved it back against the wall as the dark-clad figure zigzagged in the other direction and scrambled over the edge of the desk.
“Oh, no, you don't,” he growled.
Knowing his size and strength to be superior, Dakota tackled the would-be thief, determined that he would teach the fellow that crime didn't pay.
But, as they went down to the tile floor together, Dakota felt full flesh under his hands that could only belong to a woman. A not-so-small-or-weak one at that. She was tall and strong and determined. She fought him with everything she had even while trying to hold on to whatever she'd broken into his office to get.
Even so, Dakota took the advantage of his greater size, swinging a leg over her body to pin her. He grasped her wrists and jerked. Her prize slipped away with the whoosh of papers being strewn across the floor.
“Who are you and what were you trying to steal?” he demanded, dragging her hands up over her head and pinning them to the floor.
He was straddling his captive, holding her hips firmly in place with his knees. Her flesh was luxurious but tightly muscled – the proof of which he felt as she heaved and tried to buck him off – and he figured she was into fitness training. Must be, considering her profession or avocation, whichever burglary was.
“You can answer me... or the police,” he threatened when her furious silence continued.
Abruptly, she stopped struggling. “All right,” she finally said, her voice low and husky and filled with emotion he recognized as panic. “Let me up and I'll tell you.”
“How about if you tell me and then maybe I'll think about letting you up.”
He had the upper hand and might have kept to the threat if a sob hadn't caught in her throat. And she was trembling under him. She couldn't hide her fear.
Served her right, he thought, telling himself not to soften just because she was a woman.
Despite the self-admonishment, Dakota rose. He was careful to keep his right hand firmly wrapped around her wrist, however. He tugged none-too-gently -- she was a thief, after all, afraid or not – and dragged her to the wall where he threw on a light switch.
What greeted his gaze took him aback.
“I know you,” he said, inspecting familiar green eyes, porcelain complexion, and flawless features revealed by copper hair drawn back into a French braid. “Don't I?”
She blinked and he could see the truth of his words in her eyes. Then her expression changed subtly.
“Sure you do. I'm a friend of Marc Lucas,” she explained, naming one of Dakota's fellow lobbyists. “We met briefly at a party several months ago.”
Dakota knew that to be a lie. Marc had only been with PILC for six weeks and they'd never met before that.
“A party,” he echoed, playing along, wondering how far she'd try to take him. She was a striking woman with a body to match and he suspected she wouldn't hesitate to use whatever she thought would work to con him. His guard doubled. “I'm sure I would remember you.”
”You said you knew me.”
“But I forgot your name.”
He could tell she was thinking quickly before she answered, “Sandy Mitchell. Marc wanted to play a practical joke on you and I was helping him out.”
“Try again.”
“What do you mean?”
She was good. Her expression was somewhere between innocent and indignant. A great actress.
Actress.
That was it.
He visualized her with masses of rich copper-red curls brushing her high cheekbones as well as shoulders and a perfect back, both bared by a scanty copper-colored evening gown or an even scantier bathing suit. He'd seen those commercials and magazine ads for Flawless products dozens of times – he'd had a personal interest in them because the cosmetic company was his sister's account. More so than in the movies or television, Honor had used the wonderful world of advertising to make her name.
“Honor Bright.” He let go of her wrist. Now that he had her identity, he didn't need to hold her by force. The knowledge was enough to keep her in line until he got some answers. “We've never met before but I recognize the face. Plus, I know my sister Syd set you up with work here in Seattle.”
The situation was becoming even more puzzling. Could his younger sister have something to do with this fiasco? Dakota wondered, though he couldn't think of Sydney being involved in anything even slightly illegal after what she'd just been through.
Before he could probe, Honor said, “That's why I didn't want to do this. Because of Sydney, I mean.”
She winced as she rubbed her wrist gingerly, making Dakota wonder if he'd really hurt her, though why he should care he didn't know. Considering she had broken into his office – making him the victim of a crime in this situation – he was behaving quite reasonably.
“We're friends,” Honor went on, “and I owe Sydney a lot. Not that I wanted to steal anything at all. You have to believe I was forced into this.” Her forehead furled into a frown. “But why from you? It's so weird. I've been asking myself that all day.”
She truly sounded as if she didn't know.
Dakota leaned back against a desk and crossed his arms over his pin-striped chest. “Why me? Good question. Maybe if you tell me the truth about what's going on here we can figure it out.”
“What's going on is...”
Her voice faded off and her forehead crumpled further indicating the intensity of her distress. He thought she was about to cry, but she pulled herself together and faced him with a neutral expression.
“Promise me no police,” she said.
“Hey, I'm not promising anything. I don't have to. I can call the police any time I want. Like now.” He reached for the telephone.
“No, don't.” She caught his hand and her pleading gaze met his. “You win -- all right? They said if I told anyone, she would die. You just remember that.” She took a deep breath. “My daughter Nora has been kidnapped, so you can't call the police.”
Her eyes filled with tears. Dakota couldn't tell whether the emotion was real or manufactured. Acting was Honor Bright's profession and he remembered her being good at it whether she'd had a bit part or a starring role or was merely posing for an ad.
“How do I know you're not lying?”
She blinked and a single tear rolled down her cheek. She let go of his hand to brush the moisture away. “I guess trusting me is out of the question, right?”
Despite himself, Dakota was moved. He wanted to believe her. Only he couldn't quite manage such trust without more information.
“Who kidnapped your daughter?”
“I don't know. Yesterday we went to the Space Needle for a Sunday afternoon outing. We were having such a good time.” She swallowed hard. “Then someone bumped into me and the contents of my purse scattered all over. I only turned my back to pick things up for a few seconds... but that was long enough. They got Nora out in that crowd right under my nose.”
The tears were falling freely now and, studying her intently, Dakota could tell they weren't the first she'd shed. The skin around her eyes was puffy and the whites were threaded with red. She'd been doing a lot of crying about something recently.
“What do they want?” he asked gruffly. She was touching his emotions whether he would or no.
“Not money. They wouldn't take my money. One of them called last night. The voice was synthesized... you know, electronically processed so I couldn't even tell if it was a man or woman. Whoever it was said I had to get my hands on classified information about your lobbying efforts concerning the salmon industry.” She choked out a laugh. “My daughter for some information on fish. I don't understand.”
But Dakota did. “That explains why they chose you, I guess, since you're the spokesperson for the Northwest Coast Salmon Council – the competition, such as it is.”
For whatever reasons, Honor had left the fast lane of Hollywood. His sister Sydney, who'd worked with Honor on the highly successful Flawless ad campaign, had suggested the NCSC job.
“What's so important about these files?”
“You don't need to know that.”
The documents dealt with highly sensitive issues involving NCSC. Individuals' testimony and photos, evidence the council was whitewashing illegal salmon fishing activities. Dakota would use the information in his lobbying efforts to enact stricter controls. He hadn't figured the opposition had even known what they had.
“I never guessed someone would be willing to put a little girl in jeopardy and make her mother a criminal for these,” he said, indicating the documents. And then, more firmly, “Finding the kidnappers is a job for the police.”
“You can't call the police!” Honor cried, sounding as if she were fighting hysteria. “Nora's only a baby. Only four years old. I can't lose her.”
“Professionals know how to handle–”
”No.” She grabbed onto his arm, her long nails pressing into his flesh through the fabric of his suit jacket. “Please, I'm begging you. Please.”
Honor was weeping openly now and her sobs tore at Dakota's heart. And still he suspected she could be acting to get what she wanted. For God's sake, he didn't even know for certain if she had a daughter.
Besides, he wasn't a man to overlook a crime. Raised by a father who was a judge, he'd spent his entire life working for and within the law, working for the public interest. His finely honed sense of justice demanded he get satisfaction from the situation, not only for himself, but for the people he might soon represent at a national level.
He wanted to know who and why... and wanted to prosecute the guilty parties to the extent of the law.
“No police,” he agreed tersely, “on one condition.”
“What?”
“You'll have to prove yourself.”
“Anything. I'll do anything,” she promised.
“Good.” Though Dakota didn't think she was going to like this one. “Because you're going to have to work with me to turn the tables on the kidnappers.”
“WORK WITH YOU?” Honor didn't know why she was surprised. What else had she expected? That he would beg her not to try to steal his papers again? “But they're professionals.”
“Then they won't suspect we're trying to trap them.”
Honor wanted to scream at Dakota, but years of acting experience allowed her to keep her voice controlled. “The life of a four year old child is on the line here. If we make a mistake --“
”Then we won't make a mistake.”
“You can afford to say that. Nora isn't your daughter. She's mine and I'm terrified they'll harm her.”
“There are no guarantees, not even if you give them what they want.”
A lump settled in Honor's throat as she met blue eyes as brilliant as aquamarines. Recognizing the shadow of pity in them, she dropped her gaze and stared at the pronounced cleft in Dakota's chin.
She knew what he said was true, and that she'd been trying to fool herself. She'd convinced herself that if she did exactly what the kidnappers said, Nora would be freed. But deep inside, she also knew that Nora could be a liability to criminals who didn't want to be identified. Perhaps she'd been stupid, but believing that God wouldn't be so cruel as to take her daughter from her permanently was the only thing that had gotten her through the past thirty-two hours.
Honor moved to the spot where Dakota had tackled her, where manila folders, papers and photographs had popped out of the hanging file and now lay strewn across the floor. She started to gather them.
“What do you propose?” she asked.
“To follow you. To stop the person who comes to pick up the ransom.”
Her head whipped toward him. “You can't. If the others don't get these papers...”
Dakota took the documents from her. “You won't have these papers to give in the first place.”
“What do you mean?” she demanded, fighting the panic that had threatened to envelope her since the unthinkable had happened. “I have to give the kidnappers what they want in trade for my daughter.”
“Or a reasonable facsimile thereof,” Dakota argued. “I have a neutral report we had commissioned several months ago, before we really got into this case. You can have that. I can forge a couple of statements similar to but less incriminating than the real McCoy. And I have dozens of photographs of salmon boats that I can't use, but which could be useful as subterfuge. Maybe whoever's behind the kidnapping can be lulled into thinking we don't have anything of importance,” he said, more to himself than to her.
“Why even bother having me deliver anything if you're going to stop the pick-up man?” she asked bitterly.
How could any decent person be so callous when a child's safety might be on the line? she wondered.
“The pick-up man could get away. Or I could follow him,” he conceded. “That might be better anyway. Where are you supposed to meet the guy?”
Honor thought quickly. “Pike Place Market.” She'd be damned if she'd tell him the truth if there was any chance she could get away from him and make the real drop. “And I'm not supposed to meet anyone. I was told to leave the files behind one of the stalls.”
She tried not to look too relieved when he nodded, obviously swallowing her story. Though she would have to make due with whatever he was willing to let her take, she could hope it would be enough for the kidnappers... or that it would at least buy her some time. Now all she had to do was figure out how to get away from Dakota so she could appear at the real rendezvous site alone as instructed.
Putting the office right and preparing the fake document file took nearly an hour, time enough for Honor to conceive of a plan to counter the one Dakota formulated. When they closed down the office, she picked up the envelope and tucked it into her side. Dakota didn't argue, though he kept an eye on her as she accompanied him docilely to the elevator.
As he pressed the call button, she moved away, saying, “I'll be right back.”
Dakota grabbed her free wrist. “You're not going anywhere without me.”
“Fine. Come to the ladies lounge with me, then, but I can't leave until I make a stop.” She gave him a pained expression. “You know what nerves can do... .”
“All right. Let's go.”
Honor hurried around the corner, Dakota on her heels. She prayed he'd been raised with too much class to actually follow her inside. The elevator was already creaking and groaning its way up to the fifth floor. She had only a minute or so to execute her plan with the aid of the noisy old contraption to cover her movements.
“Hurry,” he said, stopping at the door.
She flashed him a smile of real gratitude – she was almost sorry she had to dupe him this way – slipped inside the lounge, and, the second door touched jamb, went for her tote bag into which she placed the envelope. Her heart was pounding and she could hear the elevator grinding to a halt as she ran on tiptoe and exited through the other door. Without hesitating, she moved quickly but quietly down the hall toward the fire stairs exit she'd spotted earlier. Now if only she could get down to street level before Dakota caught up to her.
Taking the stairs two at a time, Honor pulled a calf-length knit duster from the bag and slipped it on. Fourth floor. She pulled out a dark curly wig and fought to get her braid under it as she kept moving. Third. A pair of horned-rimmed glasses came next. Second. Bright red lipstick. When she got to the first floor, she stopped a second to slip into a pair of heels, the sensible kind made by athletic shoe manufacturers – the kind she could run in.
About to open the door, she hesitated. The guard might be suspicious that she'd used the stairs instead of the elevator. A few seconds delay and Dakota could catch up to her. So she kept going, descending deeper into the bowels of the building – a poorly lit basement that seemed to be a maze of pipes and obstacles. A mistake, or so she thought until she spotted the loading dock doors which must lead to the hilly street that ran alongside the building. Making an instant decision, she crossed the basement and burst through the door, setting off a building alarm.
She hit the sidewalk at a run and immediately headed for her car which she'd left more than a block away. Although it was almost ten, people moved along the streets. Few bothered to look her way. Many were homeless. None posed a threat.
Out of breath by the time she got to her car, she climbed in and waited only until her pulse steadied before starting the ignition. Dakota Raferty would be cursing her by now. He was probably calling the police. They wouldn't find her, not until she'd made the delivery. And once she had her daughter in her arms safe and sound, she didn't care what threats they used against her.
She could afford the best lawyers, Honor told herself, thinking positively about Nora's return. Her actions had been justified. Any reasonable person could understand that.
But in case they didn't, maybe she would take her daughter and disappear off the face of the earth.
As Honor sped to the docks at the south end of Elliott Bay, her only regret was that she'd had to betray a friend. Sydney Raferty didn't deserve this from her.
And neither, she suspected, fighting a rush of guilt, did Sydney's brother.
DAKOTA CALLED himself every kind of fool as the elevator touched down to the first floor and the building alarm went off. He'd been sickened by a clever woman – again – and he didn't like being played for a fool one bit.
As the doors opened, he saw the night guard leaving his post, gun in hand.
“Grady.”
”Not now, Mr. Raferty. Sorry, but I gotta check out the alarm.”
Dakota could have told the guard that he was too late, that someone had been leaving the building rather than breaking in. Instead of taking the time to stop the guy and explain, however, he raced out the front exit, around the corner and toward the loading dock area. As he'd suspected, he didn't get a glimpse of Honor Bright, who was a better actress than he could have imagined.
He'd actually believed her...
Knowing he was being even more of a fool, he headed for his car and Pike Place Market.
As he'd known it would be, the market was locked up but for the few restaurants with late hours. And he saw no sign of a stunning redhead. Furious that not only had she given him the slip but had lied about the drop-off location, as well, Dakota thought to call the police.
But what if she'd been telling the truth about her daughter?
He couldn't get the possibility out of his mind. No matter that he thought Honor should have gone to the police herself, he couldn't do it. When he found a telephone, he dialed the number his sister Sydney had given him a few days before. He couldn't believe she was spending her nights reading Tarot cards in a bar – though she insisted it was more of a coffee house. He didn't see the difference.
“Benno's Place,” came a familiar voice raised over the sounds of laughter and music.
“Syd?”
“Dakota? How's it going?” Sydney asked, followed by an anxious, “Is anything wrong?”
“No,” he hurried to assure her.
He didn't want Sydney tied up in knots with his problems, not after what she'd been through. The victim of a con man out to even an old score, she'd been gas lighted by a supposedly new husband who had then supposedly died – neither case having been true – in addition to which she'd been suspected of murder and had almost perished in a fire. The past month had been a living hell for her.
“So what's up?” Sydney asked.
“I met your friend Honor Bright this evening.”
“Aha.”
“What's the 'aha' for?”
“I'm not naive, brother dear. I know your taste in women. Your hormones are stirred up, and you're obsessed, right?”
Not about to tell his sister what he really thought of the actress, though obsession might not be totally inaccurate, Dakota hedged. “That Honor is a real beauty, all right. Smart, too.”
He couldn't believe how stupid he'd felt when he'd remembered the second exit out of the lounge. He'd stormed into the room only to find her gone.
“And she's been divorced for more than a year.”
He recognized Sydney's matchmaking tone and played on the fact to get the information he sought. “Must be tough, raising a kid all alone.”
“I know for a fact that Honor considers raising Nora a joy rather than some tough duty divorce forced on her,” Sydney assured him.
So Honor did have a daughter. At least that much hadn't been a lie.
“She took the job in Seattle because of her daughter, you know,” his sister continued. “Honor wanted a quieter life for a while so she could spend more time with Nora and make a home where her little girl would have some stability for once. Traipsing around to various shooting locations can be pretty tough on a four year old.”
So could kidnapping. Dakota suspected little Nora had that carefully manufactured security ripped away from her, just as her mother had claimed. Still nothing could excuse Honor's illegal actions. Even if he hesitated to bring in the police, he wasn't about to let her perfidy go as if it had never happened. Especially not when he was the target of the real criminals who might strike at his campaign in some other manner if they weren't satisfied with their end of the deal.
Now all he had to do was find Honor with his unsuspecting sister's help. Help that Honor would no doubt be expecting.
“Speaking of home... you wouldn't have Honor's telephone number and address, would you?”
“What? You didn't get them?” Sydney laughed. “My big brother is slipping in his old age. I remember a time when a woman would force that information on you whether or not you wanted it.”
“We didn't exactly have the opportunity,” Dakota said dryly. Not to mention the incentive. “Come on, Syd, stop ragging on me and find your address book.”
“I don't have to. I know the address by heart. Got a pencil?”
“And my trusty black book.”
In which he scribbled the address Sydney gave him. “That's the Capitol Hill area.”
“Across from Volunteer Park. Hey, want me to call Honor and put in the good word for you?”
“No,” he said quickly. “Don't you dare try to help me. Besides, I think she got a definite first impression of me that she won't soon forget.”
Sydney chuckled. “Big-headed as always. One of these days a woman is going to knock the stuffing out of you, Prince Charming.”
“One already did.” He'd never forget his ex-fiancé Maureen O’NEILL, who had been as deceptive as they'd come. “I don't plan on letting it happen again.”
“Love finds us whether or not we're ready for it,” Sydney warned him with a dreamy sigh.
Knowing his sister thought she was in love with some character named Benno DeMartino just because the man saved her life, Dakota didn't argue. She couldn't have fallen for real, not so soon after the fiasco prompted by the late, shady Al Fox, a man she'd also thought she loved. The current romance would undoubtedly cool off as soon as Sydney came to her senses, but no reason to upset her with that projection.
Bringing the conversation to a close with his promise to give their father Sydney's love, Dakota replaced the receiver and returned his notebook to his inside jacket pocket.
Honor's address was burned into his memory anyway, Dakota thought as he returned to his car. He was going to find the place and sit on her doorstep until the actress returned from her rendezvous, even if it meant waiting all night.
HONOR PARKED HER CAR in an all but deserted area under the viaduct along Alaskan Way. Now that she was about to make the drop, her adrenaline was rushing as fast as the vehicular traffic would on a good night.
This wasn't a good night for her, Honor thought, not unless Nora ended up in her arms because of it.
“Please, God, keep my little girl safe,” she whispered. “Bring her home to me by morning.”
They hadn't said when Nora would be returned. No promises until she delivered the goods.
What they had said was “before midnight.”
She was early, a little after eleven. Ironic considering she might not have been able to show at all. What they might have done to Nora if she hadn't come through was something she didn't want to contemplate. Uneasily, she fingered the envelope with its innocuous documents. If they thought she was trying to pull one over on them... .
Unable to stand the wait any longer, she chose to act immediately and damn the early hour. By the time she crossed to the pier and dropped off the package, it would be about eleven-thirty. Then she could get the hell out of there... or wait to see who made the pick up.
Her pulse ticked unevenly as she considered the daring notion, then tried to forget about it. Damn Dakota for giving her the idea in the first place.
Too dangerous, she told herself, not only for her, but for her daughter.
But not if she were the first to arrive and then found a safe place to hide, a little voice contradicted.
She wouldn't do anything foolish, Honor assured herself, carrying on with the fantasy. She wouldn't try to follow the man. She would merely watch. Observe. Maybe she would notice something that would identify the kidnapper later when she could finally report the crime to the police.
What was she thinking of? Hadn't she decided to take her daughter and disappear so no one could ever threaten Nora again? No, Honor admitted to herself, she hadn't decided anything of the kind. Not for certain. She wasn't a coward and running from anything or anyone went against her grain. Besides, taking Nora from the first real home they'd shared for more than a few months at a time would be cruel.
Besides, she didn't have Nora yet.
First things first.
Choosing to wear the wig and fake glasses in case anyone saw her, she shed the red duster. Too conspicuous and she wanted to blend into her surroundings as best she could. Before getting out of the car, she took a thorough look around. No other human traffic in sight.
Nerves tingling, she slid out into the dark night, envelope tucked tightly under one arm.
Her eyes kept moving, watching, noting only a few other cars parked in the area, most notably a souped up Olds with tires too large for its frame, a Plymouth with a vanity license plate reading HOTSHOT, and a silver BMW of indeterminate age. She kept watch for their possible owners but neither saw nor heard anyone as she crossed to the dock area.
Her heart was in her throat as she strode forward, her sense of unreality growing by leaps and bounds. She felt as though her body didn't exactly belong to her. Someone else was moving the legs that closed the gap to the wharf. Another pressed the arm that held the precious package at her side. Even the ache that started in the pit of her stomach and spread to her extremities seemed once removed, sort of like a toothache more remembered than felt.
As she drew closer to the drop-off site, she began to understand the real meaning of fear, which skulked through her chest and slithered around her lungs until she felt as if she would suffocate.
The setting was so ominous.
Unlike the brightly lit, noisy piers just a short distance to the north, this one wasn't currently in use. It was deserted. Eerily quiet. Dark.
Dangerous.
The night was moonless, the stars swallowed by the cloud cover overhead. Black. Everything was so black. Only a few lights washed pale pools of silver-blue over small areas of the dock and its ramshackle warehouses. Mist crawled up from the ocean, writhing and twisting along the wooden planking now beneath her feet, circling her ankles like prison chains that slowed her down.
Stopped and feeling all too vulnerable, Honor had the distinct sensation that she was being watched.
Quickly looking over her shoulder toward the first building she'd passed, she saw no one. Her gaze then skimmed the larger hulking warehouse that squatted before her on the pier. No light, no movement, no indication of another human presence. Ears attuned for the slightest sound, she relaxed a bit when all she heard were waves washing over the pilings below.
She was imagining things, Honor told herself, trying to make light of the spooky sensation. Undoubtedly, she wouldn't feel safe for a long time after this incident was over. The distinct, familiar smell of the ocean assaulted her nose and she reveled in the sharp scent of reality, a combination of salt and fish.
Fish.
That reminded her of salmon, her reason for being here – her daughter in trade for some stupid documents that could point a wagging finger at the salmon fishing industry.
It just didn't make sense that someone wanting such information would go to these extreme lengths to get it. Why involve an innocent person, an outsider? she wondered. Unless there was more to the mystery than she'd suspected. She hadn't thought with a clear mind since Nora had been snatched, and now wasn't the time to indulge herself.
Later, she promised herself. After Nora was safe she would help Dakota any way she could. She owed him that.
But now she was going to deliver the documents as instructed.
She forced her legs to move, counted doorways, found the old supply box at the fifth mooring down. With one last quick look around to assure herself she had no witnesses – though the sensation of being watched still clung to her subconscious – she slid the envelope inside. And then she retreated, her steps quick and sure as though the only thought on her mind was to get out of there.
Exactly what she should have done.
But when she passed the smaller warehouse nearest the street, she melded with its shadows, swung behind a staircase which she could use as cover. She hadn't known she was going to do so until that very second. She'd thought she was going to be smart, watch out for herself and Nora.
But that's exactly what she was doing, Honor realized. Dakota had been right. She couldn't count on the word of a criminal, and she was desperate to find her daughter.
So, not knowing what her next move would be, she sat on a discarded fruit crate and waited.
She couldn't shake the certainty that someone else nearby waited, as well.
The luminous dials of her watch warned her as midnight approached. Rather than revving up as she might expect, her nerves calmed, leaving behind cold anger which cleared her mind and honed her senses.
A scrabbling sound behind her whipped Honor off her seat. She spotted a wharf rat poking around, probably looking for food. Her heart pounded. She hated rats, feared them, so much so that she was tempted to leave.
In the distance, a church bell tolled.
Midnight.
The magic hour.
To her relief, the rat scurried away, freeing her attention, and just in time. Someone was moving cautiously along the other warehouse, nearing the drop off site. No wonder she'd felt as if she were being watched. The pick-up man had beat her to the site and been lying in wait.
Whoever it was would have to come past her to get away, however, and when he did...
Honor peeked out further from behind the staircase as a paper rustled behind her. The rat or one of his companions had returned. She steeled herself against being distracted. A dark form was sneaking out from the warehouse shadows, entering a pool of silver-blue light. As though suspecting she was watching, the person turned to stare in her direction.
Honor ducked back into her own shadows and counted to ten before daring to stick out her head once more. Startled, she saw no one. But she hadn't given the person enough time to retrieve the documents and get away. What was going on?
About to take yet another step from her hiding place, Honor heard a noise behind her too loud and distinct to be made by a rat. Before she could turn to face her danger, pain exploded through the back of her head, her vision blurred and stars lit her inner sky.
And then the brightness faded to twilight...
AWARENESS GRADUALLY permeated the black void holding Honor captive.
Awareness and excruciating pain.
Despite the agony searing her head, she opened her eyes and blinked in confusion until she remembered where she was and why. A broken reminder lay inches from her nose – the glasses she'd worn as part of her disguise. She could barely make out the bent frames and shattered lenses in the early morning light.
Dawn was beginning to spread its gray misery over Seattle. Rain drizzled steadily, forming puddles along the dock. The smell of fish was so overwhelming that her stomach clutched in response. She swallowed hard to still the convulsions. Shivering from the cold damp and a crawly sensation between her shoulder blades, she tried to push herself up into a sitting position.
An angry squeak and the scrabbling of tiny claws down her spine terrorized her into temporary paralysis.
A rat.
“Aaahh!”
The rodent went flying. Honor jerked upright to her feet, then caught onto the staircase to steady herself as her stomach threatened to empty. Everything was spinning and her head felt as big as Mount Rainier.
“I'm going, lady. Don't make no more fuss.”
“What?”
She jumped yet again at the unexpected voice. Pain vibrated from her scalp to her toes and she had trouble focusing as she turned to see a man dressed in rags scrambling out from under a blanket of newspapers a few yards away. He'd obviously taken shelter from the rain under the overhang.
“Please. I didn't mean no harm, lady,” the transient assured her.
He scurried away as quickly as the rat had done.
Honor stared after him, her heart saddened. Seattle had more than its share of homeless, no doubt due less to unemployment than to the mild year-round climate that drew transients from other states. The poor man had undoubtedly thought she was reacting to him rather than the rat. He was probably more frightened than she.
And she was frightened, Honor realized, not because of the rat, not because of the homeless man, but because of the damage her foolishness might have wreaked.
Despair enveloped her as she realized what she'd done. Damn Dakota Raferty for putting the idea in her head. She shouldn't have tried to outwit the criminals. She should have followed orders and gone home to wait. Even now, Nora might be safe and warm, snug in her arms.
Who knew how the criminal mind worked?
Who knew how the kidnappers might punish her for disobeying them?
Then, again, maybe she was blowing things out of proportion. Maybe they thought they had what they wanted. Maybe they had returned her daughter, Honor thought hopefully, or left a message on her machine as to Nora's whereabouts.
Only one way to find out.
She took a tentative step. Her toe connected with something solid, almost tripping her. She looked down at a length of steel pipe – probably the weapon used to knock her out – but moved her head too quickly. Nausea overwhelmed her. No use fighting the inevitable.
Hanging onto the staircase, she bent over, took a deep whiff of the ocean and let the fishy smell do its worst.
When her stomach was empty, she wiped her sleeve across her mouth and waited until she was able to draw in air without her stomach and chest heaving. Then she pushed herself away from the warehouse and stumbled out from under her shelter. Neither a downpour nor a mist, the rain was heavy enough to permeate her clothing before she reached Alaskan Way. Few vehicles were on the road this early in the morning, but a ferry at the next pier was getting ready to depart.
Still woozy, she waited until her footing firmed, then wove toward her car which stood alone under the viaduct. She was soaked to the skin and shaking before she found her keys and got inside. Her head bobbled back against the seat rest and her eyelids fluttered closed.
Sleep tempted her.
Until she remembered Nora.
She started the ignition. The engine shuddered its complaint against the dampness but the car moved off without dying. Carefully, she turned into the light dawn traffic and somehow, miraculously, found her way across the downtown area to Capitol Hill without having an accident. Rather than fighting with the garage, she pulled up in front of the house and parked at the curb.
As Honor exited the car, her Queen Anne-style home looked as stately and beautiful as always, but this morning it was anything but inviting. Not that she was really surprised.
There on her wrap-around, flower-bedecked porch, sprawled across the long rattan swing, Dakota Raferty lay in wait for her.
“FINALLY.” DAKOTA SHIFTED into a sitting position and stretched. Narrowing his gaze, he focused on the ridiculous wig Honor was wearing. Part of some stupid disguise. She'd been in too many movies. He kept his voice deceptively calm as he asked, “Have a satisfactory night on the town?”
Honor tried to rush past him, but she was moving as if she were drunk. Before she got to the door, he easily grabbed her arm, effectively stopping her. She swayed and caught his jacket lapel to steady herself. Her full breasts pressed against his chest, but she didn't seem to notice. She was stumbling with exhaustion. That her face appeared pale and pinched in the gray dawn didn't escape his notice.
“Satisfied?” he probed, when she remained tight-lipped and hostile.
“I did what I had to for my daughter.”
“So where is she? I don't see her with you.”
She shoved at his chest ineffectually. “Let go of me.”
“Or you'll what?” he challenged.
He thought she was about to cry, then he realized her eyes seemed strangely glazed, as if she were unable to focus properly. When she pushed at him again, he let go of her, though he had no intention of letting her escape him this time, not until he had some answers and assurances.
If he could trust her to be honest about either, he silently added. He expected more of someone named Honor than she was likely to give.
Her hand shook as she tried to unlock the door. Dakota took over. When he got the door open, he held it for her in a gentlemanly gesture she surely didn't appreciate. She wandered into the room as if it were a strange place rather than her home. Acting dazed, she looked around, then wove toward a telephone and answering machine.
“They didn't call!” she cried in frustration as she got halfway there. “Maybe she's upstairs. Nora! Nora, honey, are you here?”
An emotion Dakota couldn't quite identify twisted his gut as he recognized the agony in her voice. He'd told her there were no guarantees. He reached out to her with more gentleness than she deserved. For the first time he realized she was soaked to the skin and shivering. He turned her to face him and was once more struck by the dullness of her eyes.
“She's not here, Honor.”
“I know.”
The words escaped her lips in a soft rush. She swayed and might have fallen if he hadn't wrapped an arm around her back to steady her. This wasn't the same woman who'd fought him like a wildcat the night before.
“Are you all right?” he asked as he helped her to a sofa and made her sit.
Her hands went to her head. “If only it would stop.”
“What?”
“The pounding. Someone hit me... with a pipe, I think.”
“Good God, why didn't you say so.” He kneeled and took off the wig, heard her sigh of relief at the release of such slight pressure. “How long ago did this happen?”
“I don't know exactly. I remember hearing a church bell at midnight. The next thing I knew it was dawn.”
“You were unconscious for that many hours?” No wonder her eyes looked so strange. “We have to get you to an emergency room.”
“No. I can't leave. They'll call about Nora. I know they will.”
“And what do you think you're going to accomplish by running around with a concussion? You drove like this. You could have killed yourself... or someone else. You have to get medical help and then talk to the police.”
She pressed her lids closed, but tears seeped through them. “No emergency room, no police!” she cried softly. “Involving anyone official might sign Nora's death warrant, a tragedy that could be prevented.” Her green eyes pleaded with him when she asked, “Could you live with yourself if something happened to her because of you?”
“All right, no police for now, and no emergency room. Maybe a doctor–”
”I can't leave.”
And neither could he, Dakota realized. He was stuck with Honor, at least temporarily. Someone had to take care of her.
“Where were you hit?”
She indicated the area and he carefully checked her scalp. She had a doozer of a lump, and a small area of broken skin. No doubt the stupid wig had acted as a cushion, saving her from greater injury.
“You're lucky whoever did this didn't split open your skull. Do you have some kind of painkillers in the house?”
“Extra strength aspirins.” She was obviously relieved that he wasn't going to force outside help on her. “In the upstairs medicine cabinet.”
Dakota gave her a long, penetrating look, but he didn't think she was acting this time. “Stay put.”
She leaned against the couch back and moaned.
He whipped up the stairs and tore into the bathroom. He found not only aspirins on the highest shelf of the medicine cabinet, but hydrogen peroxide, as well. Then he hunted up some gauze swabs and poured water into a paper cup. As he was leaving, a thick dark green bathrobe caught his eye and he grabbed it, too.
When he returned to the first floor, Honor was still cushioned by the couch, eyes closed.
“Hey, are you awake?” he asked.
“Uh-huh.”
He gave her the aspirin first, then took care of the scalp wound. Though he was as gentle as he knew how to be, he hurt her. Not that Honor complained. He could tell by the way she stiffened and sucked in her breath.
“You're going to have to get out of those wet clothes and into this,” he said, indicating the robe.
Her eyes widened slightly and he thought she was about to argue. Dakota turned to give her the privacy she needed and he knew she was stripping. He closed his mind to what she might look like beneath the loose olive top.
But when she groaned and murmured, “I can't,” he knew he had to help her.
Her arms were tangled in the loose garment which she'd slipped up to her neck. She was attempting – in vain – to get it over her head. And with each try, she was bringing herself more misery.
Dakota did his best to ignore her full breasts which were all but spilling out of flesh-colored lace cups as he helped free her from the garment. Nevertheless, a spark of awareness passed through him which he hoped she wouldn't recognize. He was a healthy male with normal appetites, but he didn't think being faced with that knowledge would make her comfortable in his presence.
“Thanks,” she murmured, quickly grabbing the robe to cover herself.
He turned his back but was acutely aware of her movements. The brush of material. The snap of the bra. Spandex sliding over her lush hips and down her long, long legs. The images the sounds conjured made him hard and uncomfortable. He derided himself for being so weak, for being physically attracted to a woman who had perpetrated a criminal act against him, but he couldn't help himself any more than he could help pitying her for what she was going through.
“Ooh, that's better,” Honor said, chasing a shudder. “I hadn't realized how cold I was.”
Dakota faced her. The robe was wrapped tightly across her unbound breasts, and her fingers clutched the plush collar to her long, elegant neck. She looked so innocent... and so vulnerable.
The innocent part was a facade, as he well knew. He only hoped he wasn't being taken in by the other.
“Thank you,” she said softly, the two words holding a wealth of meaning.
Taking a step closer, Dakota tilted her chin and looked into her eyes. He'd only meant to ascertain whether or not she had a concussion – both pupils seemed equally dilated – but he became trapped by the wealth of emotion he found in them. Pain. Guilt. Gratitude.
“Why don't you lie down?” he suggested, removing his hand.
“I might fall asleep.”
Exhaustion was consuming her. He could see it in the droop of her flawless features, hear it in the slur of her dulcet tones. Dakota suspected she would drift off the moment her head touched down.
“You won't be any good to anyone like this.”
Her gaze slid to the telephone. “But if they call–”
”I'll wake you.”
She studied him for a moment. “Why?”
“Because I'll be here.”
“That's not what I mean. Why will you be here? Why are you helping me when I...”
Her voice dropped off along with her gaze.
“I don't know why. Maybe because I feel sorry for you. For your loss,” he amended.
Her head whipped up. “Nora is not lost to me.”
“I didn't say she was.”
“Don't even think it.” Her voice hardened, bright spots of color emerged at the crest of her cheekbones, and her eyes glittered like twin emeralds. “I'm going to get my daughter back, no matter what I have to do.”
Dakota believed it. That was the problem. He had trouble with shades of gray when it came to the law. Always had. As far as he was concerned, a crime was a crime was a crime... and she'd committed one.
What he said was, “In the meantime, get some rest.”
She seemed uncertain, but in the end, exhaustion – not only of the body but of the spirit, Dakota decided – won. She lay curled on her side with her knees to her chest. Her body trembled and she wrapped her arms closely around her, as if seeking more warmth.
Dakota spotted an afghan, a bright flood of colors folded and hung on the back of a rocking chair near the fireplace. He retrieved the covering and lay it over her. She murmured her thanks as her eyelids fluttered, then settled against her pale skin.
He moved to the window and stared out at the rain, every so often glancing her way to make sure she was all right. Her breathing grew deep within moments.
Quietly pacing, he took in the room, which was as comfortable as the afghan. This certainly was no Hollywood showplace as he might have expected. The furnishings were expensive, but they didn't put one off. They invited. A plain comfortable tan sofa and cinnamon chairs. A Turkish rug whose intricate design pulled the room together. Antique woods, restored and highly polished.
He noticed a toy on an end table – a soft purple dragon just the right size to be squeezed by a small hand.
And photographs lined the fireplace mantel, mostly of a copper-braided little girl doing silly little girl things, yet all framed beautifully as if they were prized possessions. Only one was a formal portrait.
Dakota studied the picture of mother and daughter, so alike in coloring and expression. The same impishness on Nora's face was reflected in Honor's. He'd never seen her looking like this in movies or commercials or ads. A beauty that came from happiness found deep within shone over the famous Flawless face.
He glanced toward the couch where the flesh-and-blood woman was becoming restless. She was frowning and making low noises as if she were crying in her sleep.
He could hardly believe this Honor Bright was the same carefree, vivacious woman as the one on the wall.
The woman in the portrait knew her daughter was safe.
Responding to her instinctively, Dakota crossed to the couch, ran the back of his fingers over Honor's cheek and smoothed a strand of loose copper hair. His touch must have soothed her, for after a moment, she quieted and her breathing grew deeper. Disturbed by the effect she was having on him, he chose to sit in the rocking chair a safe distance away, his attention split between the lace underwear tossed on the floor, the gloom of the rainy morning outside the windows and the woman on the couch.
She didn't look like a criminal.
That's what he couldn't get out of his head. He glanced at the portrait on the mantel and his shades of gray blurred long enough for him to wonder what he would have done if he had been in her position, if Nora had been his daughter.
But of course he couldn't imagine it. Though he was thirty-six years old, he had no children. No wife. No desire to make a commitment to another woman after the way Maureen had betrayed him. He was best in easy relationships, ones with surface passion and no strings. He saved his real inner fire for his work, for the betterment of humanity.
But what was humanity if not millions of individuals like Honor and Nora?
Before he had to face the question squarely, the shrill of the telephone startled him. He vaulted up to answer it, even as Honor's eyes blinked open and she struggled to rise.
“Nora,” she whispered.
Something in him inexplicably responded to the mixture of terror and hope he heard in that single word and he knew exactly what he would have done had he been in her position.
SLEEP-CLUMSY, HONOR couldn't get to the telephone quick enough. Her feet seemed to trip her as she led the way, Dakota on her heels.
“Please, God, let them be fooled,” she mumbled, shaking off the last of her grogginess. “Please let them tell me where to find Nora.”
She picked up the receiver halfway through the third ring, just before the answering machine clicked on. Meeting Dakota's encouraging gaze, she tried to keep her voice normal.
“Hello.”
Her voice was normal maybe, but not much else. Her heart was pounding wildly, pulsing blood to her extremities at a too-rapid pace.
“Hiya, babe, didn't wake you, did I?”
Honor steadied herself against the table when she realized it was only Gary. “Uh, yes, as a matter of fact you did.” Not a lie. Definitely a disappointment. Groping for something to say, she asked, “What time is it?”
“Almost seven-thirty. You catching up on your beauty sleep?”
“Something like that.”
To Dakota, she shook her head and mouthed the word ex-husband.
“As if you needed it,” Gary said in a tone she recognized.
He wanted something, but she didn't know what. She didn't care to know. She was through with Gary's demands and pleas, had been since she'd left L.A..
“I just got home from location last night,” Gary continued in the self-important tone she'd learned to hate. “Damn, shooting Desert Barbarians was grueling...”
Gary went on about his current film until Honor wanted to scream at him to get off the phone so the kidnappers could get through to her. But of course he didn't know about the kidnappers and Honor had no intention of telling him.
“...but you know how that goes,” Gary was saying.
“Right,” Honor agreed, though she hadn't the faintest notion to what. Unable to concentrate on anything but Nora, she shrugged helplessly at Dakota who by now was leaning against the back of the couch. “Listen, this isn't a good time for me. I forgot to set my alarm and I'm late,” she lied. “I've got to jump in the shower right now.”
“Remember how we used to shower together, babe?”
“I remember too many things to romanticize our marriage, Gary,” she snapped. “Listen, I really have to hurry.”
“Wait a minute,” he insisted. “I want to say hi to my Pumpkinhead.”
“You can't.”
“Why not?”
“Because Nora's not here.”
Panicked at what kind of an excuse to use, she signaled to Dakota for help. Pantomiming, he folded his hands together and lay his head on them like a pillow.
So when Gary asked, “Where is she?” Honor responded, “Sleeping.”
“You mean she doesn't wake you up at sunrise anymore?”
He'd bought it. She sagged with relief. “Sometimes, but last night she stayed up past her bedtime.”
“Well, give her a smooch from her old dad and tell her I'll call her later.”
“Sure, I'll do that. Bye, Gary.”
She slammed the receiver into its cradle and leaned on it, not believing for a moment that he would actually follow through. Dakota was staring at her, waiting. No doubt he wanted an explanation.
“Gary would just screw things up if I told him.”
“If he's Nora's father, he has rights, don't you think?”
“He gave up his rights a long time ago.”
“Because he divorced you?”
“No, I divorced Gary Webster for a number of reasons – blondes, brunettes, even other redheads. And he couldn't be a real father to Nora any more than he could be faithful to me.”
“I'm sorry. But he must love his daughter.”
“Oh, now and then, when he remembers he has one. After the separation, he only saw her when I was around. An excuse to see me. As ridiculously unfaithful as he was, I guess he still loved me in a sick way. But Nora?” She shook her head sadly. “He didn't fight for custody until I took the job here. Then it was only to stop me from moving permanently out of his life. He couldn't believe he lost.”
“Sounds like it would be tough on the kid.”
“You have no idea. Nora loves her daddy. But since we moved here from L.A., Gary missed both her fourth birthday and Christmas. His presents were weeks late, obviously picked up in a hurry without any thought. He couldn't even remember to call. So why did he now?”
“Maybe he sensed something was wrong.”
A horrible thought struck Honor. But no, not even Gary was that malicious. Or was he? Her mind reeled with the ugly possibility.
“Honor, what is it?”
She stared into Dakota's aquamarine eyes. “More than once Gary told me I'd never be rid of him, that he would always have a hold on me through our daughter. Good God, what if Gary stole Nora to get back at me for leaving L.A..”
“YOUR EX-HUSBAND'S being involved doesn't make sense,” Dakota stated.
“Nothing Gary does makes sense.”
Honor moved away from the telephone, circled the couch, and stopped in front of the windows. Hugging herself, she stared across the street at the park, a green jewel only slightly dulled by the gray skies. She couldn't count the hours she'd spent with Nora in that setting. Remembering sank her deeper in depression. At least the rain had let up, she noted absently, not that the fact would improve her mood.
“Do you seriously think your ex-husband is so consumed with fury at your leaving that he'd mastermind some complex plot to get back at you?” Dakota asked.
“I don't know.” Put that way, she had to admit it didn't sound like Gary who usually reacted to things in a more immediate unpleasant manner. “He is a self-involved, selfishly motivated poor excuse for a human being... .”
“With that kind of recommendation, why did you marry him in the first place?”
Besides a perfect body, thick dark hair, intense brown eyes and charm that he could turn on at will – sex packaged with a little boy smile?
“Despite the 'B' movies he normally stars in,” she said, facing him, “Gary Webster is a very good actor. He had me fooled until it was too late.”
Dakota nodded as if he could empathize and again it registered on her that he was a really outstanding looking man, as different from her ex-husband as day was from night if equally compelling. His ash blond hair was crisply styled, framing a face that was so perfectly male it almost seemed sculpted – broad forehead, slanted cheekbones and sensual lips added to the deep cleft in his chin.
“So if your ex-husband is obsessed with you, why would he try to make you do something criminal?” Dakota prodded. “And why against my lobbying efforts? How would he even know about me or about the issues?”
Honor sighed. “I don't know.” He was making more sense of the situation than she. “But then I don't seem to know much about anything anymore.” She rubbed her temples, willing away the dull ache that threaded through her skull. “Maybe if I could actually get some sleep I could figure things out.”
“How's the head?”
“Better, if not great. At least I remember I have a meeting at NCSC this morning. We're supposed to be discussing some personal appearances. Now all I have to do is stay awake long enough to call with some excuse.”
”No,” he interrupted, “you'll have to go.”
She stared at him. “Don't be ridiculous. My first concern is my daughter.”
“That's why you have to follow through with your schedule. You don't want anyone to suspect anything unusual is going on. You're a damn good actress. You can keep up a pretense so that everything seems normal.”
Annoyance at his dictatorial manner made her snap, “And I can call in and say I'm sick, for heaven's sake.”
“And another thing,” Dakota went on, ignoring the flash of temper, “something you might not have considered. Maybe someone at the council is involved.”
“What?”
“That never occurred to you?” Sounding incredulous, he now was doing the staring. “Think about it. The papers you were supposed to steal had incriminating information about several companies in the salmon fishing industry. And who represents these companies?”
Honor blinked. “I guess I do as spokesperson for the Northwest Coast Salmon Council.”
“Of which I am a sometimes opponent through my lobbying efforts on behalf of environmentalists. Someone pitted us against each other. Irony? Or careful planning?”
“I didn't even think things through,” she admitted. “I was so worried about Nora I just acted. I didn't take the time to analyze anything. I feel so stupid.”
“Don't. Just go to that meeting and keep your eyes and your ears open.”
Honor remembered Dakota's admonishment as she entered the office of Willard Zahniser, CEO of the Northwest Coast Salmon Council, a few minutes before ten.
The executive sat behind his desk, signing a stack of documents. In his mid-fifties, Zahniser was balding, portly and wore thick glasses that distorted the shape of his gray eyes, making it impossible to read what lurked behind them. His appearance was that of the little man, but his exterior had never fooled Honor. Zahniser was a dynamic individual, polished despite his sometimes gruff manner. He could put himself on an equal footing with company owners or fisherman at will.
She thought him capable of anything.
But kidnapping a child and using her as a pawn to win a power struggle in the legislature?
“Sit.”
Without looking up, he indicated the conference table near the windows. She was taking her place when the other executives entered -- three men and a woman. Zahniser didn't seem to notice that everyone had arrived, but Honor knew it was an act. He was a power broker and liked to make people wait just because he could.
The others were getting restless by the time the CEO finished with the stack of papers. Still, he took his time gathering his notebook, folder and pen. Before he could cross to the conference table, his door burst open with a bang and bounced against the wall.
His mild-looking features pulling into a formidable frown, Zahniser turned as Andrew Vaughn stalked into the office, his head enveloped in a haze of cigar smoke.
Honor had never liked the NCSC lobbyist. The man was a sleazeball, living proof of how low an individual could get to win an issue. He thought nothing of splattering mud on someone else if he could come out of the encounter on top. His appearance matched his performance. He was big-boned and lanky, wore ill-fitting suits and unbelievably bad ties. Today's was a salmon screened on a wavy blue background, the kind of thing tourists bought in shops along the piers. He pulled his ever-present cigar from his mouth and looked down his beak of a nose at the shorter man.
“We gotta talk, Zahniser.”
“I'm in conference.”
“Now.” His beady eyes narrowed. “We can either step into the hall or air our dirty laundry in front of witnesses.”
The two men glared at each other and Honor was startled when the CEO gave way.
“I'll only be a minute,” he told the others as he followed Vaughn.
But the door he closed behind them wasn't thick enough to totally eradicate the raised voices. Honor strained to hear what they were saying – she caught something about fishing rights – but the executives around her were making their own speculations, so she only got snatches.
“...made the most of what I got.”
Vaughn speaking.
“Well, your best isn't... results... what you have to do...”
Obviously Zahniser wasn't satisfied with something.
“...illegal... taking all the chances.”
The lobbyist's statement slashed through Honor. Her heart began to pound.
Illegal? Chances? Kidnapping and blackmail?
She was thinking about making some excuse to get closer to the door when it banged open once more. Zahniser entered, his ferocious visage blurred by cigar smoke that Vaughn puffed into the room after him. The executive shut the door firmly on the lobbyist before turning to the now-silent group at the conference table.
His face transformed, a study in serenity.
“Now let's get down to business,” he said as if the last few minutes had never happened.
Honor stared at her employer. Willard Zahniser was as much a chameleon as any actor she knew. Vaughn was more forthright, a snake in snake's skin. So was there a conspiracy? Vaughn taking orders from Zahniser?
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