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Catch Me If You Can

 


Washed ashore on a South Carolina beach in
the middle of a ferocious hurricane, Lois Steinberg regains
consciousness in the bedroom of a historic plantation house. Her
handsome rescuer, Victor Helm, informs her the resort was scheduled
as the site for a convention of ‘Catch Me’ game
enthusiasts.

 


Lois, together with the eight ‘Cathie’
attendees, has no choice except to wait out the storm. When the
cook is found murdered, the already tense atmosphere explodes with
accusations and suspicions. Who could have wanted the man dead?
Everyone is a stranger with no connection to each other except for
their love of the ‘Catch Me’ games -- right?

 


Inside the house, Lois, aided by Victor and
his golden retriever, Mite, combat a deadly storm that rivals the
strengthening hurricane. To find the killer, they must sort through
a series of plots far more complicated than the ‘Catch
Me’ creator could ever have devised.

 


It’s not a game they seek to solve - but the
saving of their lives.
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This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this book with another person,
please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it
with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


 


Catch Me If You Can is a work of
fiction. Though some actual towns, cities, and locations may be
mentioned, they are used in a fictitious manner and the events and
occurrences were invented in the mind and imagination of the
author. Any similarities of characters or names used within to any
person past, present, or future is coincidental.
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Chapter 1

 


 


Jagged forks of red-hot lightning speared the
midnight sky. Rain pelted her exposed face, choking her. Raising a
leaden arm, she let it fall, all sensation gone. Debilitated, she
surrendered to the ocean’s fury. Swept away into the night, she
rode the crest of the mountainous waves, hardly aware when a firm
hand grasped her forearm. Dimly, she glimpsed the outline of a man
bending over her. The rough texture of a soaked jacket scratched
her cheek as he shielded her to his chest. Shrieking wind slapped
sodden strands of hair across her eyes. Unable to see, unable to
resist, she allowed the world to go dark.

* * * *

Distant sounds solidified into nearby voices.
“Who is she?”

“Dunno.”

“Her clothes have a Jean-Pierre
label.”

“That means what?”

“It means she’s worth some money.”

The noise of a crashing bang jerked her
abruptly awake. Bolting upright, she winced. Sharp pain tore past
her left elbow up to her shoulder blades. Clapping a hand to her
arm, she bit her lip to keep from moaning aloud.

“You must have a sprain. I didn’t find any
broken bones.”

Slowly, she raised her head and met a woman’s
aloof blue eyes. The clink of rattling glass sent her disoriented
gaze towards the right side of the room. French doors shuddered
against the assault of howling wind. They burst open, a waterfall
of rain pounding the floor.

From the direction of a far corner, a man
strode forward. Grasping the doors, he leaned his shoulder to the
wind as he worked to slam them close. Quickly, he reached for a
sturdily framed loveseat and dragged it over, setting it snug under
the knobs. Straightening to his full height, he swiped a hand
across his face, pushing back a clump of damp and mussed hair.

“We may have to go around and double-check
all the doors and windows,” the woman said. “I can’t have these
floors getting ruined.”

“In a minute.” He moved to the end of the
four-poster bed and rested a tanned forearm against one column.
“Lady, what the hell were you doing in the middle of a cat four
hurricane?”

“Who are you?” The woman turned her attention
back. “What’s your name?”

“Lo—” She struggled to get her bearings and
to speak coherently. “Lois.” Almost in a mumble, she added,
“Steinberg.”

“Well, Lois. I’d like to remark that I’ve
heard it rains cats and dogs, but this is the first time I’ve
personally known a storm to wash up a half-drowned girl.” The woman
gestured at the man beside her. “Victor Helm. I’m Jenna
Milford.”

Lois managed a weak smile and asked
hesitantly, “May I have a drink of water, please?”

Jenna obliged, pouring water from a prettily
engraved, fragile looking pitcher. A band of jeweled bracelets at
her wrist tinkled as she extended the glass. Gratefully, Lois drank
long and deep.

Without warning, the bedroom door snapped
open. An older man in wrinkled shirt and khaki pants paused in the
threshold. “Jenna,” he said, “things are starting to get bad.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Tone testy,
Jenna beckoned him further inside. “What is it, Paul?”

“My crew got out okay, but the airport’s
closed.” He slouched against the door, eyes directed toward a
window where a shower of twigs and leaves flew by. “From the looks
of it, we’ll need to switch to generators soon.”

“How many guests made it in?”

“Ten.”

“That’s all?” She swore under her breath,
“Damn.” Mouth hardening, she gave a curt nod. “Well, that’s it
then. Prepare a light dinner.”

“By myself?”

“You just said the crew left. If that means
you’re the only cook, then you’re the only cook.”

“Folks might be too stressed to eat.”

“You’ll feed them.” She enunciated the words
through clenched teeth. “Get back to the kitchen where you
belong.”

“Serving ten people is a lot of work for one
guy.”

“I don’t have time for your pettiness.”
Jenna’s expression brooked no argument. “I pay you to cook. Get
busy.”

“Won’t be fancy. Maybe just a buffet.”

“Do it, Paul!”

He waited a moment, scratched the end of his
nose reflectively, then swaggered out the door. Jenna huffed in
exasperation. “I’m going to wind up choking that man.” Palming a
tendril of slate gray hair back toward her pinned bun, she turned
and looked at Lois. She appeared startled, as if she’d forgotten
about her. “Arm still hurt? I guess I better find some kind of
sling. Let me check my supplies.” Briskly, she strode from the
room.

Alone with the man named Victor, Lois sipped
from the glass, watching him through her lashes. Another rattle at
the French doors drew his concerned glance.

“How long were you in the ocean?”

Lois cleared her throat, lowering her gaze
with an effort. “I don’t know.” She stretched to set the glass on
the bedside table. Victor came around and took it from her. He
stood close, and Lois had to tilt her head to look up. She tried
not to note the wide shoulders, lean chest, and long legs that a
pair of jeans fit to perfection. “Where am I?”

“Wycliff House Resort.”

“Where is that?”

“Hanibel Island.” One brow raised a fraction.
“You know where you are, don’t you?”

“If you mean do I know Hanibel’s one of the
islands off South Carolina’s coast, yes.” She pressed cold
fingertips to the side of her temple. “But I don’t remember how I
got here, inside this house.”

“I brought you after I found you in the
Atlantic.” At her questioning glance, Victor gave a slight shrug.
“Well, actually, Mite found you.”

“Who’s Mite?”

“My dog. I took him for a walk along the
beach. He saw you bobbing in the water. When I got to you, it
looked like you’d been there a while.” Setting the glass on the
table, he averted his gaze. “Good thing you washed up when you
did.”

For a moment she listened to the tempest
raging outside, fully comprehending the truth of his statement.
“Thank you,” she said sincerely.

He gave a brief smile. “Thank Mite when you
meet him.” Expression turning serious, he asked, “How did you lose
your life jacket? Or are you a surfer and maybe you were out hoping
to catch the big waves?”

“Nothing like that. Just snorkeling. I didn’t
know the weather was so bad until it was too late.”

“You ignored all the warnings?” He sounded
skeptical. “It’s been a major news maker the past week.”

“It has?” She tugged at the collar of the
garment she wore, realizing it was a pajama shirt. By the way the
large neckline exposed her bare shoulders, she guessed it to belong
to a man. “I’m camping on Sand Dollar Island. Been there two weeks
with no electricity, or radio. Um…whose shirt is this?” She didn’t
need to peek beneath the sheet to know nothing covered her legs.
“Where are my clothes?”

“They’re being cleaned.” He regarded her with
a quizzical eye. “Sand Dollar is a good ten miles away. You’re
damned lucky you didn’t wash out to sea.”

The door opened and Jenna entered the room.
“You’re still here, Victor?” She scowled. “Why don’t you make
yourself useful and check all the windows?”

He raised a hand to his brow in a mock
salute. “Will I get paid for that, Madam Genial Hostess?”

Ignoring Jenna’s withering glare, he
sauntered past. She slammed the door behind him, then came over and
laid some items atop the foot of the bed. “Another guest seems to
be about your size,” she extended a long sleeved blouse and a pair
of tailored-cut slacks, “and she’s loaned these to you.”

“I’m very grateful. Thank her for me.” Lois
hesitated. “I feel so filthy. Can I take a shower?”

Jenna gave her a considering look. “You ought
to while we have running water. Can you manage on your own?”

“I think so.” Carefully, Lois moved her arm,
trying not to wince. “Maybe it’s not sprained.”

“Hmm.” Jenna pushed the shirt off Lois’
shoulder and probed her skin in a deft examination. Lois stared at
the almost hypnotic sparkle of jeweled rings that adorned Jenna’s
fingers. “You have a monster bruise.” She clucked her tongue.
“Twenty-five years as a nurse, but I’m no doctor. You’d think I’d
learn not to diagnose.”

Wind wailed past the eaves, plastering a
fringed palm frond against the French doors. Lois started,
swallowing a sense of growing anxiety. She tried to keep her
thoughts focused on the moment. Pointing at a small archway
recessed in the room’s far wall, she asked, “Is the bathroom
through there?”

Jenna nodded. “You’ll find soap and shampoo,
even a blow dryer. If you think you’re okay, there’re other things
I need to see to.”

“Please, don’t let me keep you,” Lois
encouraged her. “I’m fine, really.”

At the threshold, Jenna paused. “You’re not
one of my guests, are you? I don’t remember making a reservation in
your name.”

“No, I’m not.” Quickly, Lois related her
snorkeling incident. Jenna gave a grunt of surprise. “You didn’t
have a mask or flippers when Victor carried you in.”

“They’re long gone. I got rid of those when I
realized I was in trouble.” She gestured at the pajama shirt. “When
I first saw this, I thought maybe I lost my clothes to the ocean
too.”

A corner of Jenna’s mouth twitched. “We had
to get you into something dry. The first thing Victor grabbed was
one of his shirts. He didn’t include the bottoms because he said
he’d probably need those.”

“Oh.” Lois didn’t want to ask the
obvious.

The bedside lamp flickered and Jenna said,
“You might want to hurry with that shower. I need to get to the
kitchen and make sure Paul’s busy.”

“Thank you for all your help, Ms. Milford,”
Lois said again. “I’m indebted to you.”

“Call me Jenna.” She fingered a rope of
pearls at her throat, an inscrutable expression crossing her
features. “And you’ll get my bill. Because I don’t do anything for
free.”


Chapter 2

 


“I’ve already set you up with Dr.
Appleton. He’ll do the nose, and breast job. But a new hair style
is first priority.”

“I don’t mind a new hair color. I’ll even
agree to surgery on my nose, but nothing else.”

“Don’t be stupid. I expect you to look
good.”

“I’m sorry if I embarrass you, but that’s
my limit.”

Fury blazed in his eyes. “I have a
limit too.”

A thud against the outside wall jarred Lois
from her reverie. On edge at how the lights dimmed longer than a
couple of seconds, she hastily tucked the tails of her borrowed
shirt in the waistband of the snug-fitting slacks. Deliberately,
she avoided watching her reflection in the mirror, knowing she’d
stare too long at the new face she hadn’t quite got used to. A
flick of the comb through her red-blonde curls and she finished her
toilette. As she opened the door to the hallway, a slight tremor
beneath her feet made her pause. I hope this building is
solid.

She hurried down the walnut-railed,
gracefully curving staircase to the main foyer. A man squatting
before the double entrance doors looked up to watch her descent.
Lois’ pulse drummed as she took in his dark hair trimmed close,
firm biceps exposed at the ends of a black, sleeveless T-shirt, and
jeans hanging low on narrow hips. He wore a guarded expression, but
it swiftly disappeared when he rose to his feet.

“So you’re what the dog dragged in?”

“Excuse me?” She shrank back, blinking in
confusion.

His easy grin revealed an immaculate set of
pearly whites. “You know that old saying about what the cat dragged
in. In your case, Mite dragged you in.”

“Oh. You mean Victor’s dog.” She recalled him
telling the name of his pet.

He extended his hand. “I’m Jared Steele.”

Lois laid her palm in his hard, warm grasp.
“Lois Steinberg.”

“You look a sight better than when you were
brought you in.” Jared gave her an appraising once-over. “Tia’s
clothes fit well too.” His hazel eyes glinted with an unmistakable
masculine suggestion.

“I’m obliged to her.” Annoyed that his
comment should warm her cheeks, she hoped to distract him by
asking, “What sort of resort is this?” Deliberately, she turned
aside, waving her hand to encompass the rustic oak beams that
supported a lofty ceiling and marched in gleaming columns down
either side of the wide, carpeted hallway.

“Jenna’s made it a high-class vacation spot.
Originally it was a rice plantation. Here.” Jared stepped next to a
prominently displayed brochure holder, selecting a large,
tri-folded card. “This tells a brief history.”

Lois flipped it open. “Built by Horatio
Wycliff in 1845.” She scanned over the print, reading various
sentences. “The house suffered damage during the War Between the
States. Passed through several descendants. In 1924 Charles Tuttle,
heir to Tuttle Confectionaries, purchased the property. He
installed twentieth century conveniences… At his death in 2005, the
Tuttle grandchildren auctioned off the plantation. New owner, Jenna
Milford, performed extensive renovations. The house and grounds are
now catalogued as one of the finest resorts along South Carolina’s
beaches.” She replaced the brochure in its slot. “Impressive.”

“They knew how to build in those days.”
Almost fondly, Jared slapped the wall near the entrance doors.
“This is over a foot and a half thick. And tabby makes a
construction solid as concrete.”

Lois ran her eye down the roughened, gray
material. “I like the mixture of crushed seashells. It adds a
certain distinction.”

“Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?” he agreed. “No
telling how many hurricanes this place has lived through, but,” he
nodded toward the bottom of the entrance doors, “it’s not a hundred
percent water tight.”

“Is it seeping in bad?” Lois knelt to feel
the towels wadded against the sill.

“I was just checking ‘em.” Jared squatted
beside her. “They might hold out another half hour before needing
to be changed.”

“Damage could be costly.” Lois winced at the
thought of the beautiful carpeting becoming soaked like a
sponge.

“Are you two planning a conspiracy?”

Jared twisted around, then stood to greet the
young woman who approached. He chuckled. “Only if you want to be
included.”

“Don’t you know feminists sneer at your type
of flirting?” A pair of almond shaped eyes crinkled with humor.

“Flirting?” Jared wagged his brows playfully
and twitched his biceps, showing the hard muscles to advantage.
“You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

Brushing him off with a light laugh, the
newcomer turned to Lois. “I’ve only known him for twenty-four
hours, but let me warn you woman-to-woman. He’s a wolf.”

“Actually,” Lois grinned, “it did cross my
mind.”

“Aw, Tia. Chinese women want a real man,
don’t they?”

She threw him a quick look. “I never said I’m
Chinese.”

Jared dropped his voice to a tantalizing
huskiness. “I know my women.” Before Tia got a chance to remark, he
then winked at Lois. “Bet you could tell, huh?”

“Well.” Wondering why Tia watched her so
closely, Lois knew a moment’s discomfort. She decided to be candid.
“Her shiny black hair, small figure, and lovely face say she’s
definitely Asian. But I’d be at a lost to peg her as Chinese or
Japanese or Taiwanese.”

“That’s what I usually hear from you
Americans.” Apparently satisfied, Tia extended her hand in friendly
introduction. “Jenna says your name is Lois. Hi, Lois. Glad to see
you’re doing well after your ordeal.”

“Thank you,” Lois said sincerely, “and for
the loan of your clothes.”

“Sure.” She shrugged prettily. “I was on way
to let you know everyone is in the dining room. It might be the
last hot meal we get until this freaky storm blows itself out.”

“Don’t you fret about the storm, doll.” Jared
shadowed Tia’s shapely form down the hall. “I’ll give you all the
solace you’ll need.”

Trailing the couple inside the dining room,
Lois didn’t see the item on her left in time. She bumped against it
and the whole display tumbled to the floor despite her best efforts
to catch it. Jared came to help as she hurried to set everything
aright.

“Guess I’m clumsy,” she apologized, picking
up the large graphic and replacing it atop the easel. “Hope nothing
broke.”

“No problem.” Jared moved the apparatus
closer to the wall. “What Stuart Harrington doesn’t know won’t hurt
him.”

“Who? Where?” After darting a glance around
the room, she realized he meant the photo of the man grinning off
the presentation. “Oh. Him.”

“Yeah, the highly anticipated guest of
honor.” Jared led her toward a small group of people gathering near
a cloth-covered table. “Do you play the ‘Catch Me’
games?”

“Sorry. I’m pretty much computer
challenged.”

“In this day and age?” He gave an easy laugh.
“You’re missing out on the latest craze.”

Lois’s eyes widened. “Adults play?”

He feigned an offended look. “Hell, yeah. The
really serious ‘catchies’ are all adults.”

“I wouldn’t have thought it. I mean, I’ve
read about Mr. Harrington and the popularity of his games, but I
assumed they were for children.”

“Teenagers play, but we’re talking about a
top-notch series that’s too sophisticated for kids. Harrington’s
about to release a new title, and we all booked months in advance
to meet him. He promised a free copy to each attendee.”

“Ah.” Lois nodded in understanding. “I get
it. Jenna’s hosting a ‘Catch Me’ convention. But,” she swept
a quick search among the faces of the strangers who waited a couple
of feet ahead, “where’s Mr. Harrington?”

“He couldn’t make it in. Compliments of
Hurricane Brian.”

“You two.”Jenna beckoned them forward. “Now
that you’re here, I’ll have Paul set out the buffet. We won’t be
formal tonight.”

“The mysterious water nymph that Victor
found!” An older woman stared curiously from behind the lenses of
small-framed glasses. Lois’ mouth opened, but she caught Jared’s
wink. Clearing her throat, she masked her surprise at sight of the
Shirley Temple bow pinned among the woman’s fuzzy gray curls.

“She’s obviously not a nymph.” A voluptuous
blonde batted heavily mascared lashes. “B.J., I doubt you know the
meaning of the word.”

“Huh?” The woman gave a dull blink, appearing
struck dumb by the remark.

“And you, Cookie,” Jenna spoke up, a cagey
smile playing at the corners of her mouth, “do you know the
definition of triangle?”

She hesitated. Then, with a hint of defiance,
she tossed her head. “Depends on how it’s used.”

“Hey, all.” Jared turned to the guests. “This
is Lois, our late arrival.” Briefly, he made introductions. A few
persons murmured a greeting, but no one returned Lois’ nervous
smile. She gave a silent sigh of relief when Paul entered, carrying
a large bowl of salad. Behind him followed Victor holding a tray of
drinks. He set it down on the refreshment bar, then came over to
stand beside Lois.

“You look,” he paused slightly, then added,
“more comfortable.”

“I feel more comfortable too.”

“Have you met everyone?”

“I did the honor.” Jared’s grin held a bold
challenge. “I don’t waste time, Vicky.”

“Victor.” Nostrils flaring slightly, he
stressed the word.

“We’re on generators, Jenna,” Paul told her.
“Too much work on ‘em to send electricity through the whole place.
So you might want to eat in a hurry while the lights hold.”

“We’re going to be in the dark?” A partially
bald, middle-aged man frowned worriedly.

“With that outfit-” Cookie raked her gaze
down his plaid shirt, plum colored walking shorts, and
mustard-yellow knee socks “-you won’t get lost.”

“There’re plenty of flashlights, Bob,” Jenna
assured him while casting a calculating look Cookie’s way. “No one
should have any problems.”

“We serve ourselves?” Voice thickened by an
East Indian accent, Rajah Singh picked up his plate.

“That’s why it’s called a buffet, pal.” Paul
sauntered back toward the kitchen.

“But this is nothing but soup, salad, and
bread,” Bob protested. “I paid for full course meals.”

“And you’ll get them as soon we’re possibly
able to serve them.” A slow flush stained Jenna’s cheeks. “I’m
sorry for the inconvenience of the storm, but I’m afraid I don’t
control Mother Nature. Please. Let’s try to make the best of
things.”

Lois fell into line behind Bob. Helping
herself to a portion of freshly tossed, crisp salad, she listened
to the exchange of uninhibited chatter.

“This resort is hurricane-cane proof, right,
Jenna?” B.J. raised anxious brows as she ladled hot soup into her
bowl. “I can’t hear the wind as loud in this room, so I hope that’s
a good sign.”

“This old house has weathered many
hurricanes,” Jenna boasted with a proud smirk. “There’re two
wonderful things about it. First, it’s built on the south side of
the island. That means we don’t get the full brunt of the system.
Second, my improvements bring it entirely up to code.”

“But do stay away from the windows in your
rooms,” Victor cautioned. “Only this lower floor has shutters.”

“Those would’ve been up too, except the storm
hit.” Jenna sent him a scorching glare.

“What’s the latest on when it’ll be past?”
Tia pulled out a chair at the table and sat down, smoothing a
napkin across her lap.

“Still some hours off.” Jared settled beside
her. “The eye’s not even reached us yet.”

“Don’t be concerned,” Jenna said soothingly.
“Forget about Brian. Let’s do something fun, like—throw a hurricane
party!”

“The only fun I wanted was to meet Stuart
Harrington.” Pete, a darkly tanned youth sporting spiked, blue hair
pointed his fork at Jenna. “Did he send any copies of the new
game?”

“No. Those are kept under guard, and were to
arrive with him.”

“You aced the Czar level?” Tia indicated the
T-shirt Pete wore. Across his chest blood red lettering screamed
What’s your ‘Catch Me’ I.D.? I’m The Czar. She rolled her
eyes. “I can’t access the key to Amateur Academy.”

Jared almost choked on his poor pretence of
trying to hide a snigger. Pete gave a disdainful shrug. “That part
calls for perfect coordination.”

“What about the ‘Dare Me’ games?” B.J.
chewed noisily on her bite of buttered roll. “Does anyone play
those?”

“I understand that product is inferior,” said
Rajah.

“Maybe the player is what’s inferior,”
sneered Bob, his direct look at Rajah speaking volumes.

Rajah’s hand atop the table fisted around the
handle of his butter knife. Lois, watching the two men, caught her
breath.

“The ’Dare Me to Live’ series is
okay,” Pete acknowledged, scratching at an earlobe decorated with
four shiny stubs, “but it don’t have the action that ‘Catch
Me’ does.”

“My grandsons wouldn’t agree,” B.J.
twittered. “’Dare Me’ is their favorite.”

“I thought you seemed familiar.” Paul, now
serving the drinks, paused near Bob’s elbow. “I remember where I’ve
seen you.”

“You recognize me?” Squealing, B.J. almost
bounced in her seat from excitement. “From Channel 13?”

“Say what?” Cookie stared with disbelief.
“You’re on television?”

“I’m an actress.” B.J. giggled, then amended,
“Well, sort of. My hubby and I own a car dealership in
Jacksonville, and I star in a lot of our commercials.”

“Bravo,” Jared applauded. “Care to give me
your autograph?”

“Delighted.” Plump cheeks glowing with
pleasure, she sighed wistfully. “In high school drama class
everyone adored my Juliet. They believed I’d go on to win an Oscar
one day.” Her dreamy expression abruptly vanished as Bob gave a
sudden roar.

“You idiot!” Chair crashing to the floor, he
bolted to his feet and seized Paul by his shirt collar. “I paid
over three hundred dollars for these shoes!”

“Cool it, man.” Victor leapt up, stepping in
front of Paul to face Bob. “What’s the problem?”

“This jerk spilled beer on me!”

“You knew I was standing there,” Paul
retorted. “Why did you knock my arm?”

“You did it, you moron!” Bob’s eyeballs
threatened to explode from their sockets. “You’ve ruined my
shoes!”

“It was an accident.” Carefully, Victor eased
Bob’s grip off Paul’s shirt. “Look for yourself. There’s hardly a
spot.”

Breath hissing through his teeth, Bob stabbed
a rigid finger at Paul’s chest. “You’ll pay.”

The chandelier dimmed, casting long shadows
across the table. Jenna, sounding relieved at the distraction,
called, “Paul, we may need flashlights sooner than we thought.
Everyone, I apologize, but it might be best if we speed along.”

“I thought generators were being used.” Tia
studied the overhead fixture as if she dared it to go dark.

“They run on gasoline, and we don’t have an
unlimited supply.” Paul threw a last, dirty look at Bob before he
turned toward the kitchen.

Bob made as if to follow, but Victor grabbed
his arm. “Better eat, man. If all the electricity fails, you could
be munching potato chips for breakfast.”

Scowling, Bob dropped to his seat. Trying to
shake off the tension that spidered up her spine, Lois chewed
hurriedly in an effort to finish her meal. For the next few minutes
no one spoke as silverware scraped against china. When Pete rose to
his feet, Lois joined him.

“What do we do now?” he asked Jenna.

“Large screen TV in the lobby can’t be
watched,” Victor said, “so maybe we’d better go to our rooms and
try to get some sleep. No telling how long it’ll be before the eye
gets here.”

“What happens when that eye reaches us?”

“You won’t notice it.” With a careless wave
of her hand, Jenna brushed aside his concern. “Trust me. You’ll
sleep straight through.”

Victor released an irritated huff, but he
made no comment. Moving to the table where Paul placed the
flashlights, he gave one an experimental click. “Batteries are
fresh. Everybody, help yourself.” His glance landed on Lois. “Want
me to walk you up?”

“Thanks, but I’m fine.” She followed the
group to the staircase, but then hung back. Halfway to the upper
floor, Tia called over the banister. “Something wrong?”

“I’m going to browse for a couple of
minutes.” Crossing to the brochure display, Lois flipped through
several cards, reading informative bits and pieces about the allure
of neighboring islands. Suddenly, her head snapped up.

Was that a thud? Where did it come from? The
roof?

Then her blood curdled as a scream ripped the
air.


Chapter 3

 


Lois sped down the hall, a confused stampede
of running footfalls ringing behind. She burst into the dining room
a nano-second ahead of Victor. Flying past, he vaulted to the
kitchen doorway where Jenna slumped, white fingers clinging to the
jamb.

“What’s the matter? What…” Peering into the
kitchen’s interior, he sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, hell.”

Bodies crammed against Lois. “Who screamed?”
Tia cranked her neck to get a better look.

Jared’s hard chest dug into Lois’ shoulder as
he squeezed by to join Victor. The two men exchanged a brief
glance, then Victor faced the small crowd, blocking their
access.

“Everybody back, okay? Just give us a few
minutes.”

Cheeks stripped of color, Jenna moaned aloud.
“How could anybody…?” A trembling hand rose to her throat and she
swayed unsteadily.

“Can you see anything?” B.J. strained to
tiptoes, stomping her foot painfully atop Lois’.

“Let ‘em in.” Jared moved away from the
door.

Victor looked like he wanted to object, but
Bob shoved forward, plowing his way through. “Who do you fellows
think you are,” he snarled, “trying to keep us from…” He slammed to
a stop, his gaze falling to the floor. Swarthy complexion paling,
he staggered backwards.

B.J. shrieked and jumped against a wall.
Knees gone rubbery, Lois stumbled as she turned away.

Hesitantly, Tia asked, “Is he—dead?”

“Yes, he’s dead!” Barely veiled hysteria
cracked Jenna’s voice. “Wouldn’t you be if someone broke your head
open with a skillet?”

“Oh, gross.” Gagging, Pete doubled over.
Pressing an arm over his stomach, he scrambled from the room.

“As much as I hate to move him, we need to
put him somewhere.” Hands on knees, Jared leaned over Paul’s
lifeless body. He sent a swift inspection around the bloody area.
“As soon as we’re able, we need to go get the cops.”

“What can the authorities do?” As if uneasy
about entering, Rajah hovered at the doorway.

Jared raised his head to give the man a level
look. “I think it’s obvious that Paul didn’t kill himself.”

Rajah’s eyes flicked toward Bob, a momentary
gloating expression flaming in their depths. Victor, too, flung a
hard stare at Bob.

“I didn’t see you on the stairs. Where were
you?”

“Me?” Bob gulped, working his mouth for a
couple of seconds before he sputtered, “You can’t—you can’t accuse
me!”

“First things first.” Jared straightened,
nudging aside the blood-spattered skillet with his booted foot. “We
need to put him somewhere.”

Victor rubbed the back of his neck, grimacing
in distaste. “Guess it’ll have to be the freezer.”

“You can’t!” Jenna gasped. “Put him in
there--with the food?”

“As bad as it sounds,” Jared said, “that’s
the closest to a morgue we have at the moment. Besides, you don’t
want to leave him out and have to walk around him, do you?”

Jenna didn’t have time to answer. A
thunderous boom rocked the house. Everything went dark. Wind tore
into the room, howling, and biting cold. It wailed past Lois’ ears,
whipping hair about her face and leaving her confused and
disoriented. For one heart-stopping moment she imagined she’d
plunged back to the terror of the ocean.

Light returned, dimmed and shadowy. Victor
and Jared rushed to the window where a thick, gnarled limb of a
live oak protruded. Drenching rain poured through the shattered
pane.

“We have to get rid of this, and cover the
hole with plywood,” Victor called to Jared over the wind. “There’s
plenty in the storage room. Come on!”

Treading quickly, but cautiously, over the
wet, glass-littered floor, Jared pointed at Bob and Rajah. “Get
Paul in the freezer.”

Bob shied away. “I’m not touching him!”

Seizing the man by his throat, Jared
flattened him to the wall. “You carry this poor guy to the
freezer,” –leaning so close his nose almost touched Bob’s, he
threatened— “or I’ll hang you by the ankles next to him. And,” he
paused for effect, “I’ll throw away the key.”

Rajah scurried in the direction of where Paul
lay. “I’ll take his feet,” he told Bob.

“Don’t drop him.” Jared arched a brow at Bob
before he turned his back and strode after Victor. With a visible
shudder of revulsion, Bob bent over Paul. Lois stepped across to
the freezer, holding the door open by its inside latch.

B.J. moved to lay comforting hands atop
Jenna’s shoulders. “Let’s leave them alone, and find a place to sit
down, huh?”

“Wait.” Jenna pulled open a drawer. She
tossed a large tablecloth to the men. “Cover him up, please.”

Tia rummaged through a closet and produced a
bucket and scrub brushes. She stood at the sink and waited for the
bucket to fill while she stretched on a pair of latex gloves. Lois
sucked in her breath while the two men shuffled past with Paul.
Unceremoniously, they dumped him beside a crate and almost tripped
over each other in their haste to exit. Lois swung the door shut on
the refrigerated coldness, then went over to grab a broom that was
propped against a wall. She’d swept the floor clean of all broken
glass when Victor and Jared returned.

“Let’s get this limb taken care of.” Victor
pushed at the heavy wood, squinting as the onslaught of rain struck
full force through the open window. Together, he and Jared strained
against the weight. Slowly, the splintered bough inched across the
sill. With one final shove, they heaved the bulk out. Twigs snapped
off, flying in the wind like a black, whirling cloud.

Victor hoisted up a panel of plywood and held
it in place while Jared hammered in the nails. Wiping his dripping
face with a soaked sleeve, Victor stepped back. “That should work,
unless the whole damned tree decides it wants in here.”

“You’re making me feel a whole lot better,”
Jared remarked with a twinge of sarcasm.

Victor merely grunted while he sent a cursory
glance around the room. His expression changed to one of mild
alarm. “Where did those two run off to?”

“You mean the cowards?” Tia scrubbed the last
of the bloody stains and plopped the brush into the bucket. “They
ducked out as fast as their legs could carry them.”

“We better find them.”

“Take two other people with you,” Jared
instructed.

Victor paused on his way to the door. He gave
a nod of comprehension. “Ladies, care to go with me?”

“Where?” Tia asked.

“All of us need to be grouped together so we
can keep watch on each other, because…” Jared’s look sent a shiver
of foreboding down Lois’ already chilled spine, “we have more to
worry about than a hurricane.”

“You’re damned right we do.” Peeling off the
gloves, Tia flung them in the direction of the sink. She faced
Victor. “Let’s go.”

He beckoned a finger at Lois. “There’s safety
in threes.”

“And I need to find Jenna.” Jared joined
them. “Where did she go?”

“In the dining room, I think.” Tia led the
way. “She’s pretty upset.”

“I bet. Coming upon your dead cook had to be
a hell of a shock for her. Anyone know if the two were
related?”

“No idea.” Tia shrugged. From the corner of
her eye, Lois caught the way a muscle along Victor’s jaw line
twitched, but he kept silent. They approached the table where Jenna
sat. Beside her, B.J. murmured sympathetic words, and patted her
hand consolingly. Puffy eyes streaked with mascara, Jenna sniffed.
“Will it be costly to get the window repaired?”

Jared hesitated, appearing taken aback by the
question. “I wouldn’t know,” he told her, then said, “Listen, we
all need to be in one place. What’s the smallest room?”

“Why?”

“These large open areas,” he indicated the
spaciousness of the dining room, “aren’t the sturdiest to be in
during a storm. But we need something that’s not cramped
either.”

“I think we should use the game room,” Victor
said. “We’ll probably be able to fit in there easily enough.”

“Okay. I’ll get started at setting things
up.” He nodded at Victor. “Let me know if you need help with
Bob.”

A grim smile shadowed Victor’s mouth. “Oh, I
can convince him.”

He bounded up the stairs two at a time. Lois
hurried behind Tia, arriving a bit winded when they reached the
second floor.

“What are you doing?” Victor called to Pete.
He gave a guilty start and popped to his feet from where he’d been
crouched before a door’s keyhole.

“Something’s going on.” He jerked a thumb
toward the room.

As if to confirm his words, the noise of
raised voices penetrated the wood. Victor jiggled the knob. “Who’s
in there?”

A muffled yell, followed by a crashing thud
answered him. Kicking the door open, Victor rushed inside. Lois
peeked around the jamb, but then ducked as a thrown book barely
missed her head.

“Hey!” Victor sprang toward Bob, wrapping an
arm around the man’s neck and pulling him off a disheveled,
fist-flailing Rajah.

“Let me go!” Enraged, Bob fought to scoot his
foot behind Victor’s ankle. With one fast twist, Victor released
him. Off balance, Bob knocked into a bureau and crumpled to his
knees. Tia grabbed his arm and wrenched it behind his back. She
ignored his pained scream as she bent his pinkie to an odd
angle.

“Keep still,” she warned, “or I’ll break
it.”

Pete held up a silencing hand to a verbal
spewing Rajah. “Speak English. What’s with you guys?” He
transferred his exasperated stare to Bob.

“None of your…” –sweat beading his upper lip,
Bob panted heavily- “damned business.”

“Are you trying to kill him like you killed
Paul?” Victor demanded.

“You’re insane, fella! I didn’t touch Paul.”
Bob attempted to shuffle around, but yelped when Tia exerted more
pressure. “Make her stop!”

“Bring me a necktie, will you?” Victor
directed Pete.

Without asking any questions, Pete went to
the closet and hunted through the hangers. Lois jumped when she
heard Cookie suddenly speak from beside her.

“What in the world’s going on in here?” Mouth
gaping, she surveyed the scene.

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,”
Victor replied.

“Get that foreigner out of my sight.” Bob
glared at Rajah.

“Don’t worry. I gladly go.” As he passed by
Bob, Rajah smirked. “You are caught like the rat you are.”

“You filthy piece of stinking Indian
rawhide!” Cursing, Bob struggled against Tia’s hold. “If I find you
pilfering through any of my things again, I’ll strangle you!”

“Wait a minute.” Cookie clutched Rajah’s arm.
“You’ve searched his room? Were you in mine earlier?”

“What’s that?” Victor stiffened to a wary,
alert posture. “Someone’s messed with your belongings?”

“Absolute big time.” She gestured animatedly
toward the open doorway across the hall. “And I plan to wring the
weasel’s neck when I catch him.”

“It was not I.” Rajah shrank against the
wall. “I—I did not!”

“Ha.” Bob gave a snort of coarse
laughter.

“Damn.” Victor yanked the tie from Pete’s
outstretched hand. With swift, angry jerks, he knotted it around
Bob’s wrists. “Now’s not the time for you two to act like a couple
of morons. Don’t you get it that Paul is dead, and someone
killed him?” Roughly, he hauled Bob to his feet.

“What are you doing with me?” He balked as
Victor steered him toward the door.

“Taking you to a place where you can be
watched.”

“Watched! What for?”

Clearly at the end of his rope, Victor
snapped out, “Because you’re the one who threatened Paul.”

Shock registered on Bob’s face. He ran a
quick tongue over his lips. “Hey, fella. I didn’t go anywhere near
him.”

Tia moved next to Cookie. “Were any of your
things stolen?”

“Yeah. A couple of items.” She nodded at Bob.
“Mind if I check his pockets?”

“Don’t touch me, sister.” Bob’s expression
held pure menace as he bared his teeth at Cookie.

“We are all meeting downstairs in the game
room.” Tia’s intent look included Pete and Rajah. “Do you
understand why?”

“We’re all suspects?” Pete’s voice squeaked
in nervousness. “But I thought he…” He glanced away from Bob.

“I’m being framed!” Chest heaving, Bob
snarled at each of them in turn. “Why won’t you fools listen?”

“Keep a tight grip on him.” Victor thrust him
over to Pete. “And you two take him to the game room.”

“Why me?” Pete grimaced in reluctance.

“I have to get Mite. And,” Victor added
pointedly, “we each need to be in the company of threes.”

“Give me a second. Be right back.” Cookie
whirled on her heel. Covertly, Lois watched the blonde speed back
to her room and slip what looked like a slender flash drive into a
snug jeans pocket before she reached for an item on a night table.
She returned to the small group holding a china replica of a
sailboat.

Pete raised his chin in a show of bravado.
“Just be peaceable, huh?” he asked Bob.

“It’s not me,” Bob growled, “you all got to
worry about.” He stomped his way towards the stairs.

A furious scratching came from the direction
of the end of the hallway. Victor walked to the last room and
unlocked the door. Woofs of unrestrained joy greeted him when he
crossed the threshold.

“Good dog.” He gave the retriever’s head an
absent-minded pat, his attention drawn toward the French doors that
rattled beneath the storm’s fury. “Guess I better do something to
try and save that glass.”

“Need help?” Tia asked, sending an interested
gaze over the furnishings.

“I can manage.” He upended a heavy oak table
and dragged it across the carpet. “Would you get Mite’s lead? It’s
laying on the dresser.”

Lois smiled at Mite’s exuberance. Needing no
other encouragement, he reared on his hind legs and thumped his
paws on her chest. His warm tongue washed her face with wet, sloppy
licks.

“Hello to you too.” She stroked his silky
ears, trying to remain steady beneath his energetic tail-wagging
weight. “Seems I owe you thanks, don’t I?”

The dog pressed his muzzle under her chin.
Straining to keep her mouth away from his ardent kisses, Lois
stumbled against the edge of a computer desk. In dismay she watched
a laptop fly toward the floor. Grunting with the effort, she
blocked Mite with one arm and stretched out the other. Her grasp
flipped the cover open. With stunned eyes, she stared at the
revealed screen saver. Across the smiling photo of Stuart
Harrington one word blinked like a neon light: Traitor!


Chapter 4

 


“Mite! Get down, boy.” Victor hurried and
grabbed the dog by his collar. A strong hand helped Lois to her
feet. “Are you okay? Sorry, but he has a fondness for pretty
women.”

“Oh.” Flustered, Lois didn’t know what to
say. “It’s my own fault. I go weak-kneed over big brown eyes.”

“Is that so?”

She heard the laughter in his voice. Too
late, she remembered he possessed a pair of dark eyes that crinkled
attractively at the corners. Heat swarmed her cheeks, and quickly,
she gave the closed laptop to him. “I hope it works. It didn’t hit
the floor.”

He tucked the computer under one arm while he
accepted the leash from Tia. “Thanks. I’m sure it’s fine. You did
some fancy footwork with saving it.”

“Well.” She tried to push aside Mite’s cold
nose that he repeatedly thrust at her palm. “At least it’s in one
piece.”

Expression curious, he looked from her to
Mite and back again. “This is a bit unusual. He seems to really
like you.”

Nervously, she curled a strand of hair around
one ear. “I work with animals. Maybe he senses it.”

“So you’re an animal person.” Victor appeared
interested. “What kind of work do you do?”

“Excuse me.” With hands planted squarely on
her slim hips, Tia interrupted dryly, “Are we going to stand here
all day and discuss dog?”

Victor clipped the leash on Mite’s collar.
“What’s wrong, Tia? Don’t the Chinese like dogs?”

“Only on a menu.”

Lois hoped the girl meant the remark as a
joke, but no humor marked her face. Victor made no reply, but
merely led Mite into the hall. After he shut the door, he strode
between the women toward the stairs. Tia eyed the computer he kept
close. “You been hacking bank accounts?”

He inhaled sharply. “What?”

“Why else would you secure that thing under
lock and key?”

“Force of habit. It’s…” He gave an awkward
shrug. “Mite that I want no one to disturb.”

The unmistakable shout of Bob’s angry tones
reached them before they turned the corner of the game room. Tail
drooping, Mite whined in confusion and huddled next to Lois.

“Watch him?” Victor extended the leash.

She nodded. “Sure.”

He headed toward Bob. Shirt rumpled and
partially unbuttoned from where he’d struggled against the ropes
that strapped him to a chair, the older man snarled at Jared. “Who
the hell do you think you are? Take these off!”

“After that punch you just gave me?” Jared
slowly wiped the back of a wrist down the side of his scratched
cheek. “Forget it.”

“What’s going on?” Victor asked.

Pete held up the necktie torn in two pieces.
“He didn’t want to be peaceable.”

“Figures.” Ignoring Bob’s outrage, Victor
pivoted around to view the room’s emerging transformation. “Is
there going to be enough?” He watched Jenna, B.J., and Cookie carry
in armloads of bedding supplies.

“Believe so.” Jared flexed his shoulders as
if to relieve a twinge of tiredness. “Jenna prepared good. They’ve
already brought in candles, lamps, a weather radio.” He pointed to
a space where half a dozen olive green emergency cots were set up.
“Might as well consider this a co-ed slumber party.”

“So what are we going to do with him?” Victor
jerked a thumb at Bob.

Briefly, a vindictive light flared in Jared’s
eyes, then his features relaxed. He arched a sardonic brow. “Cool
‘im off next to Paul?”

“You fools.” Lips curling, Bob spat in
contempt. “You think I hit that idiot of a cook? Well, I won’t be a
scapegoat. Any one of you could’ve sneaked up and whacked him on
the head. Even Blondie there!” He flung his accusation at
Cookie.

“Huh?” She wheeled around. Her stack of
dropped pillows piled like a knee-high mountain of white
marshmallows. “You talking to me?”

“You bet I am. I know you told him,” --Bob’s
sinister hiss raced goose bumps along Lois’ arms-- “that you were
going to stab his eyes out.”

Hardness slipped across Cookie’s features.
One pale brow rose ever so slightly. “How did you hear that?”

His harsh laughter echoed off the walls. “The
way you screamed at him? Hell, anybody would have to be deaf not to
hear the way you bitched.”

“That so?” Jared folded his arms across his
chest. Calmly, he regarded her. “You threatened Paul?”

“I caught him peeking through the keyhole. He
was watching me undress.” Squarely, she returned Jared’s look.

Bob smirked. “Bet you felt no remorse when
you swung that skillet.”

“Stop it,” Victor told him. “All you’re
trying to do is find someone to incriminate.”

“And you’re not?” Bob fired back. “Well, I
have a question for you, buddy. I saw you collar him after he
kicked your dog. So where were you when the incident took
place?”

Victor hesitated. “On my way upstairs.”

“Alone?”

“He was with me.” Tia went to stand beside
Victor, tilting her head so that a thick strand of her glossy hair
brushed against his shirtsleeve. “We’re alibis for each other. But
where were you, Bob?”

“In the bathroom.” A flush crept up his neck.
“Before you ask, no, I don’t have a witness!” Clumsily, fighting
the ropes, he jerked the chair around to confront Jared. “Where
were you?” He threw his fierce challenge around at the small group.
“Where were all of you?”

Silence answered him and Lois sensed a change
in the atmosphere. It became charged with an almost palpable air of
uneasiness and suspicion. She fidgeted with Mite’s leash and
gripped it with fingertips suddenly grown cold.

After a few drawn out moments, B.J. cleared
her throat. “I stopped on the landing to look out the window. Did
anyone see me?” She ended the question on a hopeful lilt.

“Not me.” Pete gave a nervous laugh. “I was
at a vending machine.”

“Yeah?” Bob almost purred the word. He swung
his head in Cookie’s direction. “What about you?”

“None of your damned business.”

“Tough.” He watched her with the calculated
gaze of a hyena on the prowl. “It’s become our business now.”

“He’s right.” Victor scowled as though he
found the idea of agreeing with Bob as painful as a toothache.
“Otherwise, if you don’t speak up, it’ll look like your silence is
an admission of guilt.”

“Is that a fact, Mr. Perry Mason?”

Tia flung a sharp glance at the blonde. “You
are being foolish to act antagonistic.”

“Let her alone,” Bob intervened. “We just
might get to the bottom of this whole mess.”

“If you all think that I…” As if realizing
the corner she’d painted herself into, Cookie shrugged with
resignation. “Fine. Whatever.” Feet buried under the mound of
pillows, she shifted from one leg to the other. “I was trying to
make a call on my cell. It was private, so…”

“So, you stepped away to be alone, right?”
Bob finished the sentence for her. Thumping back in the chair, he
gave Victor and Jared a gloating sneer. “I rest my case.”

A muscle twitched at the base of Jared’s
tanned throat. Nostrils flaring, he growled, “I don’t trust you,
man.”

“Do you think I care?” Bob’s face screwed in
disgust. “Just get these damned ropes off.”

With a defeated sigh, Victor reached down and
untied the knots. Bob sprang to his feet, wincing as he massaged
his wrists. “If you jokers want to play detective, I suggest you
sniff out the real killer.”

“And I bet you happen to know who that is?”
Jared drawled in a sarcastic tone.

“Start with the person who found him. What’s
her alibi?”

“Me?” Jenna stared at Bob with
incredulity.

“Don’t act so shocked. Lots of bosses knock
off a bad employee.”

Her chin hardened. “Only a monster would do
what they did to Paul.”

“Is that what he thought of you?” Fumbling to
re-button his wrinkled shirt, Bob fastened Jenna with a cagey gaze.
“You two didn’t get along, did you?”

“We got along fine.” Her angry retort was
drowned out by the noise of the chandelier’s sudden vibration.
Glass globes clattering ominously, the fixture swayed, as if
disturbed by a ghostly hand. Light sputtered, shadows lengthened to
cloak the room like a covering blanket.

“What’s wrong?” Rajah almost shouted the
question.

“Don’t worry,” Victor said. “I think it’s
only the generator messing up.”

“Maybe it needs refueling?” Jared
suggested.

All stood rooted to their spot. The thought
sped through Lois’ mind that everybody, including Mite, held a
collective breath. Then, with the brightness of a photographer’s
flashbulb, the chandelier blinked, and burned steadily. Relieved,
Lois exhaled a loud sigh.

“This damn storm.” Jenna struck a frustrated
fist against her thigh. “Why did it have to come now? I’m losing
hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

“Don’t you have insurance?” B.J. asked.

“That’ll take weeks—months—to pay. Every
second that passes I’m losing a bundle of money.” She tugged a
kleenex from her slacks pocket and passed it across her palms with
short, angry swipes. “And right when I had this whole convention
planned to the last detail.”

Mite moved next to Jenna, nosing at a shiny
golden chain that extended from the edge of her pocket. Lois pulled
him back but, tail wagging playfully, he nipped at the chain. A
necklace slipped out and plopped to the floor.

“That’s mine!” Cookie kicked aside the
pillows and scurried forward. Hastily, Jenna bent and snatched the
necklace up. Back erect, she met Cookie’s stunned eyes.


Chapter 5

 


She peeked around the corner and through the
store’s plate glass window. His back to her, he waited at the
counter and pointed to an item on display. The clerk brought it out
for his inspection.

A customer exited the building and she took
advantage of the closing door by lodging her foot against it.
Through the small open space, she heard the two men’s exchanged
conversation.

“Yes, I want this one. Can you engrave
some initials on it?”

“No problem, sir,” said the clerk. “We can
have that finished within twenty-four hours.”

“Then see that it’s delivered to this
address.” He withdrew a card from his wallet and slid it across the
counter.

“Thief!” Cookie’s strangled cry jerked Lois
back to the present. With a fast shake of her head to clear her
thoughts, she hurriedly stepped aside as the red-faced blonde
approached Jenna. “You give that to me.”

“Why?” In a taunting gesture, Jenna curled an
index finger through the chain and allowed the heart shaped diamond
to swing like a tiny pendulum. “This must’ve cost several grand.
You’re saying you bought it?”

“I’m not telling you anything.” Cookie
lunged, but Jenna nimbly stretched her arm to dangle the necklace
high over her head.

“How did you get this, Cookie, dear? My
instincts tell me that it was a gift. Maybe the giver was the
person whose initials are lettered in gold?” Malicious humor
narrowing her eyes, Jenna watched the young woman blanch.

“Shut up.” Like a rabbit hypnotized by a
cobra, Cookie appeared helpless to defend herself.

“S H is what I see here.” Jenna paused
expectantly.

“You bitch.” Cookie gnashed the insult
through clenched teeth.

As if deaf to the offending slur, Jenna went
on. “Is S H a man? Probably, since the diamond is shaped like a
heart. But you’re not wearing a wedding band, so I’d guess this
didn’t come from your husband.” She batted her lashes in mock
innocence. “Does S H have a wife?”

“Good grief, Jenna.” Victor came between the
two women. “Let her have her jewelry.”

“Stay out of this.” With a defiant toss of
her head, she plunged the necklace deep in her slacks pocket.

“You had no right to search my things.”
Cookie’s bosom rose and fell from her quick, furious breaths.

Jenna dismissed her indignation with a
mirthless laugh. “The right became mine as soon as you crossed the
threshold onto my property.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.” Bob moved
forward, but Jared’s grip on his elbow stalled him.

“Doesn’t concern you, buddy.”

“I’m not your buddy!” Bob gave Jared a
menacing shove. Jared shoved back, hard enough to tumble Bob toward
the chair. Feet flying out from under him, Bob dropped with a heavy
thud. In slow motion, the chair rocked on two hind legs before
gravity crashed it to the floor.

“That cost two hundred dollars!” Jenna
stomped toward Jared. “If you wreck any of my furniture, you’ll pay
for it.”

“Oh, hell.” Pressing the heel of a palm to
his forehead, Victor released an audible groan.“Doesn’t anybody
realize the situation we’re in?”

“Explain your meaning.” Rajah frowned in
confusion.

Tia gave a scornful laugh. “Are you that
dense? The man shouldn’t have to explain anything.”

“That’s right. It should be obvious.” Victor
sent a look of surprised gratitude Tia’s way and it didn’t slip
past Lois’s notice how the lovely woman beamed with pleasure. To
the group, he said, “People, we aren’t involved in a ‘Catch
Me’ game. This is really happening. As if the danger from Brian
isn’t bad enough, then we have to contend with a cold-blooded
murder.”

“Murder,” Cookie repeated, her tone subdued,
“with the killer unknown.”

“Yes.” He gave a somber nod. “And that person
is standing right here with us.”

The hair at the nape of Lois’ neck stiffened.
From under her brow, she peeked at the other guests. They exchanged
tense, wary glances.

“My nerves are fried. I need my medicine.”
Body going limp, B.J. crumpled to her knees.

Jared reached her in two long strides. Easing
a strong arm under her shoulders, he helped her to her feet. “You
okay?”

“My purse.” Leaning heavily against him, she
allowed him to lead her to a well-padded loveseat. “I left it on
that table.”

“Just a sec.” He crossed to a table near the
doorway and picked up a dark leather bag. She took it from his
outstretched hand, giving him a wan smile.

“I’ll be fine in a couple of minutes. This
works fast.” Unscrewing a cap from the top of a brown bottle, she
poured a small quantity of whitish liquid into the cap and
swallowed it down.

As if satisfied at how color tinged B.J.’s
plump cheeks, Victor turned to address the group again. His
piercing gaze raked over them. “So you get it now? Someone here is
not whom they seem. We don’t know who’s lying, we can’t pinpoint a
particular person. And I think, for all of our safety, the best bet
is to stay together.”

“Plus, it bears repeating that when you go
anywhere,” Jared said, “do it in threes.”

Rajah whistled low through his teeth. “This
is most distressing.”

“It’s certainly not a picnic,” Victor agreed.
As though careful not to look at Jenna, he said, “Let’s don’t worry
about jewelry, or chairs, or anything mundane. Let’s concentrate on
surviving through Brian. When the storm’s over, we’ll pile in a van
and drive to the police station.”

“You think the killer will go with you to the
cops?” Pete’s spiked brows rose in disbelief.

“Let me put it this way. The person who
refuses will be admitting their own guilt.”

Abruptly, Cookie turned. Her ankle caught the
leg of the billiards table. Jared moved from his spot in front of
B.J. to twist about and catch the young woman before she hit the
floor. Victor dragged a chair over and helped Jared to gently
settle her against the cushions. Squatting on his haunches, Jared
soothed feathery hair off her forehead. “You okay, babe?”

Mouth pinched in pain, she grasped her
injured ankle. “I was better before I let him talk me into—” She
broke off, as though aware that she’d said too much.

“Into what?” Jenna demanded, her tone
sharp.

Cookie raised her head and gave the older
woman a long, sullen stare. “I heard this place could be like a
romantic getaway.” She rolled her eyes, anger flushed her cheeks.
“The liar.”

“Is she talking about Paul?” Pete whispered
aloud.

“No.” Jenna smirked. “Not him.”

Mite yelped, his ears perked as the
chandelier’s bulbs emitted a sudden, distinctive thrum.

“What’s wrong with that crazy thing?” Dusting
off the seat of his shorts from where he’d fallen in the chair, Bob
squinted at the ceiling.

“I’ll check it out.” Victor took Mite’s leash
from Lois, his warm palm brushing her fingers. “I need a
volunteer.”

“I’ll go,” Tia and B.J. said together.

“You feel up to it?” he asked B.J., a hint of
surprise in his deep voice.

“I don’t know what the doctor put in that
prescription.” Huffing a bit, the chubby woman pushed herself out
from the depths of the loveseat. “But, like I said. It works
fast.”

“Okay. And,” –he looked at Lois—“you.”

“Why her?” Undisguised jealousy heated Tia’s
question.

“Because I’m taking Mite, and you don’t like
dogs.” Victor ignored Tia’s angry, indrawn breath to ask, “Right?”
Without waiting for her to answer, he said to Lois, “Coming?”

It wasn’t hard to make a decision. She wanted
to escape not only from the emotion charged room, but also from
Tia’s dagger-filled stare. “Yeah,” she told Victor.

“Where do we have to go?” B.J. came up behind
Lois.

“Not far. Right beside the storage room.”
Victor led the way down the hall.

“Why are you bringing that?” B.J. indicated
the laptop still tucked securely under Victor’s arm.

“Does it bother you?”

“Oh no.” B.J. shook her head, her girlish
hair bow slipping a bit off center. “Guess it’s none of my
beeswax.”

They entered the kitchen. A door in the far
corner shuddered and rattled against the assault of shrieking wind.
Water seeped under the sill to trickle across the floor.
Intermittent thuds of objects striking the roof had Lois glancing
upward. She prayed that nothing would puncture a hole.

B.J. moved closer. “It’s louder back
here.”

As if deliberately avoiding the spot where
Paul had lain, Victor veered past the row of oak cabinets. “This
part of the house faces the ocean so it gets hit first.”

“Boy, you sure know your way around,” B.J.
observed. “Are you Jenna’s son? Or nephew?”

Victor stopped at a door, his fingers that
gripped the knob stilling. “No kin.” After a second’s hesitation,
he stepped into the small enclosure. “I used to date her
daughter.”

B.J.’s mouth parted and she appeared as
startled as Lois felt. The two exchanged a brief, wordless glance
before Lois turned to follow Victor. He bent over the red,
wedge-shaped generator, and frowned at the fuel gauge.

“It’s practically running on fumes.”

“I thought Paul mentioned something about
extra supplies?” Lois twisted around, hoping to spy a container
with the word ‘gasoline’ painted in bright letters. She saw
nothing but a stack of cardboard boxes leaning against one
corner.

“They’re at the outside shed. Guess he didn’t
get a chance to bring any in.”

“So how much longer should we have
electricity?”

“Can’t say for sure. Half an hour?”

“That’s all?” B.J. jumped as if poked by a
cattle prod. “But before the storm passes, things could…” She made
an awkward gesture. “You know…thaw.”

Victor didn’t attempt to pretend he didn’t
know what she meant. “The freezer should be okay for several hours.
Hopefully, crews will get out in a day or two and restore power.”
He gave a tired shrug. “Come on. Let’s get everyone set up with oil
lamps.”

In single file they walked to the kitchen.
Victor dropped Mite’s leash and set the laptop on an island table.
He went over to inspect the piece of plywood nailed across the
broken window. Lois watched the board’s center bulge beneath the
hammering fists of the unrelenting wind. Silently, she swallowed,
and tried hard not to curl her toes inside her shoes.

“Seems to be holding up.” Victor stepped back
and dusted his hands together. “It’s not leaking.”

“You play games on this?” B.J. reached for
the laptop.

“Don’t touch that!”

She jerked away. “Sorry.”

Swiftly, Victor moved the machine to the
other end. “No harm done. But, uh,” he sketched a strained smile,
“sorry if I snapped. Nothing personal.”

“Sure,” she said, though a hurt expression
clouded her face.

Victor raked long fingers through his dark
hair. “Look, ladies. We’re all getting pretty stressed out. I’ve
got an idea. Let’s take advantage of the remaining time on the
electricity. Maybe we can do something crazy like pop some popcorn
and brew up some hot cocoa?”

“So when the lights go out, we can sit around
and tell ghost stories?” B.J. giggled. “That sounds like fun.”

Mite nudged Lois and she bent to stroke his
head, murmuring comforting words. He curled under the table,
trembling, as another unidentified object banged against the
outside wall.

“Oh, phooey.” As if regretting her remark,
B.J. said in an apologetic voice, “I wasn’t trying to be crude.
Honest. But I thought maybe it might help to joke around a little,
you know?”

“No worries.” Victor opened the dishwasher’s
door and withdrew a saucepan from the rack of clean utensils. “Why
don’t I make the cocoa while you two zap some bags of popcorn in
the microwave.”

“You know how to turn on a stove knob?” B.J.
grinned.

“Oh, yeah. I once had a brief career as a
chef.”

“Really?” B.J. found a box of
buttery-flavored popcorn and tore off one end. “What do you do
now?”

“Nothing as interesting.” Expression
inscrutable, Victor poured milk into a measuring cup. Lois, busy
with setting mugs on a serving tray, thought he hesitated longer
than necessary. Then he said, “I work with computers.”

“Desk job, huh?” B.J. wrinkled her nose. “Too
boring for me. I’m just a grandma who loves making my husband’s car
commercials. But what about you, Miss Lois? Tell us what you
do.”

“She’s a mermaid.” Victor smiled across his
shoulder, his frank masculine gaze causing goose pimples to race
down her arms. “That’s what I thought she was when Mite found
her.”

“Maybe we should give him his own bowl of
popcorn as a reward. Wouldn’t you like that, boy?” B.J. winked at
the golden retriever and chuckled when he wagged his tail in
response. “But, Lois, hon,” she gave her a curious look, “how did
you get caught in the ocean?”

“I was snorkeling.” Lois willed herself not
to blush. “Went out too far and was in trouble before I realized
it.”

“How could you snorkel in these waters?” B.J.
blinked in confusion. “You can’t see anything for all the
silt.”

“Um.” Lois wet her lips. “Yeah. I know.
That’s why I went too far.”

“Well, you are sure one lucky mermaid.” B.J.
stepped next to Victor and peered around his shoulder. “Mmm. Smells
chocolatey. Where are the napkins?”

“Anywhere you can find ‘em. Try that.” He
nodded at a near counter.

B.J. pulled open the drawer and gave a small
gasp. “Look at this!” She held up a DVD case. Across the front,
bold letters spelled the words: Catch Me If You Can.


Chapter 6

 


Victor grabbed the case from B.J. and snapped
the lid open. His mouth compressed. “No DVD.”

“Isn’t that the title of Harrington’s new
game?” B.J. glanced from Victor to Lois and back to Victor. “I
thought Jenna said they weren’t available yet and were still under
lock and key.”

“That’s what she said.” Victor pushed the
case inside a front jeans pocket.

“So,” --looking perplexed, B.J. laid a hand
to her cheek-- “how did that get here?”

“Good question.” Victor turned to the stove
and continued stirring the chocolate mixture.

“But the disc is gone. Someone kept it, but
stashed that—”

“I smell your popcorn,” Victor interrupted.
“Don’t let it burn.”

“Oh. Right.” Hurriedly, B.J. removed the
steaming bags from the microwave. Carefully, she peeled them apart
and shook the snowy white kernels into three large, paper towel
lined bowls. Then she paused, tapping her fingertips against the
tabletop. “Wonder if Paul stole that from Stuart Harrington’s
company?”

Since the woman seemed to be staring straight
at Lois, she felt she needed to make some kind of reply. “I…have no
idea.”

“Nobody knows much about Paul, do they?” She
cocked her head to one side, brow puckered in thought. “What if he
wasn’t a real cook? He didn’t serve up a proper meal, that’s for
sure.” Her eyes grew bright with mounting excitement. “Maybe he was
a disgruntled employee who’d been fired by Harrington. And he got
revenge by cracking the vault where the games are stored. What if
he set up a buyer at this convention, and planned to—”

“B.J.” Victor threw her a stern frown. “We
already have more than enough to deal with.”

“I know.” Appearing somewhat deflated, she
raised the saltshaker and slowly sprinkled it over the fragrant
mounds. “Just thinking out loud. But to tell you the truth, I don’t
know why anyone would even steal a ‘Catch Me’ game.”

“Don’t you?” Lois asked, startled at her
remark. “They’re extremely popular.”

“My grandchildren prefer the ‘Dare Me’
ones. That series came out first. I bet Harrington copied the
idea.”

“He’s shrewd, and ‘Dare Me’ is a tough
competitor,” Victor commented.

“How do you know he’s shrewd? Have you worked
for him?”

Instead of answering, Victor lifted the
saucepan off the stove and poured the hot liquid into the waiting
mugs. He told B.J., “Maybe you should take the popcorn in before
the butter gets cold.”

“Okay.” Carefully, she balanced the tray and
eased her way through the door. “You two coming?”

“Right behind you.” Victor dumped the pan in
the sink and filled it with water. “Lois, I’ll carry the cocoa if
you don’t mind handling Mite.”

It was the first time he called her by name.
Wondering why her pulse beat a little faster, Lois managed a weak,
“Sure,” and reached for Mite’s leash. She saw the dog nosing at
something that lay close to a table leg. Quickly, she shooed him
away.

“Leave that alone. It’s glass.” She picked
the fragment up, and Mite pawed at her hand. The sliver slipped,
and she gasped.

“Hey, you’re bleeding.” Squatting beside her,
Victor spread her fingers across his palm. Blood oozed from the
wound to drip onto his skin.

“I guess that’s a part of the window I missed
when I was sweeping.” She tried to laugh, but flinched when he
pulled the bit of glass out.

He squinted his eyes to peer closer. “I don’t
think anything’s left in there. Here, hold your other hand on the
cut while I find some band-aids.” Rising to his feet, he searched
through the cabinets.

“Don’t make a fuss,” she protested. “It’s
pretty minor.”

Again, he squatted close, setting supplies on
the floor. “Glad it’s not deep enough to need stitches. But you
don’t want to take a chance of getting an infection. Hold still
while I swab it with alcohol.”

When the expected sting came, Lois winced.
Victor blew on the cut, helping to soothe away the pain. With deft
movements, he wrapped a band-aid around the wound and then
smiled.

“Better?”

They were only inches apart. Victor watched
her with eyes so dark the pupils disappeared. She tried to move,
she wanted to look away, but she couldn’t drop her gaze. She saw
him flick his eyes toward her mouth.

“I—it…” Blood rushing to beat against her
eardrums, she couldn’t hear her own words.

Searching gaze scorching her flesh, he tilted
her chin up with the tip of an index finger. “Who are you, Lois
Steinberg?”

“What?” The breath hitched in her throat.

“Tell me about you.” His husky whisper
stirred the hair at her temple. “I want to learn everything there
is.”

Finally able to lower her lids, she pulled
away. “Believe me, you don’t. I’m as boring as mud.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

“We really should follow B.J.” She tugged her
hand from his warm grasp, but his followed. Victor glanced down and
chuckled.

“Wait a minute. You’re caught in my
watchband.” He raised their attached wrists, his fingers tickling
where they fumbled at her shift cuff. To get a closer look, he
leaned toward her and bent his head. Lois drank in the allure of
how the ceiling light extracted a purple sheen from the depths of
his thick raven hair.

“Spiced apple,” she murmured, not realizing
she voiced her thoughts.

“Huh?” He jerked his head up. Their noses
almost bumped.

“Nothing.” Heart thudding out of rhythm, Lois
drew back as far as she dared without falling off balance.

“You mean Jenna’s complimentary shampoo?” He
grinned. “Not what I would’ve chosen.”

The humor in his deep voice, the tenderness
of his concern, and the magnetism of his very presence combined in
one overwhelming punch. Senses threatening a mutiny, Lois struggled
to retain a semblance of self-control. Averting her eyes, she
reminded him, “I’m wearing Tia’s blouse. So be careful.”

“Yeah.” He gave a slight frown and returned
his attention to working the fabric loose. “Your clothes were made
by a fancy New York designer.”

“I bought them second hand,” she said a bit
too defensively.

“Hmm.” Not sounding convinced, Victor stated,
“Your accent is definitely not southern. So,” he regarded her with
open curiosity, “where are you from?”

“No one particular area. I—I travel a
lot.”

“With your job?”

“Not necessarily. Look, can’t you hurry?”

“You want me to tear your borrowed
shirt?”

“No.” She gave a resigned sigh. “But do you
have to make me feel like you’re giving me the third degree?”

“If you don’t wanna chat,” he drawled, once
again giving a deliberate perusal of her mouth, “we can do
something else.”

“Well…” The idea struck her that maybe humor
would work better in this situation. Shifting her feet in an
attempt to move a couple of inches further back, she hoped her
little laugh didn’t betray the effect his words had on her. “I’m
not good at thumb wrestling.”

“I am.” He gave a flirty wink. “I’m good at
lots of things.”

“You’re lousy at freeing a shirt cuff.”

He laughed out loud. “All right. I deserved
that.” He bent again to the task, commenting, “But, seriously,
Lois. What were you doing at Sand Dollar Island? Like B.J. said,
the waters aren’t conducive to ideal snorkeling.”

“I told you already. I was camping. And I got
this bright idea to try snorkeling. Yeah, I know. Big mistake.”

“Uh huh. But, you see, Sand Dollar is a
wildlife sanctuary. It’s off limits to all tourists, and especially
to campers.” The statement, and his questioning brow, threw her for
a loop. Heat flooded up her neck.

Mite jumped to all fours, his stare aimed in
the direction of the door. A warning growl rumbled low in his
chest.

Victor and Lois swung around as Jared, Tia,
and Bob strolled into the room. The three halted abruptly. Quickly
sizing up the scene, Tia demanded, “What’s going on?” while a grin
crooked Jared’s mouth. “Need any help, Vicky?”

“I’ve got it.” Pulling his freed wrist from
Lois’, Victor closed his hands around her forearms and helped her
to her feet. He turned to face Jared. “And the name is Victor.”

Stooping so hair would fall across her
shoulder and help to hide her flushed cheeks, Lois grabbed Mite’s
leash. “Don’t forget the cocoa.” She brushed by the trio without so
much as a glance.

In the game room, she chose a well-padded
armchair next to Cookie’s. B.J. handed over a small bowl of
popcorn. Though her mouth pursed at sight of the band-aid that
circled Lois’ finger, she made no remark.

Mite padded over to Victor when he set down
the tray of cocoa on a low table. “We thought this might help to
lift everyone’s spirits.”

“It is a good idea.” Rajah swiveled in his
chair to give Victor a nod of approval. Across from him sat Pete
who studied a red and black board before moving his checker piece.
He looked up. “Cool, dude.”

Shedding the ratty blue jean jacket he’d worn
all evening, Pete rested his folded arms on the tabletop. Lois,
traveling her gaze down his lean frame, didn’t bother to chew the
popcorn kernel that lay on her tongue. Tee shirt sleeves rolled to
shoulders in a style reminiscent of the 1950’s, Pete’s hard, corded
biceps were fully exposed. As if aware of Lois’ stare, he glanced
in her direction. Swiftly, she jerked her attention to Tia who
passed out the thick mugs.

“Victor told me he used to be a chef.” She
smiled. “So this has got to be delicious cocoa.”

Jenna gave a harsh laugh. “Victor used to be
a lot of things.”

“He said he used to date—” B.J. broke off in
mid-sentence and clapped a hand to her mouth.

Tia’s own mouth parted in surprise, though
she said nothing. She turned to watch Victor, as if expecting him
to make sort of reply. Ignoring everyone, he merely settled on a
loveseat, crossed a casual ankle over opposite knee, and sipped
from his cup. Jenna flung him a spiteful look.

“Well, he doesn’t any more. And,” she raised
her head, jutting her chin, “since his decision to part company
with my daughter, I’d like to know why he bothered to crash my
convention.” She paused expectantly, but Victor gave no response.
After a moment, she added a pointed statement. “Your name was not
on the guest list.”

He brushed her off with, “Let’s keep our
dirty laundry between us, huh Jenna? Besides, I have a question of
my own.” He fished in his pocket and withdrew the DVD case. Holding
it up for all to see, he asked, “Does anyone recognize this?”

A movement from Cookie caught Lois’ eye.
Nails clenching the chair arms, the blonde halfway rose out of her
seat. She whipped a suspicious glance toward Jenna.

“B.J. mentioned you found that in the
kitchen,” Tia said. She picked up a bowl of popcorn and made
herself comfortable beside Victor.

“But the disc is missing, right?” Pete
grunted in annoyance. “Can’t be played without a disc.”

“Don’t you get it?” Jared scoffed. “That’s
Harrington’s new title. The question is, how did a pre-release game
wind up in the same place where a guy got knocked off?”

“Who cares?” Bob flopped onto a green cot and
stretched out. He pulled a sheet up to his chin. “I’m getting some
shut eye. Somebody turn off the lights. They’re blinding me.”
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