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Chapter One

 


The thud from the front porch was definitely a
knock.

Kelli Carpenter jumped, clutching the plastic shower
curtain to keep from slipping. "Just a minute," she called as she
reached across the cascading spray to twist off the taps. So much
for the hot, steamy shower she'd been dreaming about while she lay,
freezing her butt off in a stinking mud puddle, waiting for the
perfect shot. She squirmed back into her grimy jeans.

From the road, she heard the distinctive roar of
Harley engines. The knock repeated, growing more insistent.

"Take it easy," she muttered. Without bothering to
towel off, she slipped her sweatshirt over her head, working her
damp arms into muddy sleeves while she headed for the door, her
mind racing through the possibilities of who would be there. Only
park rangers ever came by. But they wouldn't pound unless something
was wrong. And if they did, they'd call her name. The familiar fear
gnawed at her belly. Had someone found her?

Shit. She'd forgotten her contacts and although she
doubted any of the rangers would notice—or care—she hadn't survived
as Kelli Carpenter this long by neglecting the details. She hurried
back to the bathroom and inserted the lenses, turning her pale gray
eyes into a nondescript brown and grabbed her oversize
tortoiseshell-framed glasses. "Coming!" She hurried through the
living room and peered through the window.

Her stomach flipped at the sight of a total stranger
on her porch. Hardly anybody knew about this field station, tucked
away in the mountains of Washington state. Behind him, she caught a
glimpse of a gray pickup truck, the one that had pissed her off by
hugging the center line when she'd driven home.

Calm down. He's lost and wants directions. Tell him
what he needs and he'll be gone.

"Yes?" she called through the door, trying to
remember if she'd locked it.

"I'm looking for Kelli Carpenter," a deep male voice
said.

Kelli. Not Casey. Okay. She inched the door
open. Swallowed. Twice. A man waited on her porch, wearing jeans
and a windbreaker over a black turtleneck, holding an olive-green
duffel bag. He stood at least six-two, with black hair that hung
almost to his shoulders, and a five o'clock shadow at least two
days old.

"I'm Kelli." She forced herself to meet his eyes.
Dark chocolate brown, they grabbed and wouldn't let go. He stared,
a little longer than necessary and she crossed her arms over her
chest, suddenly all too aware her bra lay on the bathroom
floor.

She took a step backward into the dimmer light of
the living room. "Is something wrong?"

"No, nothing." His startled expression dissolved
into neutrality. "I…um…I suppose I'd expected a man." He took half
a step forward.

Avoiding his eyes, she took a deep breath and
managed a quick smile. "Can I help you with something?"

He dropped his duffel and extended a hand. "Sorry.
I'm Blake Windsor. I'm here to repair a dormitory cabin. If you'll
point me to my room, I can put my stuff away and take a look before
it gets dark."

She ignored the offer of a handshake and suppressed
a shudder at the thought of a stranger invading her home. "I'm
afraid there must be some mistake. There's no room for you to stay
here."

He raised an eyebrow and looked beyond her. "I can
take the couch. No problem. Jack Stockbridge said you'd be
expecting me."

Her mind whirled. Because he knew her boss's name
didn't mean he was legit. Camp Getaway was hardly a secret project.
A ripple of fear crept up her scalp. The way he looked at her when
she opened the door, like he was studying her, and not in a
man-woman way. A man hadn't looked at her like that in a long time,
but not so long she didn't recognize the difference. Had someone
connected her to Robert after all these years? No. If they had,
that man on the porch would be here with handcuffs, not a duffel
bag.

"I haven't heard from Jack Stockbridge, and I'm sure
he'd have told me if someone was coming." Don't antagonize
him. She kept her tone civil. "I'm very sorry, Mr. Windsor, but
I suggest you start down the mountain. These roads can be tough to
navigate in the dark."

The shrill ring of the telephone interrupted. She
twisted her head toward the kitchen. Should she answer the call
there, where she could keep an eye on this stranger? Or take it in
her office, where it was private? But that would leave this man
free in her space. She waited for the answering machine.

Jack Stockbridge's voice floated across the room.
"Kelli? Jack. Are you back? If you're there, Kiddo, pick up."

Kelli dashed to the kitchen and picked up the
receiver on the red wall phone. Its old-fashioned rotary dial
stared at her like a multi-eyed alien.

"I'm here, Jack." She cocked her head at her visitor
and raised her eyebrows. With a nod of understanding, he backed out
the door.

"I've been trying to reach you all day. You ever
answer the phone? Or check your messages?"

"Hey, I've been out, doing what you pay me for. You
know how hard it is to get decent bird pictures?" She paused,
waiting for him to say the inevitable, hoping she was wrong.

"You love it and you know it." He cleared his
throat. "There's been a change in plans. Thornton's pushed up the
schedule. Wants to open right after Labor Day."

"Labor Day? That's not even two weeks from now. What
happened to spring? You know our deal. I do the environmental
studies—alone—and then you send in the labor crews."

"Kiddo, I know, but there's no way to finish on time
without help. If we lose the funding, it's all over. I can't
replace you at this late date and the dorm cabin has to be
repaired, pronto. I've sent a handyman to take care of it. I'm sure
you'll manage."

She glanced at the front door. "Six-two, long
hair?"

"Yep. Blake Windsor."

A lead ball filled her stomach. "He's here."

 


* * * * *

 


Blake rose and walked along the porch, catching a
glimpse of Kelli pacing the kitchen, her movements restricted by
the phone's twisted cord. For an instant their eyes met and she
spun around. He almost winced at the daggers she'd shot him.

He left the porch and wandered the yard, checking
for a cell phone signal. Nothing, just as it had been for the past
five miles. So much for calling his boss and telling him this was a
wild goose chase.

He peeled off his windbreaker and tied his hair
back. After some stretches, he began a tai chi form to work the
kinks out of muscles stiffened by hours behind the wheel of that
overloaded EnviroCon pickup. Driving a Ford F-250 over the winding
mountain roads was like driving a tank, but his classic Corvette
wouldn't fit the handyman image.

He moved through the form, trying to focus his mind,
but he couldn't shake the surprise seeing Kelli Carpenter had given
him. How his boss could think the frumpy brunette who'd answered
the door was the elegant Casey Wallace was beyond him. He couldn't
imagine the sleek blonde in the photograph his boss had sent ever
having a streak of mud on her cheek.

She'd caught him staring, and he hoped she'd bought
his flimsy "wrong gender" excuse. He spared another quick glance
toward the house. Still on the phone, she pounded one fist against
her hip.

Something rustled in the bushes. His head snapped
toward the sound. Trees and bushes and things that slithered and
crawled were not on his list of relaxation pastimes. Why couldn't
this Kelli, or Casey, or whoever she was, live in Cancun?

"I need a favor," Dwight Hollingsworth had said.
"You'll be compensated. The Connolly acquisition is a done deal.
You're nearby. You know the carpentry business. Take a couple of
days, do the handyman routine so she won't suspect anything, then
tell me if she's the woman in the picture. That's all. Yes or no.
I'll expect your call."

And Dwight had hung up the phone, and that was that.
The boss had spoken.

To refuse Dwight—or question his motives—would be
career suicide, or at the very least, a major setback to Blake's
calculated plans. He sure as hell wasn't ready to start over, so
here he was, out in the woods, keeping his eyes open and his mouth
shut, cursing the fact that his boss knew he'd been raised by a
carpenter.

What the hell. Dwight's "compensation" meant Blake
would be making a whole lot more money than his father ever had for
a home repair job. That might make it a little easier to play
handyman for a few days.

"Mr. Windsor?" Kelli leaned over the rail of the
front porch, and the expression on her face said she wasn't happy
with whatever Jack Stockbridge had told her.

"I'll be right there." He grabbed his jacket and
jogged to the porch. "I take it everything's cleared up?"

"Jack explained it. He said you should be done
within a week."

"I hope so, but that's his estimate not mine. I'll
have to check it out before I can tell."

The look on her face was like a kid who'd just found
out there was no Santa, no Easter Bunny and she'd be stuck going to
summer school instead of summer camp. A twinge in his chest
surprised him. "Hey," he said. "I'm pretty good. Maybe I'll be
finished sooner."

Her expression brightened only a little. "If you
give me a few minutes, I'll clear a room for you. I hope someone
told you to bring your own food."

He nodded. "I promise not to be any trouble."

The look she gave him said he was already too much
trouble. But there was something else. Not only the irritation and
confusion he'd seen when he'd arrived. Something else. Pain? Fear?
His gut told him she was hiding something.

Before he could work on that thought, she
disappeared through a doorway at the far end of the room. He
brought in his food, such as it was. While he found places for
everything in the small U-shaped kitchen, his stomach rumbled.
Trying to get here before sunset meant he'd skipped lunch on the
road.

"Your room's down there," Kelli said. He turned and
looked in the direction she pointed. She'd left the door to a
narrow hallway open. "Sheets, blankets and towels are on the bed.
I've got some work I have to do." She practically jumped to avoid
physical contact when she passed him.

He carried his duffel down the hall and stopped at
the open door. White walls, white painted nightstands between the
three white metal-framed cots, white sheets, white towels. There
were no curtains on the tiny window, but if there had been they'd
have been white too, he guessed. A navy blue blanket was the only
color in the room. He lifted the sash, letting in a faint pine
breeze. As he put his Dopp Kit in the tiny bathroom, the front door
slammed, followed by the sound of a car driving away.

Hopes of sharing a welcoming meal with the woman in
the photograph dissolved like froth in a latte. He sighed and went
to the kitchen.

After wolfing a can of stew and two peanut butter
sandwiches, Blake took advantage of Kelli's absence. His quarters
were on one side of an open living area. Expensive deadbolt locks
secured two doors on the other side. Kelli's domain. So much for
checking her out.

He wandered through the space. Plain, utilitarian
furniture. Frumpy, just like Kelli. In front of a brown and beige
plaid couch, a scarred wooden coffee table held a small stack of
books. He strolled over and glanced at the titles. A battered copy
of the complete Sherlock Holmes, an Agatha Christie collection, and
a paperback mystery. He opened the Holmes book and rifled the pages
before setting it down exactly where he found it.

An easy chair, a mate to one by the couch, faced
French doors overlooking a lake. Binoculars and a field guide to
Western birds lay on a small table beside the chair. He could see
the Kelli he'd just met spending time here. Not the Casey he was
looking for.

Nothing here told him Kelli was Casey Wallace.
Dwight hadn't said anything about collecting fingerprints, or DNA
samples, not that he had a clue how to do it, but he'd given his
word to investigate and he owed Dwight more than a quick peek. He'd
have to get her talking. He made his living reading people and was
damn good at it.

But for now, he was a handyman, not a corporate
negotiator. He stood on the porch, listening as the unfamiliar
noises of the wilderness faded under the growl of distant
motorcycles engines. To him, it was the motorcycles that sounded
like home. He took a deep breath. Instead of exhaust fumes, he
smelled dirt over something he could only describe as "green".

He drove the truck down to the cabin and had a look
around. The roof needed a lot of work and plywood covered the
window openings. Inside, the plumbing was in bad shape. He began
unloading the materials Jack Stockbridge had supplied, unpleasantly
surprised at how easily he slipped into contractor mode, assessing
what needed to be done and mentally prioritizing tasks.

He heard his father from the great beyond.

There's no shame in working with your hands, son.
Learn to take care of the basics and you'll never want for a roof
over your head.

He ignored the ache in his gut. He'd sworn he'd
never pick up a hammer or cut another board as long as he drew
breath.

Now that the sun was down, the temperature dropped.
Late August at four thousand feet was nothing like the weather he'd
left behind in Seattle. He stomped on the porch, rubbing his arms
against the chill, and eyeballed the small stack of firewood. He
saw no need to freeze. If Kelli objected—well, he'd apologize, but
at least they'd be talking. He carried an armload of wood inside
and lit a fire.

Not much later, Kelli stomped back into the house,
her face ruddy from the chill night air. She'd changed out of her
muddy clothes—and the smudges on her cheek were gone. He gave her a
friendly smile. "Welcome back. It was getting cold, so I started a
fire. Hope you don't mind. I'll be glad to replace any
firewood."

She glanced at him, at the fireplace and gave her
head a noncommittal tilt.

Okay, that hadn't worked. He tried again. "If it's
not being too nosy, may I ask where you've been? Please don't tell
me there's a gourmet restaurant out there."

She went to the closet and hung up her parka, then
crossed the room to the kitchen. "Running a trap line. We have to
account for any protected or endangered species inhabiting the
area."

Ah. An opening. "Doesn't trapping an endangered
animal kind of defeat the purpose?"

She shook her head and gave him an eye-rolling look
somewhere between ridicule and annoyance. "These are Sherman live
traps. Nothing to hurt the animal. First thing in the morning, I'll
photograph and release anything I catch." She opened the
refrigerator and peered inside.

"Nothing dangerous, I hope."

She slammed the refrigerator shut. "No and it's no
concern of yours. You're here to fix the cabin, nothing more."

"Simply trying to be neighborly," he said. "Am I
allowed to use the living room? Far left side of the couch? Or
should I take one of the chairs to my room? I didn't bring any
furniture." He tried to keep a jovial tone in his voice, but he
heard some irritation bleeding through.

She turned toward him. "Sorry." For a moment, her
eyes met his. "I've been by myself a long time. I'm not used to
sharing. This space is open territory, okay?"

"Okay. Can you tell me more about this project? What
did Stockbridge call it? Getaway something?"

"Camp Getaway." She put a container in the
microwave, then turned to face him. "The plan is to bring inner
city kids up here. Get them away from concrete and drive-bys for a
while."

"Sounds like a worthwhile undertaking. Maybe keep
some kids from a life of crime."

She gazed into space. "Yeah."

The microwave beeped and Kelli took out something
that smelled like a Chinese restaurant. His mouth watered.

"Why don't you eat by the fire and get warm?" He
tried the smile that usually attracted women like a magnet.

Kelli found a fork, poured herself a glass of wine
and walked toward him. And kept on walking.

 


* * * * *

 


Kelli sat at her desk and poked at the reheated
stir-fry. After a bite, she pushed the container aside. She needed
to work, not think about the punk who held up convenience stores,
killing people. People she loved. A place like Camp Getaway might
have turned him around. She wondered if being left alive was some
kind of punishment for her sins.

She shook off the thought, grabbed a pad of paper
and started making a list of everything she needed to do. With
Thornton's new start date, she was way behind schedule. And the
sooner she finished, the sooner she could get out of here and away
from Blake Windsor.

She tried to assure herself the man who was sleeping
in a room exactly twenty-eight paces from her door couldn't
possibly know anything about Robert. Windsor was a handyman, sent
to work on the project. Jack had vouched for him. Checked his
references. He'd never send anyone who couldn't be trusted. Still,
the less contact she had with Windsor the better. No way was she
going to risk spending the rest of her life in a Mexican
prison.

The phone interrupted. Jack again?

"Hey Kelli, it's Ranger Peterson. Doug. I wanted to
make sure you were all right."

The hairs on her neck prickled. "Is something
wrong?"

"Nothing major. It's the annual end-of-summer biker
retreat, but a couple of fraternities are here, too. There was a
fraternity versus biker difference of opinion. Probably escalated
by alcohol."

"I've heard the bikes all day. Nobody ever comes
onto this property. I'm fine."

"Okay. There were some campsites messed up. Petty
vandalism. Law enforcement's on it. You want me to come by? Just in
case, you know?"

"No, but thanks. Good night, Doug."

Hanging up the phone, Kelli shook her head. Even
though he was a naturalist, not a park cop, Doug Peterson protected
the park like it was his own backyard. Shortly after she'd arrived,
he'd made some overtures. They'd reached an understanding that she
wasn't interested in anything other than her job, but every now and
again he'd test the waters.

She stood, arched her back, and went to the window.
The bike noises seemed to be getting closer. She waited, listening,
and they faded away.

She sighed and turned to the paperwork for the
Environmental Impact Statement. What seemed like hours later, only
halfway through the mounds of paperwork, she gave up trying to fill
out the requisite forms. Too restless to sleep, she clicked the
computer mouse and opened her games folder. After setting the
difficulty level to "evil", she blasted Snoods, imagining Robert's
face as she wiped the colored icons off the screen. Robert was gone
now, too, like the Snoods.

The smell of congealed Chinese food on her desk
turned her stomach. She picked up the container and headed for the
kitchen, remembering at the last minute to put on her glasses. She
reminded herself to keep her guard up.

Seconds later, she was glad she had. Instead of
being asleep, Windsor stood at the stove, his back to her. Her
heart thumped against her rib cage. She froze. Before she could
retreat, he faced her.

 



Chapter Two

 


Blake adjusted the burner under the teakettle. Kelli
stood there, clutching the remains of her dinner, like she wanted
the floor to swallow her. He tried his smile again. "I'm making
chamomile tea. Want some?"

Kelli lowered her head. "No, thanks. I need to wash
my dishes."

He watched her, obviously struggling with the
dilemma of joining him in the confined space of the kitchen.
Without giving ground, he reached out his hand. "I'll do them."

Her chin lifted and her eyes, red-rimmed behind
those big glasses, met his. "No need." She edged into the space,
turning sideways, arms tight at her sides, managing to avoid any
contact when she bent over to scrape her leftovers into the trash
can.

Something creaked outside. He jumped backward,
jostling Kelli. The trash can tipped, spilling its contents over
the linoleum. His stew can rolled across the floor, leaving a trail
of gravy drippings. Kelli sucked in a loud breath.

"Hey," he said. "Sorry. I heard something outside
and it startled me."

She pushed her glasses up on her nose, but didn't
look up. "It's okay." She bent over, cramming everything back into
the trash.

He wet a paper towel and crouched down beside her.
She smelled of soap and—green, like outside. Not the expensive
perfume he was used to on women. Strangely enticing. "Let me. It
was my fault."

Avoiding his eyes, she scrambled to her feet and
backed out of the kitchen, almost cowering. Thoughts of domestic
abuse flashed in his mind. But how would that relate to Dwight?
Blake had been so busy jumping to do Dwight's bidding, he hadn't
really played out why his boss would want to find someone like
Casey—or Kelli.

A clattering from outside had him on his feet. "Did
you hear that?"

Kelli half-turned and shrugged. "Probably a raccoon.
They like to get into the garbage cans if the lids aren't
secured."

"Raccoons. I can handle that. Davy Crockett tails,
Lone Ranger masks, right?" He smiled. The tiniest quirk of her
mouth told him he'd made his first bit of headway.

She raised her eyebrows. "Of course it might be a
bear."

"A bear?" Bears? Holy crap.
Involuntarily, he stepped back and saw one corner of Kelli's mouth
turn up. First law of the boardroom, and he'd blown it. Never let
them see fear. Round two to Kelli.

He tried to recover some ground. "Um … should I
check to see if the lids are tight?"

She gave an exasperated head shake and rolled her
eyes. "They're fine. Besides, the bears knock over the cans. That
wasn't loud enough."

"It doesn't bother you, having bears so close?" He
did not want to get up close and personal with the natives.
He wondered if Kelli would think he was a wuss if he drove the
fifty yards to the cabin every day.

"Oh, I don't mind the bears," she said. "It's when
the deer eat my herbs that I get really mad."

"Touché." He held up his hands, palms out in mock
surrender.

"Actually, the two-legged creatures cause most of
the problems. One of the rangers called to tell me about trouble
with some campers. The Park Service takes care of it. Nobody's ever
come out this far."

"Anything to do with the bikes I've been
hearing?"

She nodded. "Bikers and frat guys. But the rangers
are on top of things."

As if on cue, the bike noises were back. Kelli
glanced toward the door.

"Are the building supplies secure?" she asked.

"Not really." As the roar grew louder, he glanced in
the direction of the cabin. "I thought you said nobody ever came
by."

She lowered her head and massaged her neck. "There's
a first time for everything. I'm going to go check it out."

"No. Let me go."

Her head lifted. "That won't be necessary, Mr.
Windsor." Her expression belied her words.

"I insist. No need for you to go out. It's late.
I'll move everything inside the cabin and get a padlock on the
door."

She studied him for a moment, as if weighing all the
options and consequences. "Suit yourself."

"I'll get a jacket." He went to his room, wondering
what had possessed him to volunteer to go outside in the middle of
the night in the middle of nowhere. In bear territory. He thought
of the expression on Kelli's face when he'd volunteered, and he
knew.

He pulled a leather string from his pocket and tied
back his hair. Shrugging into his parka, he had one hand on the
front doorknob when Kelli came out of her room.

"Here," she said and stretched out her arm,
extending a large Maglite. "Whistle."

He accepted the light, letting his fingers brush
over her hand before her words registered. "What? Did you say
'whistle'?"

"Yes. Most wildlife wants nothing to do with humans.
Make noise. They'll know you're coming and leave you alone."

"Thanks. I think."

He clicked on the bright beam and swept it back and
forth across the driveway as he started for the cabin. Nothing
seemed unusual, but how would he know? Every now and then he
stopped, shone the light into the bushes and up into the trees.
Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted. At least he thought it
was an owl. Trees creaked. Bushes rustled. Or things in the bushes
rustled. But nothing came scurrying across the roadway, or swooping
down from the sky.

The trees that lined the path brought images of the
haunted forest in one of the few books he'd owned as a kid. It had
scared him then, too—or his brother had when he'd read it to him
with melodramatic sound effects.

Whistle? A lost cause. His mouth was too dry to
manage more than a feeble note, but he figured his singing would
scare the hell out of anything lurking in the trees. He burst into
a shaky but loud rendition of Bad, Bad Leroy Brown.

 


* * * * *

 


Kelli watched as Blake worked his way down to the
cabin, sweeping the flashlight up, down and around. Afraid of a
little wildlife. Drop-dead, soap-opera-star gorgeous. Chamomile
tea, for God's sake. He was probably gay. Heck, even his hair
looked better than hers did. The thought of Windsor under her roof
became a little less intimidating.

She wondered if he was really going to whistle.
Instead, Bad, Bad Leroy Brown floated through the air. She
caught herself before she laughed out loud. Windsor's off-key
singing would definitely keep the critters at bay.

She absently rubbed her hand where Windsor's had
touched her when he took the flashlight. A frisson ripped through
her. It had been an uncallused hand, with very well-tended
nails.

Her mouth dried up. There was no reason a handyman
couldn't be gay, but soft hands? Her brain whirled. It made no
sense. Undercover cop? Private detective? Didn't fit. They wouldn't
be spooked out here.

Was he really going out there to keep the project
supplies safe? Or using the cover of the bikers to do some sabotage
of his own? Whoever Blake Windsor was, he was not going to stop
Camp Getaway from opening on schedule. She darted into her room and
retrieved her thirty-eight from the nightstand drawer.

She pulled on her parka, stuffing her revolver into
the pocket. Moving through the shadows alongside the road, she
approached the cabin, sticking to the cover of the trees. A faint
glow filtered through gaps in the plywood-covered window openings.
A moment later, Blake came out, picked up one of the new windows
propped against the exterior wall, and carried it inside. He
returned for another and she noticed the heavy work gloves on his
hands. So, he protected his hands. A fragment of tension
dissolved.

Reminding herself it was for the kids, she stepped
forward. "What can I do?"

He jumped but recovered quickly, flashing her a
smile. "I'm just moving everything inside. These are custom
windows. If they break, you'll be behind schedule."

"It's good to know you take your work
seriously."

"No point in doing a job if you can't do it
right."

She reached for a window. Good grief, she didn't
want to like this guy.

 


* * * * *

 


"I never had my tea," Blake said when they were back
in the house. "Please join me. It'll warm you up." He gestured to
the chairs beyond the counter. "Have a seat. It'll only take a
couple of minutes."

Kelli hadn't spoken a word while they'd worked and
he'd backed off trying to engage her in conversation. But he'd made
progress and wasn't going to lose what little advantage he had.

She hesitated and he found another mug in the
cabinet. "Humor me?" He turned the burner to high and willed the
water to boil before she could change her mind.

"Okay. I'll be right back." She disappeared into her
room.

The kettle whistled and he stared at her closed
door. When he heard the knob turn, he smiled and poured boiling
water over the tea bags. "Relax. It's just a cup of tea. Sit.
Please?"

Kelli slid into a chair—the one farthest from the
counter—and rearranged the salt and pepper shakers on the red
Formica tabletop. He maintained the silence while the tea steeped,
then stirred milk and honey into the mugs. "Here you go." He leaned
across the counter and set one mug onto the table.

She took a sip and her eyes met his for an instant.
"Not bad."

"Ah, another convert." He stayed where he was,
leaning against the kitchen counter. "Nobody thinks you can put
milk and honey into chamomile tea, but I prove them wrong every
time."

She took another sip and a tiny smile teased her
mouth, although she didn't look at him again. He stepped around the
counter and pulled back one of the three empty chairs. He lifted
his eyebrows in question, pleased enough when she shrugged. He set
his mug down, then took a seat.

"Been here long?" he asked.

"Around six months."

"Where are you from?"

"I move around with the work." She studied her
tea.

He waited, content to watch Kelli accept his
presence, seeing some of the apprehension leave her eyes. He tried
again.

"Have you worked on a lot of these camp
projects?"

She shook her head. "Usually I do straight
environmental studies. Document what lives there. In and out in a
matter of days. But this project is a new venture for EnviroCon.
Thornton, the backer—he's some kind of philanthropist—he's done a
bunch of similar ones. Camp Getaway could be the first of many for
Jack and it's important to him."

Although she still wouldn't look at him, her tone
had softened. The project was clearly important to her, too, and
not simply because it was her job. She sipped her tea then set the
mug down. Her fingers, with their short, unpolished nails, beat a
quiet tattoo on the handle.

"This job meant long-term studies, tons of
government paperwork, planned curriculum, not to mention getting
permission to bring kids in. If they're going to stay in the dorm,
it'll need a Certificate of Occupancy." She raised her eyes, almost
in challenge. As if she didn't think he could do his job.

"I can handle it. Fitting the new windows into the
old openings will be the trickiest. Driving that road with them was
nerve-racking, but they survived the trip and I think they're safe
where they are now."

She gave him that same exasperated headshake he'd
seen earlier. Even exasperation was better than the way she avoided
and ignored him.

He smiled. "What? Did I do something wrong?"

"On a winding mountain road, it's considered common
courtesy to hug the shoulder, not the center line when there's
someone behind you." She mumbled the words into her mug.

He thought back to the drive up, of a Wrangler
zipping past him when he'd been trying to get a cell signal.
"Sorry. Lesson learned. Most of my jobs don't involve mountain
driving."

"And where would those jobs be?"

Another step forward. She'd actually initiated a
question. "Seattle most recently, but I move around with the work,
too." Crap, he was tired. He'd almost said Chicago.

With a nod, she stood and carried her mug to the
sink. "Thanks for the tea, Mr. Windsor. We both have an early start
tomorrow."

"Good night, Kelli." He fixed another mug of tea and
brought it to his room, along with the Sherlock Holmes book. To the
tea, he added a generous shot of Scotch from the bottle he'd
brought with him. Along with convincing him tai chi would help him
relax, his sister-in-law extolled the calming virtues of chamomile
tea. He never told her about the Scotch.

On his narrow cot, Blake tossed and turned,
listening to unfamiliar night noises. When sleep wouldn't come, he
replayed the night's events.

Kelli, or whoever she was, had appeared out of the
darkness, nearly giving him a heart attack and then slipped into
rhythm working beside him. Together, they'd secured all the
supplies, but for two people working side by side, they might as
well have been on separate planets.

He wondered why she intrigued him. In his world,
he'd never give her a second glance. He imagined unfastening the
clip she used to hold back her hair, watching it tumble past her
shoulders. Running his fingers through it. Taking off her glasses,
giving him an unobstructed view into the depths of her brown eyes.
He groaned and tried to find a comfortable position on the lumpy
mass masquerading as a mattress. When that failed, he picked up the
book and started reading. Maybe some of Sherlock's powers would rub
off on him.

Sunlight streamed through the bare windows. Blake
crawled out of bed, dealt with a lukewarm shower and staggered into
the kitchen for coffee. Kelli's Jeep was gone, but she'd locked her
doors. He made a peanut butter sandwich and went to the cabin.

He'd been working about twenty minutes when he heard
the Jeep approach and stop. Aware he was being watched, he focused
on his work, giving Kelli a quick nod only when she wheeled the
Jeep past him on her way to the house.

When the afternoon sun beat down, he moved from the
roof to work inside where it was cooler. He heard Kelli drive off
again and he stepped out of the musty confines of the cabin,
tugging the rawhide thong from his hair. He shook his ponytail
free, trying to dispel some of the sawdust. The cabin floor was
covered with it. More clung to his clothing and he slapped his
jeans and stomped his feet in a futile attempt to be rid of it.

He needed a break and he needed to report to Dwight
Hollingsworth, not that he had much to say. He'd demand Dwight tell
him why he was really here, or—or what? He'd go back to Chicago and
start work on the Whitaker account? No way. Dwight had insisted he
play carpenter in this godforsaken wilderness, and that's what he
was going to do. It certainly had nothing to do with wanting to
help Kelli.

He drove about a mile down the winding dirt road
before finding a spot wide enough to pull over. He checked for a
phone signal. Nothing yet. Running his fingers through his hair, he
sat for a moment, listening to birdsong and the wind rustling the
leaves, not the traffic noises he was used to. He got out of the
cab and opened the lockbox in the bed of the truck.

He wrested the large manila envelope from under the
spare tools. Although he'd encountered only a few cars, he jumped
down from the truck and hiked down a trail until he came to a
clearing. Once he was certain he was away from any eavesdroppers of
the human variety, he unfastened the clasp and slid out the small
stack of papers.

The grainy eight-by-ten photo, blown up from some
magazine column, showed Casey Wallace beaming at her tuxedo-clad
husband, who was holding a framed plaque and smiling for the
camera. Casey wore a low-cut red dress which displayed an ample
bosom and clung in all the right places. He tried to superimpose
Kelli's face on Casey's. Subtract the blonde chin-length bob and
the wispy bangs. Add glasses.

He stared for a good five minutes, but Kelli
wouldn't pop. Hollingsworth must be grasping at straws.

He sighed and leafed through the background papers.
Computer hotshot, married at twenty-three, almost ten years ago.
One son, born a year later. Newspaper clippings—society pages,
Casey an adjunct to her husband. An article about a convenience
story robbery-shooting, killing the husband and three-year-old
son.

He looked at the photocopy of a newspaper obituary.
A blurred black-and-white photo of the memorial service, with the
grieving family virtually unrecognizable.

He scanned the reports from Hollingsworth. Nothing
he hadn't read twenty times. Kelli Carpenter had a perfectly normal
history with no apparent connections to Casey Wallace, except in
Hollingsworth's mind. Kelli had a degree in environmental science
from UCLA, had worked for Stockbridge at EnviroCon for the past
three years.

Why Hollingsworth connected the two women eluded
him, but Blake would do what he was being paid to do. And for now,
that would be to tell Dwight Hollingsworth there was no way Kelli
and Casey were the same person. Or to hire a licensed PI, not an
Mergers and Acquisitions executive who grew up pounding nails.

Rustling leaves, flickers of motion, and the
distinct feeling of being watched sent a tingle across Blake's
skin. Some sort of bird in the tree? A flash of movement in the
underbrush had him leaping to his feet. Crap, there were probably
snakes out here. What the hell was he doing in the woods? He
stuffed the papers back into the envelope and jumped up, brushing
debris from his jeans. Again, something moved. Blake froze. He
debated whistling. Or shouting. Seconds later, a distinctly human
figure moved deeper into the woods. Recognizing a park ranger
uniform, Blake relaxed. He must have wandered across the park
boundary.

He drove another twenty minutes, eyes flicking
between the winding road and his cell phone readout, before he got
a clear signal. Five more minutes before there was a turnout in the
road. He punched in Hollingsworth's number and got the cool,
efficient voice of Mrs. Madison, Hollingsworth's assistant.

"Is he in?" he asked.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Windsor. He's meeting with Mr.
Griffith—his campaign manager—until four."

Blake felt a tingle of excitement. "So, he's really
running?" He saw the door out of Mergers and Acquisitions
opening.

She hesitated. "Well, he hasn't announced it
officially, but from what I hear, they're discussing strategy.
Rather loudly at the moment, as a matter of fact. Once they iron
out the details, I expect Mr. Griffith will call a press
conference. He seems quite eager to move forward."

He wondered if Mrs. Madison was eavesdropping, then
dismissed the notion. The woman was privy to all of Dwight's doings
without having to resort to subterfuge.

"I hear you did a great job with the Connolly
account," she said. "How are you enjoying your vacation?"

Vacation? He hesitated. Dwight Hollingsworth had
said to keep this a low-key investigation, with no links to
Hollingsworth Industries. If Mrs. Madison was unaware of it, it was
downright subterranean. "Fine. Weather's great." Where the hell was
he supposed to be? "Um … no need to bother him. It's not important.
I'll check in when I get back."

"Very well, Mr. Windsor."

So, Dwight was really running for governor. That
meant there would be some holes to fill. Blake planned to move
upward in Hollingsworth Industries. Several notches. To do that, it
looked like he'd play handyman a little longer.

 


* * * * *

 


At Henry's General Store, Kelli handed Hank her
envelope. "This needs to go Express Mail."

"No problem." He passed her a small box. "This came
for you." The curiosity in his eyes was obvious.

"You have a cutter? I'll check it out."

He slit the tape and pushed the box across the
counter. "How's the new guy? Getting the place fixed?" Faded blue
eyes showed grandfatherly concern.

"It's going fine," she said. "They've moved up the
deadline, so we're busy."

"He cleaned me out of peanut butter when he got
here. Doesn't seem to be an adventurous eater. Big guy, though.
Quantity over quality, I'd say." Hank grinned, revealing yellowed
teeth.

She unfolded the padding and ran her fingers along
the cool metal inside. "Signs for the nature trail," she told
Hank.

She went back to her Jeep. Before she started the
engine, she pulled out her cell phone and called Jack Stockbridge
to tell him the signs had arrived and the Environmental Impact
Statement was on its way.

"How's Windsor working out?" he said. "You
okay?"

"Fine and yes."

"You know I wouldn't have sent anyone if it wasn't
absolutely necessary. But it won't be long, and you can go back to
being your own solitary self."

"I know. I'm sorry I overreacted when you called
yesterday."

"Kiddo, you know I'll do whatever you want. I owe
you one."

She relaxed her grip on the phone. "No, you don't.
I've told you a million times, all Justin needed was a little
redirecting. He has the skills, but he needed a better outlet for
them. How's he doing, by the way?"

"Getting top grades at OSU and a part-time job at a
software company. Making me and Margaret proud parents."

She took a quick moment to share the pride. Justin
Stockbridge was a formidable hacker, but his compulsion to see how
much he could get away with would have gotten him caught sooner or
later. Back to the issues at hand. "So, what more can you tell me
about Windsor?"

"Not much. Thornton recommended the guy when I told
him we wouldn't be ready in time without immediate help."

"Thornton? I thought all he did was throw money into
the project. I didn't know he actually looked at the little people
doing the work."

"You might think about removing the stick from your
cute little behind, Kiddo." Stockbridge's voice had taken on an
irritated edge.

"Sorry." She fingered through her mail. "The new
schedule's adding some pressure. I worked most of the night."

"Look, Thornton called, apologized for moving the
start date. Said he'd heard good things about a handyman agency,
Windsor had come recommended and suggested I call. You know
EnviroCon needs this project. The man talks, I listen. The agency
was legit. Windsor was available. Enough? Or should I dig
deeper?"

"No, it's all right. I overreacted." She put the
Jeep in gear and tried not to think about the way her heart rate
picked up every time she looked at Windsor. Maybe her body was
telling her she was ready to live again, picking someone safe to
practice on. Nothing serious. No relationships. Just getting
comfortable being in the same room with someone carrying the XY
chromosome set.

Camp Getaway would open and she'd be on her way to
another assignment. Never staying long enough in one place for
anyone to connect her to Casey or Robert.

Back at the house, she settled at her desk with a
sense of accomplishment. When she was a kid, she'd always eaten her
vegetables first, saving the good stuff for last. With the
government paperwork on its way, she felt like she'd finished her
beets and was ready for something yummy.

The next most important item on her list, a
Certificate of Occupancy, wasn't exactly dessert, but it was
Windsor's responsibility to bring the cabin up to code, not hers.
Still, she ought to check. As she strolled down the path to the
cabin, she told herself it was important she keep tabs on his
progress.

Blake called down from the roof when she approached.
"Everything all right?"

She squinted into the sun and looked up at him. Her
heart did that tap dance again. He'd taken his shirt off and was on
hands and knees, hammering shingles. Shading her eyes with a
forearm, she said, "Fine."

"You want the nickel tour?" He stood up, balancing
on the pitched roof without any trouble.

"No—you keep on doing what you're doing. I'll only
be a minute." She stepped inside, inhaling the scent of fresh-cut
wood. Without the plywood covering the windows, the room seemed
bigger. Sawdust danced in the gold afternoon light, swirling in the
breeze, dusting her like a winter snow flurry. In place of stacks
of lumber, she imagined the cabin with ten bunk beds lining the
walls. She heard children whispering in the dark before falling
into a dead sleep the way you did after being in the mountain air
all day, hiking along the trails.

Unbidden, a smiling cherubic face flashed in front
of her. Lucas. He'd have been in third grade now, like the first
group of kids coming here. Memories burst through her defenses. The
smell of talcum and baby breath when she lifted him from his crib
in the mornings. The warmth of his hands resting against her bare
shoulders when she carried him. The weight of him as his body
relaxed into sleep. She blinked back tears.

I'm sorry. It was all my fault. What kind of a
mother runs out of milk for her baby?

That was another lifetime, when her universe was
normal. And happy. Charles and Lucas were gone. Nothing could bring
them back. And then too-good-to-be-true Robert Kilian had stolen
the life she'd tried to put together after she'd lost them, leaving
a life of looking over her shoulder as his legacy.

She'd tried to lock the memories away someplace deep
inside her, but they refused to stay buried.

"I should get to the windows tomorrow or the next
day." Blake's voice from the doorway made her jump. "Once the roof
is fixed and the windows are in, she should be weather-tight."

She kept her head down. "Sounds like you've got
everything under control."

His footsteps told her he was coming inside. She
tensed. He walked past her, to a small cooler in the corner and
removed a bottle of water.

"It gets hot up there." He peeled off his work
gloves, took a swig and wiped his mouth.

She nodded. In the dim light, his eyes didn't grab
hers. "You need to watch it. You can get a real burn at this
altitude, even if it doesn't feel hot."

"Thanks for the advice. I'm afraid it might be a
little late though." He turned so his back faced her. "What do you
think?"

Think? She thought of rubbing sunscreen on those
broad, well-muscled shoulders. That fluttering below her belly
started up again. Ridiculous. She pivoted and strode toward the
door. The nature trail could wait until morning. Right now she
needed to burn off these impossible feelings with hard, physical
labor. She glanced at him over her shoulder. "What I think is that
you should put your shirt on, Mr. Windsor."

She marched to the storage shed, loaded a
wheelbarrow with a pick and shovel and headed toward a level spot
near the lake. Plans called for a fifteen-foot fire circle and she
attacked the brush and rocks with a vengeance. A place for roasting
hot dogs and making S'Mores.

Hot dogs. Lucas loved hot dogs. From the vendor in
the park or cut up in macaroni and cheese. The kid would eat them
cold if she'd let him. Charles always let him.

Oh, God, how could it still hurt so badly? She
abandoned the wheelbarrow and walked down to the water's edge. The
sun hung over the mountains waiting to drop the curtain on another
day.

You're watching over him, Charles, aren't you? Our
Lucas? And Luke, I know you're taking good care of Daddy. I love
you two. I should be with you.

 



Chapter Three

 


From inside the cabin the next morning, Blake
watched Kelli drive away. Yesterday afternoon she'd stuck close to
the property, clearing brush and moving rocks, avoiding him as if
he had some contagious disease. Now, he figured he had at least an
hour. Being a million miles from nowhere had its advantages. Even
so, he waited a good ten minutes before he went to the house in
case she'd forgotten something and decided to come back for it.

The deadbolts to her rooms were fastened although he
expected no less. He went outside to check the windows and spotted
Kelli's bedroom curtain fluttering. A stroke of luck. She'd locked
her doors but had left her window ajar.

The screen came off with a touch, the sash lifted
easily and Blake hoisted himself through the opening, trying to
ignore the uneasy feeling of stepping into a universe beyond his
normal boundaries. At a glance, her bedroom told him no more about
Kelli Carpenter than she did in the flesh. The dresser displayed an
assortment of dried plants in a clay pot, but no photographs.
Nobody to think of while she dressed, slept, and went about her
life? The top drawer revealed a pile of neatly folded utilitarian
cotton underpants and bras. He couldn't see any of those under the
clingy red dress in the picture.

In the second drawer he found T-shirts, and sweaters
in the bottom one. Everything looked like it belonged to the Kelli
Carpenter he'd met. He moved on.

Beside the bed, a white porcelain reading lamp sat
on a white-painted nightstand. What was it with this place and
white? He sat on the bed and eased the drawer open. Nothing visible
but a box of tissues and the paperback he'd seen in the living room
when he'd arrived. Tucked into the corner of the drawer was some
kind of a satiny fabric. A pouch of some kind. When he moved the
tissue box to reach for it, he discovered another box, this one of
ammunition for a thirty-eight revolver.

When it hit him that ammunition meant gun, but there
was no gun in the drawer, he decided he absolutely didn't want to
be caught in her quarters. Maybe she was one of those people who
practiced good gun safety and kept the weapon and ammunition
separate. Or maybe she had a loaded gun with her. His heartbeat
quickened when it dawned on him she might have blown his brains out
if he'd done anything to piss her off. Postponing any plans to
check out her office, he slid the drawer closed, straightened the
bedcovers and climbed out the window, careful to leave it ajar,
exactly the way he'd found it. With frequent looks over his
shoulder, he replaced the screen and jogged back to the cabin.

 


* * * * *

 


It was after twelve when Kelli returned from her
work on the nature trail. Finding yet another batch of forms in the
fax machine, she went to her desk and pulled out her legal tablet,
drawing a fat line through "nature trail signs". She moved on to
the next item on her list. Activity sheets for the youngsters. She
assembled her field guides, her notes and powered up her computer.
Sounds of hammering alternated with the buzz of a power saw,
eventually fading to white noise.

By four, she'd had enough. A shower, dinner, and
maybe she'd find her second wind. She moved into the bathroom
connecting her office to her bedroom. The power saw's whine seemed
louder and she realized the bedroom window was open. Had she left
it that way this morning? She hurried into the bedroom and took a
quick survey, but everything seemed exactly the way she'd left
it.

Stop it. He's out there doing his job and you need
to get on with yours.

Perfect gentlemen didn't go snooping through other
people's things. She sucked in a breath. It was time to rejoin
civilization. She put in a fresh pair of contacts, clipped her hair
atop her head and slid her glasses back on. The reflection in the
mirror was comfortably Kelli. She wondered if she'd even recognize
herself as Casey anymore. And if she couldn't, nobody else would.
She wrapped her mind around that thought as she went to the
kitchen.

In the pantry, she found a bottle of merlot. She
opened it and set it on the counter to breathe while she decided
how to dress up chicken breasts.

She started by chopping some onions and garlic.
Unless you were making brownies, you could never go wrong with
onions and garlic. After a quick shuffle through her recipes and a
check of the refrigerator, she decided on a Dijon orange and honey
glazed chicken. Over rice. She set a pot of water on the stove and
measured the rice. A salad, and maybe green beans to round things
out.

She'd begun browning the chicken when she heard
Blake's boots clumping on the porch. The door opened and he peeked
in, as if he wanted to make sure the coast was clear before coming
inside. No question he was keeping his distance. She tried a smile
and found it came easily enough.

His eyes widened and he smiled back. "Smells good."
She followed his gaze to the array of ingredients she'd spread out
and saw a hint of longing cross his face. "Real good."

When he gazed back at her, those brown eyes sucked
her in and she took a calming breath. "I'm making enough for two,
Mr. Windsor. I've been avoiding you and thought you might like to
join me for dinner. Consider it a peace offering."

"Only if you'll call me Blake."

She nodded. "Blake."

His grin spread and he ran his fingers through his
hair. "Hell, you can call me whatever you want. I'm sick of canned
stew and peanut butter."

"It'll be about half an hour."

"Let me get cleaned up and I'll help."

"I've seen you cook. How about if you set the
table?"

"Smart woman. I'll be back."

Her hands trembled, but only a little, as she poured
the rice into the water. She hoped Windsor—Blake—wouldn't think her
rude if she started on the wine before he joined her. Too bad if he
did. She took two glasses from the cabinet and poured one, downing
it like water before setting the bottle and glasses on the dining
table.

Get a grip. It was only dinner. How many times had
she cooked for Charles' business associates?

She made sure her thoughts stayed away from the
times she and Charles had cooked, side by side. Sometimes
abandoning dinner for what he called a bedroom break. Images of
Robert intruded, his rugged face turned feral when he'd poised
himself above her. Her knees quaked and she leaned against the
counter, fighting nausea.

 


* * * * *

 


Blake rushed through his shower, damp-dried, and
found a pair of clean jeans. The thought of dinner that didn't come
out of a can nearly had him out the door half naked. He dug through
his duffel bag and chose a navy blue turtleneck, slowing down to
think. To plan.

Be cool. Why the sudden turnaround in the Ice
Princess? He wanted to give her the third degree. She might have
the same motives. He made sure his cover story was fresh in his
mind.

Rubbing his jaw, he stepped back into the cell-like
bathroom. He needed a shave. While he lathered his face, he laid
out his plan to garner her trust and impress her with his
restraint. This would be an evening of civility, filled with proper
small talk of the project, with only the slightest venture into her
past.

He finished dressing and strode down the hall to the
kitchen. Whatever she was cooking had his empty stomach begging. He
stopped short when he spotted Kelli leaning on the kitchen counter,
pale and shaky. She looked his way and although she covered well,
the pain in her eyes was unmistakable. He felt another twinge in
his chest.

"Are you all right?" he asked. He took a step
forward, arm outstretched, but dropped it when Kelli backed
away.

Kelli sniffed and dabbed at her eyes with the towel
she'd tucked into her jeans. "Fine. Onions." She kept the towel to
her face. "Wine's on the table. Help yourself."

She was reacting to more than onions. Whatever had
inspired her to invite him to dinner hadn't eliminated her need for
distance. He poured, then picked up a glass and extended it toward
her, careful to leave room for her to take it without touching his
fingers.

She released the towel and took the wine. Her hands
were steady. "Salad's in the fridge. Dressing's in the jar."

He crossed behind her, not making contact, but close
enough so he smelled her over the cooking aromas. Fresh and soapy.
He took the bowl of salad from the refrigerator, tossed it with the
dressing and placed it on the table. "I think I was volunteered to
set the table too."

He gathered plates and silverware, arranging them on
the table. When he finished, he raised his wineglass. "To Camp
Getaway."

Kelli returned the toast and sipped her wine. Once
they were seated, he took a bite of chicken. Sweet and tangy at the
same time. He swallowed, wiped his mouth on his napkin and sighed.
"This is delicious. You think I could make it? What's in it?" He
took another bite without waiting for an answer.

"It's nothing exotic—mostly orange juice, honey and
some Dijon mustard."

Thank God she was talking. Plain, everyday
conversation. "I know those. You think regular mustard would
work?"

She shrugged. "You could try."

Before long, the food was gone and they lingered
over their wine. Blake stood and carried his dishes to the sink.
"I'll wash," he said. "But please. Stay where you are and keep me
company."

He filled the sink with soapy water and worked his
way through the pile of dinner dishes. Kelli sat with her elbows on
the table, chin resting in her hands. She wasn't actually watching
him, he thought. More like staring right through him, a dreamy
expression on her face. Maybe it was the wine, but she appeared
relaxed.

He fought the desire to lean over and kiss her. He
knew better than to mix business with pleasure, especially with
someone as skittish as Kelli. They'd talk, and he might find out
what she was hiding. Because she was definitely hiding something,
whether or not it was her identity. "I saw you working by the lake
yesterday," he said.

Her eyes focused again. "I was working on a campfire
circle. You know—marshmallows, songs, ghost stories."

He raised an eyebrow. "You really think inner city
kids'll be singing Kumbaya?"

She laughed.

"That's better."

"What?" Her eyebrows lifted.

"I think tonight's the first time I've heard you
laugh."

He saw her stiffen and went back to concentrating on
the dishes. He finished the last pan and reached for a towel.

"Let them drain," Kelli said. "I'll put them away
later."

"You're only saying that because you want to find
them again." He wiped his hands. He went to the table and picked up
his almost-empty wineglass. "Join me in the parlor, ma'am?" He
tilted his head toward the couch. "Would you like a fire?"

He didn't wait for her response. He set his
wineglass on the coffee table and moved to the fireplace. Kelli
brought what was left of her wine and tucked herself into a corner
of the couch. She met his gaze and there wasn't any fear in her
eyes. His face grew warm and it wasn't from the beginnings of a
fire. Heat spread a little lower, too.

Stop. Tonight was for talking. He sat on the couch,
on the end farthest from Kelli, laid one arm along its back and
crossed an ankle over his knee. "So. Tell me more. Who is Kelli
Carpenter and what is she doing here in the middle of nowhere?"

She paused for a minute, looking into the fire.
"This is an important project." She swallowed the last of her wine.
"Hard to believe a drive-by hardly fazes the kids who'll come here,
but they'll freak at an owl."

Not so hard to believe, considering the way all
those night noises had robbed him of a decent night's sleep. But at
least she was talking. Tempted to simply ask if she was Casey
Wallace, he reminded himself to take it slow. No obvious
references, Dwight had said. Besides, he liked the way her eyes lit
up when she talked about her work.

"Found any interesting creatures in your traps?"

"Nothing endangered. The most exotic species were a
red tree vole and Preble's shrew."

"Are those things I'd want to avoid?"

"I doubt you'd even notice—they're tiny.
Harmless."

He shifted, stretched his legs and turned so he was
facing her. "What made you choose this line of work?"

"I went to Yosemite one summer and fell in love with
the great outdoors. Never looked back."

Everything she said matched the reports he'd read.
"School?"

"UCLA." She leaned forward to put her glass on the
table next to his. "What about you? Why the temp agency?"

"You mean, why not have a steady job like a normal
person?"

She flushed. "I didn't mean it like that. You seem
to know what you're doing and you could probably—"

"Make big bucks in a huge construction company. Not
my style." Not a lie. Although he was enjoying the work this week,
he didn't want to go back to a life of washing sawdust out of every
bodily orifice. "I make enough to meet my needs." That wasn't a
lie, either. It merely avoided the fact that his real job had
nothing to do with construction. And the fact that his needs had
grown and it took more to meet them. He saw her hesitate before
speaking, as if carrying on a conversation was something stiff and
rusty from disuse.

"You been with the agency a long time?" she asked at
last.

Oh, so now who was grilling whom? He paused to
finish his wine. "Depends on what you mean. Construction Temps has
offices all over the country. That's the beauty of temp work. A few
jobs for one company and you can go try another one somewhere else.
I work for a while, take time for myself, then get back on their
active list. No strings."

He caught her eye wandering toward his left hand.
"No responsibilities for anyone but me," he added. That much was
true.

"I understand." Her words were almost a whisper.
Some of the pain he'd seen earlier had crept back. She stood and
carried both glasses to the kitchen.

He watched her wash them, rinse them and
meticulously set them on the counter, as though performing the
mundane task would bring her peace. And he wondered how bringing
her peace had become important to him.

 


* * * * *

 


Kelli dried her hands and went back to her seat by
the fire, determined to finish this evening as one normal adult
talking with another. And as they talked, she wasn't thinking of
Windsor as a threat. When he'd bent over to start the fire—well, he
had some delightful looking assets. What was she thinking? She felt
herself blush. Had to be the wine—they'd finished the bottle.

Blake leaned back, crossing his hands behind his
head. His eyes grabbed hers again and she fought to break his gaze.
He wasn't looking at her the way he had when he'd first shown
up—not exactly. Besides, he couldn't be interested in her that way.
It was like he was analyzing her. She studied the flames flickering
in the fireplace.

As if he was unaware how uncomfortable he could make
her, he went right on. "You must travel a lot for this job.
Anyplace interesting?"

Interesting? Like the trip to Mexico where Robert
had lured her with promises of romance? And had ended up dead? She
kept her voice steady. "They're all interesting. Different
habitats, different flora and fauna."

"Are you sure we haven't met? You look
familiar."

She fought to control her rising anxiety. A logical
question for normal small talk. His expression was curious, but
bland. Chill. She shook her head. Forced a smile. "I hear
that all the time. I guess I have one of those faces. I'm sure we
haven't met. I'd remember you." She barely breathed, watching his
face.

He shrugged, and she exhaled.

He stretched his legs in front of him. "So, where
else have you been? Maybe our paths have crossed."

"I doubt it. My work leans toward keeping developers
and the people you work for out. EnviroCon is connected with nature
groups—the ones who buy land expressly so people can't build on it.
Leave a few acres of the planet the way Mother Nature created
them."

"Ouch." Blake gave her an easy smile. "Hey, even a
city boy like me knows fresh air is good for you. I may prefer the
city, but it doesn't mean I can't appreciate the great
outdoors—from a respectable distance, of course."

"Don't tell me you've never gone camping? Your dad
never took you fishing? What did you do as a kid?"

His face clouded. "My old man didn't have time for
those kinds of things. He worked. Moved us around—wherever the jobs
were."

"It must have been hard on your mom."

His gaze grew distant. "She died when I was three—I
never knew her."

"I'm sorry."

"Dad did the best he could."

Did she see bitterness there? Regret? A touch of
anger? "Single parenting is tough. My dad died when I was little.
Mom remarried, though." When she realized she'd just divulged her
own childhood, not Kelli's, she bit her lip. Nothing in Blake's
demeanor said he'd noticed. She buried Casey's memories a little
deeper and brought Kelli back.

He stared into the fire for a moment, then gave her
a smile, but there was a tinge of pain behind it. "Enough dwelling
on old memories. Tell me. Where does Kelli Carpenter live when
she's not in the field?"

She kept her expression neutral. Normal small talk.
Don't panic. "It depends. I find a motel near the site, or if
there's a stretch between assignments, EnviroCon has temporary
employee housing."

"So, where's your next job?"

"I don't know. I was going to be here until spring,
but since everything's pushed up, I'll have to see where Jack needs
me. What about you?"

Blake raised his eyebrows. "I haven't thought about
it. I'll probably stick with Construction Temps a while
longer—they've got some big projects in the works—a shopping
center, I think and some condos outside of Vancouver."

"Covering more of the Earth with concrete."

He tilted his head. "I happen to prefer city life.
You might like the solitude of the woods, but in the city, you can
be surrounded by people and still be alone."

"We do live in different worlds, don't we?" She
stood, anxious to escape before she let any more Casey slip out.
"I'm going to call it a night. I think the wine has caught up with
me."

Blake rose from the couch. "I've got a lot to do
tomorrow myself. Thanks for dinner. I'd offer to reciprocate, but
unless you want peanut butter or canned stew … ." He grinned.

From behind her closed office door, her fax machine
rang, undoubtedly delivering the next batch of paperwork hoops she
had to jump through. Nothing that couldn't wait until morning.

 


* * * * *

 


As he lay on his lumpy cot, content after a day
spent working with his hands in the fresh air, Blake raised his
eyes heavenward.

All right, old man. I'm enjoying myself. I hope
you're satisfied.

No numbers to crunch, no bottom lines to figure—and
better yet, no pale, drawn faces, eyes filled with defeat,
frustration and anger, staring at him across the conference table.
Or haunting his dreams.

Rain thudding on the roof woke him the next morning.
He groped for his watch on the bedside table. Shit. It was almost
ten. Waking with the sun didn't work if the sun didn't come out.
Once he'd finally fallen asleep, he slept like a dead man. Not even
the usual sounds of Kelli fixing her breakfast had penetrated.

He still hadn't figured out what made her run hot
and cold, but he'd taken advantage of the warm times and enjoyed
the evening.

When she'd stayed on the couch, instead of moving to
the chair, he'd ached to lean over and take off her glasses. To
touch his lips to hers, to see if they were as warm and soft as
they looked. Instead he maintained his distance, keeping his
self-made promise not to press. But his body still responded. Holy
crap, just thinking about it had him stiff.

A gust of wind hurled a sheet of rain against the
window. He debated blowing off work until it stopped, but lost the
internal argument. He had plenty to do inside and his schedule
didn't have days off built in. He might be a failure at getting a
positive ID on Kelli Carpenter, but he was damn sure going to have
the cabin ready for a white-glove inspection before he left. He
tried to convince himself it was all a matter of maintaining his
handyman cover, but the way Kelli's eyes lit up when she talked
about the project and the kids—he wanted to keep that light
there.

He rushed to get dressed and hit the kitchen. A
lingering aroma of coffee told him Kelli had already come and gone.
A note propped up by the coffeepot said, "Help yourself."

He mouthed a thank you toward her door. Not
bothering with jelly, he scooped some peanut butter onto two slices
of bread and squished them together. He bit off a chunk while he
poured coffee into his thermal mug, heaped in some milk and sugar
and took a swallow. Even after lingering on the warmer, her coffee
beat his usual instant. Blake switched off the pot and took another
swig. Get the caffeine into the bloodstream. He drank half a cup
and refilled the mug. Screwing down the lid, he jogged the distance
to the cabin and dashed inside, brushing the rain from his
shoulders.

He sensed her before he saw her. A glint of light
reflected from her glasses. Kelli sat on the floor in a far corner,
legs crossed, hands in her lap. Maybe he had gotten to her last
night after all. He grinned and took a step toward her.

"Thanks for the coffee," he said. "Next pot's on
me." He removed the lid and took a long sip, feeling cobwebs drift
away. He swallowed the rest of the sandwich, licking the remnants
of peanut butter from his fingers.

"No problem," Kelli said. She didn't move.

He washed the sandwich down with more coffee before
he spoke again. "What brings you to my humble office?"

"I got a very interesting fax this morning. From
Jack Stockbridge." Kelli's voice was flat. "Who are you, Mr.
Windsor? Is that even your name? And why are you really here?" She
shifted ever so slightly so he saw the revolver pointed at his
midsection.

He took a deep breath and tried to clear the panic
from his brain. Not to mention the peanut butter from the roof of
his mouth. Slowly, carefully, he raised the coffee to his lips,
keeping his eyes fixed on Kelli, making sure she understood he
wasn't going to try anything. Think. Regroup. Slow things down. He
swallowed the rest of the coffee, then crouched and lowered the cup
to the floor, staying low to present a smaller target.

"I don't know what you're talking about," he said.
"I'm Blake Windsor. I've got ID if you want to see it, but it's in
my room."

"Who do you work for, Mr. Blake Windsor?" Her voice
was a quiet monotone. She sounded like someone who didn't care if
she shot him. There was no malice, no fire, only dull
resignation.

The room flickered for a moment and his mouth filled
with the dry, metallic taste of fear. "Construction Temps. Exactly
like it says on my references. Jack Stockbridge checked them."

"Oh, yes he did. And they were very good. Just like
they were supposed to be. Only then Jack called the company again.
He worries about me, all alone in the woods. I'm like family."

His heart pounded. He had assumed Hollingsworth took
care of his cover story. What had they found out? Blood drummed in
his ears. Kelli's face seemed to fade in and out, like an image
that wouldn't stay focused. "What's the problem? Isn't my work good
enough?" His words sounded thick, as if he still had a mouthful of
peanut butter.

Kelli uncrossed her legs. She gripped the gun in
both hands and her arms were extended, braced on one raised knee.
"Oh, your work is excellent. But Jack didn't use the number for
Construction Temps from your resume. He looked it up himself. Those
people have never heard of Blake Windsor. It appears nobody named
Blake Windsor has ever worked for Construction Temps. Anywhere. So
I ask again Mr. Windsor. Who are you, and what are you doing
here?"

"I can explain," he said. "But I don't talk well
with a gun pointed at me." He held his hands out, palms outward, in
submission. "I'm not armed. You're not going to shoot me."

The gun wavered, but Kelli didn't lower it. "I don't
know why I bothered waiting around," she said. "But I had questions
and you're the only one with the answers."

He waited, motionless. Kelli wouldn't shoot him. She
couldn't. But when he searched her eyes, he found them as lifeless
as her voice. She got to her feet, keeping the gun trained on him.
Closed the distance between them. The scent of her soap floated
above the sawdust. He gathered his legs beneath him, preparing to
spring. His heart hammered against his ribs. The room spun. This
was not the way he expected to die. In a desperate move, he lunged
forward. And everything went black.

 



Chapter Four

 


Kelli slipped the revolver into her pocket,
wondering if she'd have had the nerve to shoot him if the drug
hadn't kicked in. She stood over Windsor's inert form and took one
long, last look at his face, its handsome features relaxed, water
droplets shimmering in his hair. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I
thought I could come back. I guess I should thank you for reminding
me I can't trust anyone."

She found a roll of duct tape in a box in the
corner. Good old MacGyver. Duct tape fixed anything. She knelt at
Windsor's feet and wrapped several layers of the gray tape around
his ankles. His wrists were a little harder to manage, since he'd
fallen with one arm underneath him, but she pulled it out and
secured his wrists together behind his back. "Don't worry. Someone
will come for you."

She thought about taping his mouth, but what for? He
could scream all he wanted; nobody would hear. And she didn't want
to take a chance he'd get sick and choke. She wasn't sure how the
animal tranquilizer affected humans, especially when taken
orally.

She'd searched the cabin while she waited for him
and found nothing but innocent paperwork. Plans for the cabin, an
inventory of supplies. Maybe she'd have more luck in his room.

The rain had picked up and she dashed back to the
house, where she dumped the remaining drugged coffee and washed out
the pot. She went into his room and shook the contents of his
duffel onto the cot. Not much—shirts, a few pairs of socks, some
underwear. The second cot held his dirty laundry. She pawed through
it, but it was all clothes. His wallet sat on the bedside table
next to a nearly-full bottle of Scotch. She found his driver's
license. Blake Windsor, it read. So, maybe he was who he said he
was. But it was an Illinois license, issued two years ago. A
Chicago address. Not Seattle.

He'd said he moved around a lot. Maybe he didn't get
around to changing licenses every time he took a new job.

Why was she making excuses for him? She looked some
more. About three hundred dollars, mostly twenties. Probably hit an
ATM before he arrived. A folded sheet of paper. She lifted it from
the wallet and smoothed it out. Stockbridge's company logo and
directions to the site.

Slow down. Think. She took his wallet to her office
and copied his driver's license and social security card. She
needed to be somewhere with internet access. Give her a day and
she'd know everything there was to know about Blake Windsor.

She'd found Stockbridge's fax early this morning. As
soon as she'd read it, she left a message on his machine that she
was leaving. Her part of the project was almost complete. There
were probably half a dozen people EnviroCon could send to finish
the job.

She hadn't decided what to do about Windsor when she
left the message, but Jack would take care of the project. Right
now, all she wanted to do was leave. Disappear. Again. This time,
she'd take everything with her. It might not be a lot, but she was
not going to start from scratch. Nor was she coming back to
get it.

After replacing Windsor's wallet, she got busy
packing. Her laptop sat on the desk, reminding her she needed to
back up the project data and leave the files for her replacement.
An hour later, she stood in the middle of her office and
contemplated the stack of possessions stacked in the middle of the
room. Half a dozen cartons and a couple of suitcases. Didn't say
much for her life, did it? Maybe not, but it was her life and she
was going to get on with it.

In the bathroom, her fingers trembled as she worked
her hair into a single braid. Her breathing was too fast, her pulse
drummed. She leaned against the sink.

Deep breath. Slow down. She'd be out of here soon
enough, call Jack and they'd figure this out. Heck, he'd probably
have Windsor identified before she got as far as Henry's store.

She added her toiletries to the essentials she kept
in her gym bag. Outside, the wind howled. The lights flickered,
went out, came back on. She set her Maglite on the desk just in
case. Even though it was after noon, the storm had transformed
everything to a black and white television show.

She considered grabbing a carton of yogurt, but the
thought of eating turned her stomach. She picked up the phone to
let Stockbridge know she was on her way. Dead. The lights flickered
again. Definitely time to leave. She added her revolver to her gym
bag, picked up a carton of books and headed for the Jeep parked
beside the house. She froze. All four tires were slashed. The
park's troublemakers? But why would they come here for the first
time, and in a storm? No, it had to be Windsor's handiwork. No
wonder he was late this morning. What else had he done?

Shit. She'd moved Windsor's EnviroCon pickup to a
clearing behind the cabin and she'd already disabled it. Double
shit. She went back into her office to retrieve the coil wire she'd
removed. The lights had gone off again and she shone the flashlight
into the desk drawer. While she rummaged through the jumble of
paper clips, rubber bands, markers, and other desk detritus, she
though she heard something—someone?—pounding on the porch. Windsor?
No way. Even if he got loose, he would damn sure not be knocking.
Must be the storm.

"There you are," she muttered to the elusive coil
wire. Stuffing it in her pocket, she headed for the door, yanked it
open and stared at a park ranger, hunched over in a wet uniform.
Doug Peterson? Good. He'd help her fix the truck and carry her
gear. She raised her eyes and felt the smile melt from her face
when she met the eyes of an unfamiliar ranger. Her heart
thumped.

"Kelli Carpenter?" the ranger asked, shouting above
the wind.

She nodded, unable to find her voice.

"Ranger Ned Decker, ma'am. Doug Peterson sent me.
Are you all right?"

At that moment the lights came back on. Taking it as
a sign she needed to relax, her nerves quieted a little. She'd met
most of the rangers, and even the ones in law enforcement were
protecting the parklands, not digging through old Mexican police
files. Enough paranoia. These were the good guys. She put Decker in
his early forties, curly brown hair that teased his collar, a thick
brush of a mustache and permanent crinkles etched around his
eyes.

"I'm fine, but did you see my Jeep? Have you had any
trouble in the park?"

"I noticed, ma'am, and we had some bikers lately who
got a bit unruly. Maybe they came this way." He crossed his arms
across his chest. A gust of wind spattered rain into the house.

"Come in," she said. "You're soaked."

"Thanks." Decker removed his hat, brushed water from
his parka and stepped inside. "Yeah, someone had a flat." He
gestured to his wet, stained trousers. "Playing Triple A is going
to cost me in cleaning bills."

"Were their tires slashed too?"

"Nope. Normal, everyday run-of-the-mill flat. But
I'll be sure to let headquarters know about your … situation." He
pulled a pack of Doublemint gum from his pocket and extended it
toward her.

She shook her head in refusal and tried to focus.
Should she tell Decker about Windsor? Caught between wanting to get
Decker to cart him away and wanting to pretend he never existed,
she decided in favor of the latter. No need to mention Windsor.
Jack knew he wasn't a handyman. That was enough.

"Where's Peterson?" she asked.

"Looking for some missing hikers on the north
trail."

That sounded like something Doug Peterson would do.
"I don't think I've seen you before. Have you been assigned here
long?"

"Seems like it, but it's only been a week. Things
have been busy. And I don't think I've adjusted to this stuff you
call air, if you get my drift. Where's the oxygen?"

She remembered her first week at four thousand feet.
"Oh, it's there. You just have to work harder to get enough of it
into your blood cells."

He laughed and the crinkles around his eyes
deepened. "I like that. You a scientist? Peterson said something
about environmental studies for a camp or something."

She explained Camp Getaway, and he seemed genuinely
interested in the project, unlike Doug Peterson who barely
tolerated it. Kids encroaching on what he protected as his land
worried him.

She glanced at her watch. How much longer before
Windsor started making noise? Decker seemed willing to chat
forever. "I'm sure this storm must be keeping you busy," she said.
"Lots of people to check on?"

"Oh, not many. As a matter of fact, just one, if you
get my drift."

Before she processed his words, a loud crack and a
crash resounded from outside. Kelli started, bumping into Decker's
chest when he stepped toward her.

"Sorry," she said automatically.

He took her hands to steady her. "No problem. As a
matter of fact, this works fine for me."

Decker's eyes squinted and his grin turned to a
leer. A ball of ice formed in her gut. Visions of Robert exploded
in her head. Decker tightened his grip, laughing scornfully at her
attempts to kick him. "Fighting isn't going to help, bitch. You
might as well relax and enjoy yourself." He shoved her into the
bedroom, onto the bed.

Terror flooded her. She scrunched her eyes closed
and squeezed into the tiniest ball possible. No. This couldn't be
happening. Not again. She told herself to fight. Heard herself
whimpering instead.

His boots clumped across the floor above the
pounding in her ears. He snorted. "Scared, bitch?" He stomped on
the floor. She cringed each time the floor vibrated. She didn't
care. Didn't feel. He crouched beside her. She smelled his minty
breath. His hands pulled her arms away, stroked her cheek.

 


* * * * *

 


Blake groaned at the pounding in his head. Who let
the drum corps into his room? He opened his eyes. Things blurred
and spun, moved back and forth. He tried to rub his eyes and
panicked that his arms were gone. Adrenaline rushed through his
system and his head cleared a little. He remembered the gun. But
the pain in his head told him he was alive.

Slowly, he assessed his body. He could wiggle his
feet but couldn't move his legs. His stomach hurt where his belt
buckle pressed into it. Okay, he was on his belly. Had to sit up.
His brain sent messages down the line, but they seemed to get
waylaid before they reached his limbs. Christ, she'd put something
in the coffee. It beat being shot, he guessed. He took a deep
breath, coughing as he inhaled sawdust from the cabin floor. The
coughing banged his chin on the floor. That didn't help his
head.

With supreme effort, he rolled over. Great. Now he
was lying on his hands. A wave of nausea washed over him.
Everything whirled again, got bright, then dark.

The next time he opened his eyes, the room had
stopped spinning. The snare drums had left the corps, but the
basses still pulsed. His shoulders ached and his hands were numb.
He managed to squirm onto his side before another dizzy spell
hit.

Please, don't let me be sick. The thought of lying
in a pool of his own vomit gave him the strength to work himself
into a sitting position. Bands of duct tape secured his ankles.
From the feel of it, he assumed his wrists were bound the same way.
Another MacGyver fan? He inched himself across the room until,
bathed in sweat, he leaned against the cabin wall. Panting from the
effort, he waited until his breathing evened and his head cleared
some more.

Where had Kelli gone? He recalled her face, her eyes
empty, robotic. He knew the look. Hopeless despair.

Shit, why was he wasting sympathy on her? She had
problems. So did everyone. He struggled against the tape, trying to
stretch it enough to work his hands free, but Kelli had wrapped too
many layers.

If only he could get his hands in front of him to
see what he was doing. Short of dislocating his shoulder, he
couldn't get his hips through his arms. Half an inch more. Might as
well be a yard.

He inched backward to the corner where his tools lay
spread on the floor. He closed his eyes, visualizing the location
of each tool. Again, his father's voice broke in.

A place for everything, son. Time's too precious to
waste in the looking.

His fingers located the utility knife. He'd be as
likely to slit his wrists as the duct tape binding them. Stop.
Think. He managed to extend the blade and work the handle into the
back pocket of his jeans. Slowly, carefully, he edged the tape
against the blade. Patience. Little cuts. Test the tape. More cuts.
Try again.

The sound of the tape ripping came a split second
before his hands flew apart. He grabbed the knife and slit the tape
around his ankles. He pulled himself to his feet and stepped
outside. A glance at his watch told him he'd been out for nearly
two hours. And, apparently Kelli had taken his truck. He set out
for the house. The storm had lightened to a gentle shower,
refreshing him as he wobbled along the path. A scream pierced the
air and he broke into a staggering run.

He slowed when he reached the foot of the stairs. He
strained his ears, trying to pick up sounds from inside the house.
After that one scream, there had been silence. For a fleeting
moment, he debated ignoring it. After all, she'd drugged his coffee
and pointed a gun at him. Trussed him like a turkey. Stolen his
truck.

He made a quick circuit of the house, listening at
windows, trying to stay out of sight. And trying to ignore the pain
in his head and the way the world kept going out of focus. A
throaty laugh—a man's throaty laugh—came from her bedroom. He
rushed to the front porch. His head throbbed as he climbed the
stairs. The front door was ajar. Her bedroom door was closed. He
tiptoed over, tested the knob. Unlocked. The male voice growled
from inside. And a female voice, whimpering. The sound sent bile to
his throat. Much as he wanted to pay Kelli back for what she'd done
to him, this was not what he would wish on her.

He pressed his fingertips to the door and it creaked
open a few inches. He held his breath and peered inside. A man,
hands at his hips, hovered above the bed, his back to the door.
Blake leaned aside enough to reveal what the man's body blocked
from view.

Blake thought the fear on Kelli's face would be
forever etched in his mind. She was on the bed, cowering, her eyes
glued to her captor. The man shoved Kelli onto her back. Why wasn't
she fighting? Resigned to her fate? Afraid he'd hurt her more if
she fought back? Even her whimpering had stopped. The man reached
for Kelli's waist.

Had she passed out? Blake inched the door open wide
enough to admit his body and took half a step into the room. The
man's boots and parka were by the bed. His hands dropped to his
waist. He heard a belt being unbuckled, a zipper released.

"Let her go, you scumbag!" Blake barreled across the
room, caught the man by the shoulders, dragged him away from Kelli.
Scumbag, tangled in his dropped trousers, stumbled and fell
backward, bringing them both down. Blake ignored the pain that shot
through his shoulder when he hit the floor.

He tried to subdue the creep with a forearm to his
throat. The man squirmed away, kicking and flailing and managed to
reverse their positions. Blake's head crashed back onto the floor
and stars shot across his field of vision. He shook his head to
clear it, realizing immediately it was a stupid idea. When he
focused, Scumbag had shaken free of his pants and was leaning over
him. The guy was wearing boxers with yellow happy faces. Blake was
not going down to a man who wore smilies on his shorts.

He scissored his legs, caught Scumbag around an
ankle with one, and kicked out with the other. While the man
struggled to regain his balance, Blake flipped over to his knees.
The room spun. Before he could rise, he suffered a powerful kick to
his back and went down again. He rolled, brought his legs over
Scumbag's. Both men tumbled on the floor, exchanging blows with
elbows, knees and fists. Blake stopped keeping track of where
Scumbag's blows were landing and concentrated on connecting with
his own. Something sliced across his ribs. Pain built on pain. His
reflexes were off and he searched for Scumbag's weaknesses. At the
moment, all the weakness seemed to be on Blake's side. Dazed, he
gasped for breath. Scumbag hovered over him, an evil grin on his
face, a knife in his hand.

"Time for you later," Scumbag said. "After I finish
with the girl, if you get my drift. You get to watch." Blake heard
a dull thunk, saw Scumbag's eyes widen. The man's mouth hung open
and he crumpled.

Blake got to his knees, taking a moment to suck air,
fighting the pain. Then he looked up and saw Kelli standing behind
Scumbag's inert form, clutching a Maglite.

"Good night," she said. "If you get my drift." Then
she collapsed. He caught her right before she hit the floor.

"Kelli?" He supported her across his knees, stroked
her face. "It's okay."

Eyes wide with terror, she looked down at herself
then back up at him. Pulling away, she dropped, hands raised as if
to ward off a blow.

"Hey. It's over. I won't hurt you. Promise." He kept
his voice soothing, but Kelli's eyes stared past him into
nothingness. He'd kept Scumbag from raping her—hadn't he? Crap, he
didn't know how long he'd been out, or how long the creep had been
there. Had he interrupted a second—or third—attack? "Kelli. Come
back. Please?"

One hand clutching the waistband of her jeans, she
scooted backward on her bottom until she leaned against the bed.
His adrenaline was wearing off and he fought a wave of nausea.
Already, his shoulder talked to him and a burning sensation built
in his belly.

He sat with his head on his knees. His ragged gasps
were the only sound. He dreamed of a long sauna followed by an eon
in a Jacuzzi. Half-dazed, he heard his father's words.

The pains of a job well done are part of the reward,
son. Take some pride that you've put your whole self into the
work.

His mind drifted to the time his father had pulled
him and his older brother out of school to help meet a deadline.
The three of them had worked until after dark, his father shrugging
off all their whines and complaints. Few words were spoken until
they got home and had cleaned and put away every blasted tool to
the old man's satisfaction.

Good work, boys. You were true men today.

And then he'd sent them in to take a long hot bath
and had rubbed the knots out of their aching muscles until they'd
fallen asleep.

Regret and remorse at never thanking his old man
layered themselves above the aches and pains and some of the fog
lifted.

A moan from Scumbag snapped him back. Blake grabbed
the man under his shoulders. A knife clunked to the floor. He stuck
it in his belt. Despite the pounding in his head, Blake dragged the
man across the house and shoved him into his tiny bathroom. Too bad
he didn't have any duct tape here—and he wouldn't leave Kelli long
enough to get some from the cabin. He cut the cord from his bedside
lamp and tied Scumbag's wrists and ankles.

Dizzy, dripping sweat, he rushed back to find Kelli.
Her eyes were open and she sat on the bed. Holding the effing
thirty-eight. The knife dropped from his fingers.

Another wave of nausea swept through him. "Go ahead.
Shoot me. Just let me pass out first, okay?"

 



Chapter Five

 


Kelli watched Windsor collapse to the floor as if
someone had removed all the bones from his body. Her memory was
full of holes, but an all-pervading fear clung like pond scum. Had
she killed again? Knowing the memories would return, yet not sure
she wanted them to, she stared at the body lying at her feet. And
at the knife on the floor beside him. A bloody knife. In a moment
of rage, she kicked it across the room.

Blake's moan brought a mixture of fear and relief.
He wasn't dead.

She stood, left the room, and had gotten as far as
the front porch before she turned around. If she had stabbed him,
she couldn't let him bleed to death. She wouldn't have another
death on her hands. Shaking, but determined, she returned to him
and crouched beside the body.

Stop thinking that. Not body. Windsor.

When she tried to turn him over, her hand came away
sticky with blood. She saw Robert, heard him laugh, remembered his
blood. No, Robert hadn't done this. Had she? Had Windsor tried to
hurt her? Had she managed to protect herself? At what cost?

She struggled to get him onto his back. Her Maglite
was on the floor beside him. She shone the beam over Windsor. Beads
of sweat glistened on his forehead. He'd faded beyond pale and his
breathing was rapid and shallow.

She worked the bloody turtleneck out of his jeans.
With a washcloth, she dabbed away the blood and assessed the
damage. Not as serious as she feared. Knife wound, she figured,
running along his rib cage, ending near his waistline. Not too
deep. More slice than stab, except at the end where most of the
blood was coming from. His ribs had most likely deflected the blade
preventing serious internal damage. He'd be okay. She had to
believe that.

A flash of a fight between Windsor and someone else
surfaced through the clouds in her brain. A park ranger. He'd cut
Windsor, she hadn't. But why had Windsor been fighting with a park
ranger? Peterson? Should she turn Windsor over to the rangers? No,
something felt wrong there. She took a deep breath. The memories
would come back in good time. She turned to her patient.

"Come on, Windsor. Stay with me. You're not going to
die on me. If you deserve it, I'll see you rot in prison, but I'm
not going to let you die, understand?" She shook his shoulders,
rubbed his cheek. He groaned and his eyelids flickered.

"Tired. Cold."

"Wake up, Windsor. Please. Help me out here and then
you can sleep. I promise." Kelli got her arms under his shoulders
and pulled. "That's right. Sit up."

Windsor gave her a glassy-eyed stare but struggled
to a sitting position.

"That's it. Can you make it to the bed? Lean on
me."

Windsor sat on the edge of her bed, head between his
knees.

"Relax." Pass out again, she wanted to say.
Unconscious is better. She handed him a towel. "Press this against
your belly. I'll get some bandages."

He groaned, but obeyed. "Maybe you should have shot
me. I'd feel a whole lot better."

"Where does it hurt?"

"Everywhere. Head. Shoulder. Ribs." Each word was a
whispered effort.

She backed into the bathroom and dampened a
towel.

"Um … Kelli?"

"Yes?" She peeked out at Windsor. One hand clutched
his belly, the other rubbed his forehead. He swallowed several
times.

He raised his head but didn't turn. "I'm sorry … I
think … God … I'm going to be—"

She grabbed the wastebasket and set it between his
feet. His hair hung in his face as he leaned forward, violently
ill, his body racked with spasms. He gasped with each one.
Compassion overtook her and she knelt behind him, holding his hair
back with one hand, pressing against his forehead with the other
until he'd emptied his stomach. When his spasms stopped, she
brought him a glass of water.

"Rinse first. Don't drink yet."

His hands were covered in fresh blood. Apparently
oblivious to it, he followed her instructions then sank back onto
the bed. She pressed the towel to his belly. Put his hands on top
of it.

"Apply pressure, Windsor. I'll be right back." She
dumped the contents of the wastebasket into the toilet and flushed.
When she returned he was out cold, the bloody towel on the floor.
She turned on the bedside lamp and studied him.

Unconscious or not, he seemed to be in pain. She
removed his work boots. His socks were soaked. She pulled them off,
too. Shit, he was totally drenched. She had to get him patched up.
She reached for his belt and hesitated.

For God's sake, she'd been married. Had a son. The
male body was nothing new to her. She unbuckled his belt and pulled
off his jeans. Briefs, not boxers. Low rise, navy blue. Those she
left alone. There was no way she could work his turtleneck over his
head without his help. She retrieved the house's first-aid kit and
using its scissors, cut the shirt and wrestled it off his body.

She filled a bowl with warm water, soaped a
washcloth and went to work cleaning him. Searching the kit, she
found an assortment of butterfly strips, some larger gauze pads and
tape, a few foil packets of alcohol swabs and a bottle of hand
sanitizer. Using a gauze pad, she wiped his chest with the hand
sanitizer. She sealed the edges of the cut with butterfly strips,
covered it with a thick pad of gauze and taped it down. Nasty
bruises had already surfaced around his shoulder. She wondered if
she should check his back, but he was too heavy. There was no blood
on the back of his turtleneck so she let it go.

His breathing had steadied. Since he'd collapsed on
top of the bedcovers, she draped a fresh sheet and blanket over
him. She pulled a chair from her office, placed it near the door
and watched his chest rise and fall.

 


* * * * *

 


Blake opened his eyes. Good Lord, everything hurt.
Slowly, he got his bearings. Camp Getaway, but not his lumpy
mattress. He turned his head and immediately regretted it when a
blinding pain shot through his head. He gasped, which shot fire
through his rib cage. "Holy crap," he muttered.

"You're awake," Kelli said.

Moving only his eyes, he noticed her watching, but
from well out of reach. As if he could move enough to do anything.
She held the gun in her lap. The knife was gone. "How long—?"

"Half an hour." She stood, but didn't move closer.
"How do you feel? Can you travel? I need to get out of here."

At the anxiety in her tone, he bit off the obvious,
"Are you kidding?" in favor of a more neutral, "Give me a minute."
An inch at a time, he worked his way up to a sitting position,
fighting the dizziness at every increment. Sweat trickled down his
spine.

"What happened to Scumbag?" he asked.

She cocked her head. "Who?"

"The guy attacking you."

Her face paled and she sank into the chair. She
looked around, her gaze stopping on the uniform trousers in the
corner and he saw her remembering. "Oh, God. It wasn't you. It was
Decker."

"Decker?"

"Park ranger."

So Scumbag had a name. "I don't think he was a real
ranger."

"He's gone. I guess." An expression of panic crossed
her face. "Did you—"

"I tied him up and locked him in my bathroom after
you knocked him out."

"I did?"

"With your flashlight. Do you remember?"

She shook her head. "Not really. I was afraid I'd
stabbed you."

"No, I think you saved both our skins. You have any
idea who he is? Did you call the cops?"

She shook her head. "Phone lines are still down."
When she lifted the revolver, his mouth got dry. But quick as a
rabbit, she was out of the room. He swung his legs over the side of
the bed and rose to a standing position, grabbing the headboard for
support. He seemed to be moving in slow motion. Naked except for
his briefs and bandage, he spied his wet jeans beside the bed. He
stared at them, knowing his head would explode if he bent down to
pick them up.

Before he gathered the courage to try, Kelli was
back, with dry clothes. "Here." She tossed them on the bed. "I'm
going to start loading the truck. You want me to pack your stuff,
or can you handle it?"

Right now, he wasn't sure he'd be able to handle
getting his socks on. "If you don't mind. And a couple of aspirin
would be great." She turned toward the door.

"Wait," he called after her. "My truck. It's gone.
But Decker must have something nearby."

"I moved your truck. It's behind the cabin in the
trees." She took two steps toward him, eying him warily. "Are you
sure you're okay? If you pass out, I can't carry you."

"I'll make it."

"It'll take me a while to get everything loaded. You
should rest."

"Can I help? We need to get out of here.
Scumbag—Decker—will raise a ruckus."

"It's not likely anyone would be close enough to
hear him, but I took care of it."

What had she done? He'd have heard a gunshot. She
must have seen his puzzled expression.

"I gave him some orange juice." She smiled for the
first time since last night. "My special recipe."

"If it's anything like your coffee, he's going to
have one hell of a headache when he wakes up. Not to mention an
upset stomach."

She shrugged. "Guess so. Is that how it affected
you?"

"You don't know the half of it." He laughed,
although it was little more than a wheeze, followed by a stabbing
pain in his rib cage and another cacophony in his head.

Her smile faded. "Let's get something straight. I
don't know who you are or why you're here. When I saw Decker tied
up in your bathroom, I remembered enough to know I owe you. This
morning, all I wanted was to get away from you. The truth is, I
still do, but I need some answers and until I get them I'm on you
like white on rice."

He watched her face grow more and more confident, a
look he hadn't seen before. He nodded. "I'll get dressed." He
reached for his jeans. Something in his lower back tightened and he
froze, waiting for the spasm to pass. He spoke through clenched
teeth. "Back. Spasm. Aspirin?"

By the time she got back, he'd put his clothes on
and walked the length of the bed a few times, trying to loosen
stiffened muscles. She held a bottle of water and a pill
bottle.

"Ibuprofen. Aspirin's not good if you're
bleeding."

"Anything." He swallowed three pills and gulped the
water down.

He sat on the bed and closed his eyes, hoping the
medicine would take effect before it upset his stomach. "How's the
packing coming? I could help, I think."

"You can help by getting yourself to the living
room. Make sure you can walk." She went through the bathroom into
her office. He saw her pass, carrying a carton and dragging a
suitcase.

He stood. The room tunneled around him, fading to
gray at the edges. Pure masculine pride carried him to the couch.
As he sank onto it, he was aware Kelli had been watching. He gave
her a weak grin. "I'm okay." She moved toward the kitchen. He
leaned back and closed his eyes.

"Windsor." He blinked awake. Kelli stood two feet
from his chair, with another glass of water and a vial of pills.
"Phones are still dead. I need you to trust me when I say I don't
want to involve the Park Service with Decker until we're far enough
away. If you think you need medical attention, I'll risk it and
drop you off at the ranger station. But I won't stick around."

He didn't need any complications either. Once he
felt well enough, he was on the first plane to Chicago. "I'll be
all right."

She held out the pill vial. "I've got a muscle
relaxant."

"There is a God." He squinted at the vial, but the
words swam.

"I don't know the dosage for someone your size. One
wipes me out."

"Give me two. Out would be nice. Was this what you
put in the coffee?"

"No, that was an animal tranquilizer. I have it for
bears in case one gets frisky." She tapped out two tablets and he
downed them even before she handed him the water.

 


* * * * *

 


Kelli lingered a moment, watching the tightened
muscles in his face. Listened to his labored breathing. Afraid of
shock, she got a blanket and covered him. She still had no clue who
he was, or why he was here. She asked herself why the hell she was
taking him with her, but didn't want to consider the answer yet.
She'd do the same thing for an injured dog. Besides, what was the
saying? Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

A few trips back and forth from her office and she
had everything piled under the eaves of the front porch. Windsor
barely stirred while she worked. The furrows in his brow had
smoothed and his breathing was deeper.

In his room, she stuffed his dirty laundry into a
plastic trash bag then put everything into his duffel. And almost
laughed. A compulsive organizer, Charles had called her. Look at
her—getting ready to run and she was sorting laundry.

She hesitated before going into the bathroom. Gun at
the ready, she pushed open the door, but Decker was out. She'd put
a hefty dose of the tranquilizer into the orange juice and her
revolver had convinced him he was thirsty. He should sleep for
hours.

With Windsor's toiletries packed into his Dopp Kit,
she had the last of his belongings. Shit. What about his tools? Too
bad. Jack could deal with them. She slung his duffel over her
shoulder and set it on the porch.

What about Decker's clothes? She went into her room
where his muddy trousers lay in a heap in the corner. When she
picked them up, what she'd thought was mud looked more like blood.
Probably Windsor's. It might be better if the cops didn't find them
right away. She'd stash them in Windsor's lockbox, along with the
knife.

On the couch, Windsor's legs stretched out in front
of him and his head lolled back. Looked like the muscle relaxant
had kicked in. In sleep, he seemed harmless enough.

Satisfied he wasn't going anywhere, she grabbed her
flashlight and jogged to his truck. The deluge had lessened to a
fine mist. Once she replaced the truck's coil wire, she drove
toward the main road. Decker wouldn't have hiked in. Maybe his
truck would give some indication of who he was. She found the Park
Service truck about twenty yards down the road in a shallow
pull-out. Pulling the sleeve of her parka over her hand, she yanked
the door open and shone the light in the cab.

Cardboard coffee cups, fast food bags, and gum
wrappers cluttered the seat. She popped open the glove box and
found a San Francisco Giants baseball cap crammed on top of maps.
Doug Peterson was a Giants fan. Her pulse jumped. Decker was no
ranger, she was sure of that. But the Park Service personnel shared
the limited number of vehicles. All this meant was that Peterson
probably had used this truck. Didn't it? No time for those thoughts
now. Once she was the hell out of here she'd call the authorities.
Let them figure it out.

She climbed back into Windsor's pickup and leaned
over the steering wheel. Was she doing the right thing? It didn't
matter. She couldn't leave Windsor behind. He'd saved her life.

 


* * * * *

 


"Let's go, Windsor. You've had an hour's nap. That's
plenty."

Blake blinked at Kelli's voice and sat up. He took a
moment to take inventory. Groggy, a little dizzy, but with luck,
he'd get into the truck on his own steam. Aware of Kelli watching
from the porch, he hoisted himself up, gripping the back of the
couch as he shuffled around it. The pill had dulled the pain enough
for him to get out the door without seeing stars. At the edge of
the porch, he paused, telling himself it was because he didn't want
to fall down the steps. Not because he wanted to feel Kelli's arms
around him.

Kelli's hand was at his elbow. Strong, but it might
as well have been a wooden arm rail for all the compassion it
exuded. He used it for balance more than support and made it to the
truck without passing out.

She climbed into the driver's seat and peered at
him. "You tell me if you're going to get sick. I'll pull over."

"Thanks." Kelli hadn't closed her door yet and the
dome light illuminated the cab. He looked at her more closely.
"What happened to your eyes?"

"Nothing." She turned and stared straight ahead.

"Must be the bonk on the head, or the after-effects
of the drugs. Didn't they used to be brown? They look gray
now."

"And they could be green next week. Let's go."

He clicked his seat belt shut, leaned against the
window and let the pills take over. When he opened his eyes, Kelli
was standing beside him, the door to the truck open. It was dark
outside and his head felt like it was filled with oatmeal. He
groaned. "Time is it?"

"Two a.m. Can you walk?" she whispered. "I need you
to get out of the truck and go to the door over there. Room
nineteen. Put this on." She handed him a knit watchman's cap. "Stay
low. I'll be right in."

He looked around. They were parked in the lot of a
Fifties-style motel, in front of the open door of an end unit in a
string of little bungalow rooms. He understood. The open truck door
would block him from any prying eyes in the office. He tucked his
hair under the cap, slid out of the seat, wavering a moment to get
his balance, then made his way to the door in a half-crouch. Stay
low, she'd said. No problem. Standing up—that would have been a
problem.

The room smelled of must and mold with an overlay of
pine cleanser. That was about all he noticed before the bed floated
up to meet him.

 



Chapter Six

 


Kelli kept an eye on Windsor as he stumbled toward
the door, holding her breath that he wouldn't collapse before he
got inside. She'd driven until she couldn't keep her eyes open and
then a little longer until she found a motel that looked seedy
enough so nobody would ask questions.

The acne-faced desk clerk had given Kelli's
grime-covered body a skeptical look, but she'd seemed willing
enough to buy the sob story about repairing a flat tire in the
rain. Apparently anxious to get back to her television program, the
clerk had accepted cash, hadn't pressed for ID, and had given Kelli
the room she'd asked for—the one at the end of the row.

Kelli grabbed her gym bag and the case with her
computer from the truck and let herself into the room. Windsor lay
on his side on top of one of the two double beds, his hair fanned
out, one arm dangling off the edge of the bed, with the knit cap on
the floor by his fingertips. Motionless. Her heart skipped and she
stepped to his bedside to make sure he was breathing.

Once she saw the rise and fall of his chest, she
stood there, trying to understand why she hadn't cut him loose. Not
because she was attracted to him. That was impossible. She had
questions and he had to have the answers. Nothing more. She chalked
the fluttering in her chest up to exhaustion.

In the tiny bathroom, she locked the door and took
the longest, hottest shower she dared. Still exhausted, but clean,
she slipped into the other bed and fell asleep before she had a
chance to worry about what had happened, or what would happen
next.

 


Kelli started awake, disoriented and with a pounding
heart. Faint traces of sunlight drifted through gaps in the
curtains. One glance at Windsor in the other bed brought back the
memories. She looked at her watch. Six. She'd slept four hours.
That would have to do. She should be good for at least four more
hours on the road and maybe get far enough away so nobody could
pick up their trail.

"Wake up, Windsor. Time to hit the road." She
touched his shoulder and when he didn't respond, she shook him
gently. "You can sleep in the truck."

A grunt answered her.

She headed for the bathroom. "Five minutes," she
called over her shoulder. It was more like fifteen, but it took a
while to get a halfway decent haircut using the first-aid kit
scissors. She bundled the cuttings into the plastic motel laundry
bag—she'd toss it somewhere in case anyone came looking.

She climbed into her jeans and tugged a bulky
sweater over her head, then called out, "Okay, Windsor. Your
turn."

No response. She came out of the bathroom. He hadn't
moved. She hurried to him and pulled the hair back from his face.
Shit, he was burning up.

"Windsor. Wake up. Just for a minute?" She shook
him, less gently than before.

He moaned and turned onto his back, put his forearm
over his eyes. Grimaced. "What?"

"Let me look." She pulled his shirt up and peeled
away the gauze. The butterfly strips had held, but the cut was an
angry, weeping red.

Windsor's eyes were glazed. He squinted at his
midsection, then at her. "Not good?"

"Could be worse. I think it needs disinfecting,
though."

He nodded and let his head fall back onto the
pillow.

She had ibuprofen, a few more muscle relaxants, but
nothing in the way of antibiotics. Shit, the cut hadn't looked that
bad yesterday. Was there something internal? And how would she
know? "Hold still a minute." She pressed on assorted places on his
abdomen, watching his face for a reaction. "Where does it
hurt?"

"Everywhere. Nothing specific. Think it's mostly
bruising. Back hurts. Kidney punch, I'll bet. Probably piss blood
for a few days."

"Can you sit up? Let me look?"

He gave her a lopsided grin. "Sure." He grabbed her
hands and swung his legs over the side of the bed. She eased his
shirt up his back. Huge purple splotches decorated his back.

"Well?" he said. "Anything to worry about?"

"Only some nasty bruises. But you've got a fever.
Wait here and I'll get you some ibuprofen."

"I don't think I can wait. Bruised or not, the
kidneys are operational."

She looked at him, then understood. "Oh, yes. Of
course. I'm done in there. Don't lock the door, in case—"

"Yes, ma'am. You finished?" He stood up, wobbled for
a moment, but then seemed steady on his feet.

She knew she was blushing. Ridiculous. Two adults.
She'd shared a bathroom with a man for years. Great. Now she was
embarrassed about being embarrassed. "Go."

While Windsor was in the bathroom, she eased back
the window curtain and peeked around the parking lot. The same cars
as last night. She pulled the bedcovers back from Windsor's bed and
assembled gauze, tape and more butterfly strips from her personal
first-aid kit. Where the hell was her tube of Neosporin? She must
have forgotten to pick more up the last time she did a major
shopping trip. Plenty of alcohol swabs, though. And a bottle of
iodine.

Twice, she tiptoed to the closed bathroom door,
wondering if she should check on him. She heard water running. Some
sharp intakes of breath. A few groans. Finally, the bathroom door
opened and Windsor walked out wearing a towel around his hips. His
smile was forced and he doubled over, his hands outstretched toward
the bed before he was halfway across the tiny room.

He clutched the edge of the mattress and sat.
"Sorry. Shaky. Tried to clean up some. I was pretty ripe."

For half a moment, she considered leaving him here.
No way could he travel. His brown eyes looked at her, full of pain
and insecurity and she knew she wouldn't.

"Lie down. You've been beat up, cut up, and you've
got a fever."

"And probably a concussion. Unless you've got a twin
who keeps popping in and out, I'm seeing two of you." He settled
back on the bed.

"I'm going to clean the cut, okay?"

"Sure." He closed his eyes.

"This might sting a little." She swabbed his chest
with alcohol wipes and patted a gauze pad doused with iodine along
the wound.

"Holy mother of—"

She clamped a hand over his mouth. "Suck it up,
Windsor. We don't need anyone wondering what's going on."

"If they're wondering, they sure as hell won't be
thinking this is what you're doing. Holy crap, woman, that
hurts."

After cleaning the incision, she put a fresh
dressing on it. "All done. I'm going to go find us something to
eat. Get some rest."

"I think I liked it better when you were avoiding
me." He studied her for a minute. "Your eyes are still gray. But
your hair is gone."

"Good catch, Windsor. Only took you half an hour to
notice."

"I'm not my usual observant, charming self
today."

 


* * * * *

 


Blake heard the door close, the truck start, and the
whoosh of tires across the parking lot. Kelli had taken full
control, and even in his condition he could tell this wasn't new to
her. Along with her looks, her entire personality had changed. She
seemed to know what she needed to do. But for all her gruffness,
when she'd bandaged him her touch had been gentle. He resigned
himself to letting her take charge until he could stay awake more
than twenty minutes at a stretch. And walk more than ten steps
without needing to lie down.

He glanced around the room. She'd taken his cell,
even the room phone with her. His cash. Left him with nothing. She
said she'd be back. Her gym bag and computer case sat on the second
bed.

Overwhelmed by a sudden fear they were empty decoys,
he slid out of bed and knelt beside them. Clothes, her laptop, a
collection of flash drives, and some paper files. That she hadn't
abandoned him gave him some small comfort, and he crawled back into
his own bed and sank into the mattress.

He woke, teeth chattering, drenched in sweat. Kelli
wiped his forehead with a damp cloth.

"Sheesh Windsor, we're way beyond out of towels.
I've already lifted half a dozen from the maid's cart and you're
sweating like a pig."

Her tone didn't match her words and he saw worry
etched in her face.

"Fever's breaking," he mumbled. "Good sign."

She helped him sit up enough to swallow two
ibuprofen with some orange juice she poured from a plastic carton.
"I brought you breakfast."

He worked his way up to a sitting position, bringing
the sheet along. Why hadn't he put on some underwear before he got
into bed? Kelli picked up the towel he'd dropped beside the bed,
spread it across his thighs and perched a Styrofoam takeout box on
his lap. If she noticed his hands shaking when he tried to pop the
lid, she made no effort to intervene.

She poured him another cup of juice and put a liter
bottle of water on the night table. "Scrambled eggs, toast and
plenty of orange juice. Fluids, Windsor. Lots of fluids. Flush out
the infection." She tore open a packet of jam and spread it on a
slice of toast for him. "See how you feel after you eat something."
She headed for the bathroom.

The slice of toast weighed as much as an elephant,
but he brought it to his mouth. Bit off a piece. Chewed. Swallowed.
Took another bite. Tried some eggs. Some of the shakiness left. No
wonder. He hadn't eaten anything since yesterday and he'd thrown up
all of that. With each bite he grew stronger. He gulped the juice
and scraped up the last bit of food from the container. Sated, he
lowered the box to the floor and leaned back against the
headboard.

Kelli peeked around the bathroom doorway. She'd
wrapped a towel around her head, turban style, something women
seemed born knowing how to do. "Feeling better?"

"Much. I think I was hungry."

"Rest for an hour. Then we hit the road."

"I think we need to talk."

"And I think you need to rest." She disappeared into
the bathroom like the bird in a cuckoo clock.

He needed exercise, to get moving again, not rest.
He got out of bed, wrapped the sheet around him and took three laps
around the small room before the dizziness ruled. He glared at the
bathroom door. Now he'd rest. He made it to the bed and
collapsed.

Aware of noises, someone moving in and out, doors
opening and closing, yet unwilling to let them register, he slowly
rose from sleep at the touch of a hand on his forehead.

"Fever's down. We need to go." Kelli's voice floated
from above the bed.

He opened his eyes and blinked at the redhead
staring down at him. He worked his tongue around his mouth until he
could speak. "Where are the green eyes?"

She flashed a quick grin. "I'm working on that one.
Meanwhile, I'm going to finish loading the truck. "If you want to
clean up, be quick."

"Do I have to cut my hair, too?"

"No, I thought we'd make you a blond." She gave him
what he'd come to think of as The Shake. He was beginning to like
it—the look of exasperation, the way her hair bounced, her eyes
rolled heavenward and her eyebrows furrowed as she shook her
head.

She headed for the door. "Try to remember you were
never here. Watch the little things, like leaving the seat up." She
was gone before he could retort.

He sat up and looked around. She'd made her bed.
Replaced the phone. On the chair were a pair of his jeans, a clean
blue chambray work shirt, underwear and socks and the knit cap. He
gathered them up and took them into the bathroom. The spotless
bathroom. One damp towel and one dry one. Whatever towels she'd
used for him and her hair were nowhere to be seen. Nothing pointed
to her transformation.

She'd left his Dopp Kit by the sink. No sign of
blond hair dye. Good. For a second, he'd thought she was serious.
He rubbed his fingers over his jaw. If Kelli was into disguises,
maybe a beard would be a good idea. Besides, he couldn't leave
whiskers in the sink now, could he?

With a tremendous sense of accomplishment, he
washed, got dressed and made it outside under his own power. Kelli
stood by the hood of the truck, ready to help. He gave her a
thumbs-up and climbed in, tossing his kit on the seat between them
next to two bottles of water and her backpack. His head was clear,
his pain was tolerable. "Go for it."

Once they'd put the motel and whatever town it was
in behind them, he ended the silence. "Time to talk. Who the hell
are you and why is Dwight Hollingsworth looking for you?"

 



Chapter Seven

 


Taken by surprise, Kelli shot a look at Windsor.
"Who the hell is Dwight Hollingsworth? I've never heard of
him."

Windsor twisted in his seat, then grimaced and
tugged the seat belt away from his midsection. "Okay, then let's
start with the easy one. Who are you?"

She kept her foot steady on the accelerator. Her
heart was pounding so hard she thought Windsor could see it through
her shirt. She'd prepared herself for his questions, hoped her face
didn't give her away. She fixed her eyes on the road. "I'm Kelli
Carpenter. ID's in my wallet." She nodded to the pack between them.
"Help yourself."

"I'm sure your ID is impeccable. Who are you?"

"Jesus H. Christ, Mr. Blake Windsor, phony handyman.
You're the one who shows up pretending to be something you're not.
Why don't you tell me who you are. Or if that's too much
trouble, who's this Dwight Hollingsworth guy?"

Pain lines etched Windsor's face again, but she
didn't give a shit. She hit the accelerator, changing lanes,
passing cars, not caring that the constant side-to-side motion had
to be hurting Windsor's injured torso. She glanced over, thought he
was turning a little green. Good. They had at least an hour of
mountain roads left.

He shifted in his seat and cracked the window. She
saw him swallow, the sweat beading on his upper lip.

Screw him. She turned up the heater. "I'm waiting.
Who is Dwight Hollingsworth?"

"You've never heard of him?" The words came out slow
and deliberate, as if he had to concentrate to form each one.

"Has the fever affected your hearing? How many times
do I have to tell you? No. Never heard of him. What part don't you
understand?"

"I work for him. He's a very rich man in Chicago.
Aspirations to become the next governor of Illinois."

"Chicago? I've never lived in Chicago. And if you
don't want to ride in the back of the truck, you'd better tell me
what he wants with me—or what you think he wants with me."

"I don't know. I hoped you would. He thinks you're
Casey Wallace. He hired me to see if it was true."

She ignored the ringing in her ears, the pounding in
her chest when Windsor uttered the name. "Who's Casey Wallace? It's
not me. I told you who I am."

"So, if you're not Casey Wallace, any ideas why
Hollingsworth thinks you are?"

"We're still talking about you, Windsor. What is it
you do when you're not pretending to be a handyman?"

There was a prolonged silence. She waited. When she
turned to look at Windsor, he was slouched in the seat. "I help
Hollingsworth make money." His voice was flat.

"I take it you're not exactly a financial advisor,
or a stockbroker, or something like that?"

He expelled a puff of air. "No. More like a …
negotiator. I help him acquire companies. He pays me to convince
executives they'd be a lot happier as subsidiaries of Hollingsworth
Industries."

"Convince how? Threaten them? Their families? You go
in with a gun?" She watched his face and the flash of indignation
she saw was real.

"No. Sorry to disappoint you, but I work with
numbers. Bottom lines. And I like to think I'm helping them out in
the long run. I'm good at it, and I like the lifestyle it
provides."

A glimmer of something—regret?—replaced the
indignation. Maybe he did a little more than crunch numbers. "How
in the world did a … negotiator … end up playing handyman on a Good
Samaritan project?"

"Hollingsworth knows my dad was a contractor, that I
grew up working with him. But I preferred using my brain. Went to
school, got my MBA."

"You're a corporate bully. How does Hollingsworth
hook up with EnviroCon and Jack Stockbridge? I'm getting a headache
here."

"No clue. Hollingsworth hooks up with just about
everyone. Consummate politician. He sent me to check you out, and
he set up the handyman cover. And speaking of headaches—" He
unzipped his kit and pulled out the ibuprofen. Swallowed some, took
a long pull from the water bottle. "Kelli? Look, this was a
last-minute deal and I didn't take the time to ask a lot of
questions."

"Shut up, Windsor. I need to think for a while."

Okay, for some reason this Hollingsworth had
connected her to Casey. Was he connected to Robert? After all these
years, had someone found something?

Crap. She was comfortable being Kelli. She'd changed
identities before, she could do it again. But not without a damn
good reason. Jack might know more. No way would he sell her out. He
couldn't. He didn't know her past, but she trusted him with her
life.

Thornton? He'd recommended Windsor. He was rich. It
made sense he'd be connected to Hollingsworth. Money stuck with
money.

Did she dare risk a call to Jack? She glanced at
Windsor. Eyes closed, he leaned against the door. Not asleep, from
the way he grimaced against the motion of the truck. Shit on a
stick. He'd kept that creep from raping her. "Windsor?"

"What?" He didn't open his eyes.

"How well do you know Thornton? Phillip, I think.
Stockbridge always called him Thornton. His offices are based in
Denver."

"Don't, other than he's behind Camp Getaway. Never
heard of him until this job."

"There has to be a connection. Stockbridge tells me
Thornton gave him the name of your temp agency, specifically
mentioned you. But you don't work for the temp agency. You work for
Hollingsworth. Ergo, Thornton and Hollingsworth have to
connect."

He rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't know. And I
can't think straight."

She saw the pain he was trying to hide and sighed.
"For now, I think the best thing we can do is stay off everyone's
radar until we get a few more answers."

"You have a destination in mind, or are we just
driving?"

She shrugged. "I'm working on it. If someone wanted
to get in touch with you, where would they look?"

This time he opened his eyes. Wide. "Me? They'd call
my cell. I have a place in Chicago, but I'm away a lot. I stay in
hotels."

"Check your cell for missed calls, but don't use
it."

"How? You took the damn thing—along with everything
else."

Right. Everything was in her bag behind the seat.
With the thirty-eight. "I'll get it for you next time we stop."

"I don't suppose that can be at a gas station. Soon?
Please?" He gave her a puppy-dog grin. "You said fluids. I've been
a good boy, but I've reached my limit."

 


* * * * *

 


Bladder straining, Blake had his seat belt off and
the door open as soon as Kelli slowed the truck by the restrooms
behind the gas station.

She gave him an impatient eyebrow raise. "Go. I'll
drive around to the pumps, fill up and come back for you."

Standing at the urinal, tears of relief stung his
eyes. It seemed like Kelli had hit every pothole in the road and
kept to the speed limit once he'd made his needs known. He swore
she'd done it all to torment him. And that tractor she'd followed
at twenty-five miles an hour for the last ten minutes! Too bad the
driver hadn't heard Kelli's little lecture about not hugging the
center line when someone was behind you.

He washed his hands and stepped out into the
overcast daylight. For the time being, he didn't care who the hell
she was. The way she had her act together spoke of experience.
She'd been cool when he threw Casey's name in her face, though. No
reaction. But the fact she hadn't stopped to call the cops at the
first opportunity meant she didn't want to get involved. Not that
he minded, since Dwight sure as hell wouldn't be pleased to have
one of his associates implicated in something as messy as an
attempted rape.

His headache had toned down to a dull throb, and he
was hungry. By tomorrow, he figured he'd be able to put two
thoughts together. Meanwhile, this was Kelli's show and he was
stuck with it.

Kelli parked the truck near the restrooms and got
out. Ignoring him, she opened the door to the ladies'. Blake
wandered over to the F-250 and found the doors locked. So that's
how much she trusted him. Not that he blamed her. He wondered if
she expected him to stay hidden in the john until she was ready to
drive away. There was a tree at the edge of the parking area and he
leaned against it, legs shaking, afraid if he lowered himself all
the way to the ground he might not be able to get up. He pressed
against the bandages under his shirt. Sore, but not on fire
anymore. He'd put his money on the concussion, not the knife wound,
causing most of his misery, and it seemed to be wearing off. At
least Kelli's clone had stopped showing up.

When Kelli emerged, he studied her while she strode
to the truck. Her short hair framed her face in auburn waves,
giving her a more confident look. No longer the timid recluse. Even
her walk had changed to a nonchalant swagger. She unlocked the
driver's door, slid in and backed the truck to where he stood. He
pulled himself in and she wheeled away almost before he closed the
door. He didn't have his watch, but he'd bet the entire stop hadn't
lasted more than five minutes.

"Are you going to tell me where we're going?" he
asked.

"No." She picked up a cup from the holder and held
it to her mouth. He smelled coffee. His mouth watered.

"We going to stop for lunch? Or dinner?" The glare
coming through the windshield obscured the clock. "What time is it,
anyway?"

"Doesn't matter. Food's in the back. You can make a
sandwich."

He twisted around and found an assortment of plastic
bags. She'd shopped for more than breakfast and hair dye earlier.
One bag held clothes. In another, he found Power Bars, a loaf of
bread, some apples and a jar of something called Nutella. Thank God
it wasn't more peanut butter. He read the label. Chocolate and
hazelnuts. He twisted open the lid and sniffed. His stomach begged.
He dug a little more and found napkins, plastic utensils and paper
plates.

Blake slathered a slice of bread with the dark, rich
spread and took a taste. Heaven. He devoured it, then made a true
sandwich. "Can I fix you one?"

"Yes, please. Thanks."

He took a swig of water. A small one. "I wish you'd
trust me. I'm on your side."

After a long pause, she looked at him. "Maybe you
shouldn't be," she whispered. The pain in her eyes wrenched
something inside him.

He made her a sandwich and she ate it as they drove
in silence. She extended her coffee. "It's black."

"No tranquilizers?"

One corner of her mouth lifted. He took the cup and
let his fingers touch hers a second longer than necessary. She gave
him The Shake. Oh, yes, he definitely liked it. That was Kelli.
Although he kind of liked not having to handle this new Kelli with
kid gloves.

What the hell was he thinking? She'd held a gun on
him. Twice.

He swallowed some of the coffee. It was
gas-station-scorched from sitting on the burner too long, but it
trickled some life through him. "You said something about checking
my cell phone." He handed the cup back to Kelli.

"On the seat."
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