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Seattle's weather forecast for August 1 promised temperatures skyrocketing into the 90s, but the heat was no match for Kat Summers's fiery-hot temper. She pulled the brush through her auburn hair and glared at Chance Eliason, her lover for the past nine months, nearly searing him in two.
Wearing white slacks and a short-sleeved silk blouse, she could have been dressed for church on this Sunday morning, but instead she was preparing to show a house to a new real estate client. She flipped the brush in Chance's direction, which he caught, and stomped out of the bedroom of her 100-year-old Craftsman style home.
By the time she reached the back door, he had her by the arm, stopping her in her tracks, his eyes as set as hers. "I know you don't have to leave for another hour, so you can just come back here and talk this out."
Her five-foot ten-inch height was a good four inches below his, but she rose on tiptoes, trying to equal out the difference, and looked at him straight on. "There's nothing to talk about. You like your women barefoot and pregnant, and that about says it all."
She yanked her arm to free herself but lost her balance, giving him the opportunity he needed to steer her into the living room, away from the door leading to her car. "We're going to have this out once and for all if it takes all day."
"Haven't we said it all? You want me to quit my job, the career I've built up over the years, just to move to Timbuktu to spend the rest of my days with you, and doing what? Sitting on the porch in rocking chairs until we die? I can't live like that." She jerked her arm, but he held tight.
"I can't live like this either, Kat. I drive here every weekend to be with you, and what do you do? You work. Not just Saturdays, but Sundays too."
"Well, that's what realtors do. I can't help that. I have to be available. That's how I make my sales."
"But you haven't even driven to Rosswood to spend time with me on my ranch. Not once."
She agreed, but she had no intention of changing. "What happens when a client wants to look at a house or is ready to buy and I'm three hours away? It won't work."
"Have Maggie handle it."
"I can't do that, not after she was so good to me after what happened. I can't ask her to do any more than she already has." Kat's voice faltered.
Chance lifted her chin. "Is that what this is all about? Brianna? Are you afraid to come to Rosswood because it will bring up all those horrific memories?" His tone had lost its fire.
Kat glanced from Chance to the fireplace to the floor, anywhere other than to meet his gaze. He'd hit a tender spot. After all this time, the memories still haunted her. She didn't want to admit that to Chance; she'd told him on numerous occasions everything was fine. If she stared into his dotingly intense eyes, she'd break down, just as she'd done many times before in the privacy of her bathroom in the middle of the night when he was sound asleep.
During the momentary pause, he'd let go of her arm, and she bolted away from him. He followed her to the kitchen, and while she snatched her purse from the counter, he blocked the door. "Kat, tell me. Are you afraid to go back to Rosswood? Is that why you've kept yourself so busy on the weekends?"
"Get away from the door, Chance."
"Not until you answer my question."
"Get away from the door."
"No."
Kat spun in the direction of the bedroom, strode through the doorway into the master bath, and locked herself inside. The scent of his minty aftershave engulfed her, and it was as if his whole presence filled the room, reminding her of the passionate night she'd spent in his warm, caring arms. Tears welled up.
Chance pounded the door. "Kat, talk to me."
"Go away."
"I'm not going anywhere until we have this out."
At times Chance could be relentless, stubborn, so incredibly suffocating. And this was one of those times. She felt the air in her lungs dissipate; she couldn't breathe. The walls in the room were closing in on her. She wanted out. "Get away from the door, Chance."
"Are you coming out?"
"Would you just leave?"
He rattled the doorknob. "Kat?"
A phone sounded and stopped after three rings. He'd answered the cell he'd left on the nightstand. After a short pause, he said sternly to the caller, "This is not a good time, Monique. I don't care what you want." The phone snapped shut and clanked on the wooden nightstand. He banged on the door, loud enough for Kat to draw back. "Kat? Come out and let's talk."
"When will that woman ever stop bothering you," she yelled back, "and when is the firm ever going to leave you alone?" She unlocked the door and pushed past him. "I have to go."
He caught up to her and grasped her upper arm. In a fit of frustration, she swung around and gave his face a hard slap. They both froze.
Until now, she hadn't realized how brittle her emotions were. Shaken and embarrassed for what she'd done, she fought for a way to explain the inexplicable, but she couldn't think at all. She couldn't speak.
In the midst of no explanation, no apology, no words out of Kat's mouth, his expression changed from hurt to blistering anger. She felt her own anger rise. She strode across the kitchen, but he was right behind her and jammed his palm against the door, holding it shut tight.
Her pulse pounded in her ears, and her breathing accelerated until she was on the verge of hyperventilating. "Get away from the door, Chance. I mean it."
He stood firm, his hot breath skimming the top of her head.
With her hand on the doorknob, she took a deep breath to calm herself and said in a steady monotone, "This isn't working for me, Chance. Let me out, and when I get home, I want you gone." Her throat constricted until she couldn't swallow.
She didn't see him step away, but she felt the rush of cool air around her. Without looking back, she turned the knob and slipped outside. A blinding numbness washed over her.
The glint off a chrome bumper woke Chance to the realization he'd nearly rear-ended the Silverado in front of him, woke him to the realization his mind was focused elsewhere. He released the pressure on the gas pedal and backed off to a safe distance.
The east side of the mountains was hotter and drier than the Seattle side. The sun baked the truck cab. Waves of heat rose from the pavement. The warm breeze from the opened windows kept the air circulating, but provided little relief in a truck with no air-conditioning.
He was almost home now, but all the way over Snoqualmie Pass he'd been thinking about Kat. After their argument, he'd packed his belongings and left. What else could he do? She said it was over between them. But he didn't buy it. He loved the woman, and he knew she loved him. Maybe he should have stayed, should have fought harder for what they had together, which was a chemistry beyond anything he'd ever had with a woman. The thought of her body melding with his was enough to make him want to turn the truck around and drive the three hours back to Seattle. But he wouldn't do that. She needed time to cool off. Still, the silkiness of her skin, the feel of her hair between his fingers, and the sweet scent of her perfume were etched in his mind. For now that would have to do.
He sped down the straight stretch of highway, nearing Rosswood, by grassy fields, parched from summer's sun, by the fenced property owned by a money-grabbing developer. Lost in thought, he automatically turned off Randall Road and continued down his private drive, the dust swirling behind him. The wheels hit every pothole, lurching the truck from side to side. As he approached his ranch house, he slowed the truck to a crawl. A black SUV was parked out front. Zeke, the rambunctious pup he'd expected to rush the truck with tail wagging, was nowhere in sight.
He parked alongside the unfamiliar car and cut the engine, grabbed his cowboy hat and stepped outside. He wiped the sweat from his brow. The wind whirled dirt in the driveway. He waited a moment for Rusty, his hired hand, to greet him, but there was no movement around the barn, save for the burros crowding the wooden fence and braying in trumpet-like wails upon seeing Chance.
A sickening feeling gripped his stomach. Turning his attention toward the house, he bounded up the porch steps and opened the unlocked door, the powerful scent of Chanel No. 5 giving him an immediate clue to his visitor's identity. At the table sat Monique Bouvier, the woman from his best-forgotten past, the past he'd tried to bury for the last six years.
Not just a former colleague, Monique was a woman he'd known better than any other woman. Their minds were finessed within the same framework of the shady organization they'd worked for, as were their bodies. She knew every nuance of his personality, as he knew hers.
She sat with legs crossed and feet bare. Her toenails were painted a soft pink. He followed the lines of her tanned legs to the hem of her dress, hiked above her knees, then to the V of her low-cut bodice and up to her remarkable face.
"Chance, darling."
Her accent was unmistakable. And despite a few age lines burrowing the outer corners of her eyes, she seemed ageless, looked as young as when they'd first met: a petite, dark-haired, irresistible temptress. He couldn't deny that. The last time he'd seen her was a year ago when she'd visited him unannounced. By that time Kat had come into the picture, and he'd fought hard to steer clear of Monique's advances.
On the table next to an opened bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon and an unwrapped dark chocolate bar were two half-filled wine glasses. She held up a square of chocolate and pushed a glass in his direction as an invitation for him to sit down.
He tossed his hat and keys on the kitchen counter. "How did you know I'd be home today?" As soon as he asked the question, he knew he'd wasted his words. The organization knew his every move. With Monique keeping tabs on him, he felt as though there was always a private investigator lurking in the background.
"Please, sit with me, Chance. I have a proposition for you."
From his pocket he retrieved his cell phone and placed it next to his keys, then ran his hand through his silver-tinged hair. "You're wasting your time. I've told you before I'm not interested in returning to the company."
"Maybe not, but perhaps I can convince you. You see, Chance, they need your help, and they are willing to pay you double whatever you ask. Just one last time."
"I'm not interested."
She patted the tabletop. "Then sit with me a moment, please, and we will drink before I go."
He barked a laugh. "Am I to believe you'd give up that easily? What's the ruse?"
"No ruse, as you say. I promised them I would come and ask you this. That is all."
Chance opened the front door, the hot air rushing in like the heat from an opened oven. Still no sign of Rusty or Zeke. He stalked through the house, checking every room, and made a pass through the attached garage before facing her.
"There is no one here besides me." Her lips curved into a slight grin.
"That SUV is not your style."
"It was the only car available."
"I doubt that." He went to the door and double-checked outside. Clear to the barn was an eerie emptiness.
"Your man, Rusty, he let me in, if you must know," she said. "Come away from the door and talk to me."
Chance had an itch, a sense something was off-kilter, but his instincts were bruised from his argument with Kat. All he could think of was Kat. His thoughts were jumbled. His senses weren't as sharp as they normally would be. After what he'd been through with the woman he cared for most in this world, after the lashing she'd given him, he figured he could use a drink. "One drink and you're gone, Monique." He sat, slid the glass closest to him toward her, and picked up her glass for his own.
"You do not trust me, Chance?"
"Why should I?"
"I would do nothing ever to harm you. I love you too much. You know that. I always have." She held her glass in the air. "To the love that we once shared."
"As long as you're with the firm..." He clinked glasses with her. "To the end of our friendship." From the tears in her eyes, his comment had made its mark. His thoughts immediately drifted to Kat and the anguish he felt in his gut from their last encounter. Monique's presence here was an unwanted distraction. He took a long sip of wine from the glass he'd switched with her.
"Oh...we were so close, you and I, do you not remember?"
Though he protested with a wave of a hand and another guzzle of wine, she proceeded to chatter about the prior times they'd spent together, a pet subject of hers. The more she went on about their first meeting in a London hotel room where they'd consummated their relationship and then continued to gush about their various escapades around the world, the more his eyelids grew heavy.
"Yes, Chance, we were like honeymooners. It was like magic between you and me, no?"
His head felt light and cottony. The smell of her perfume swirled in his head.
"Do you recall the time we promised never to be apart from one another no matter what Philip said? Do you, darling?"
He strained to pay attention, but her words were filtering in and out, in and out. He squeezed his eyes shut, opened them again, but her face kept blurring. To clear his brain, he gave his head a quick shaking, but it was too late. Drowsiness had overwhelmed him. In a split second he knew he'd been duped before he slumped over the table, reached out to her, and hit the wine glass. A clink and a scraping of chair legs on tile was all he heard before he passed out.
* * *
Monique had pushed back from the table as a precaution in case the wine from Chance's knocked-over glass spilled on her dress. The red liquid seeped toward the table's edge. She righted the glass and grabbed some napkins to stop the flow, then dumped the sopping mass in the trashcan. She retrieved a cell phone from her purse and made a quick call. "It is time," she whispered into the mouthpiece.
She shoved the phone away and hurried to Chance's side. While hugging him, she kissed the top of his head. "I am sorry. I am so sorry. I have no choice."
The door burst open. Two men--one burly, square-jawed with a head of tight blond curls, the other short and wiry with head shaved, both in jeans and polo shirts--rushed in and hefted Chance under the arms.
Monique pointed toward the hallway. "Last door to the right. Be careful with him." Conflicted, she kept telling herself she had no option but to do the firm's bidding. Still, it was like a knife to her heart.
As they dragged Chance's limp body across the living room rug, another man, thin and slickly dressed in slacks and a pinstriped shirt, his black hair greased back off his forehead, came through the doorway holding a smartphone. "Where to?"
"This way." Monique led him to Chance's bedroom.
The two men had dumped Chance on the bed and were removing his shirt. When they finished, they laid him on his back.
"Leave me a minute," Monique said. "I will call you when I am ready."
After the men left the room and closed the door, Monique removed her dress and undergarments, crawled under the covers, and lay face down on top of Chance. She kissed his lips, savoring the intimate moment. "If you knew how good this feels to me. I wish it was forever. Forgive me." With the smell of his aftershave filling her with memories of times past when Chance willingly held her in his arms, she lay still, the tears trickling onto his chest. A rap on the door forced her to grab a corner of sheet and hastily dry her eyes. "I am ready," she said loud enough for them to hear, though her voice wavered.
The men filed in. The short wiry man peeled the covers down a little below Monique's waist, exposing her bare back, and tucked the sheet inward to hide Chance's jeans. He then propped Chance's arms over her back. Monique held Chance's head between her hands and placed her lips on his, making it look as if they were in a passionate embrace. The well-dressed man took pictures from several angles.
Monique shifted her body sideways, rolling away and exposing her breasts, then curled up next to Chance and closed her eyes, making it appear as if they were cuddled together asleep. She laid her arm across his chest. The man snapping the shots adjusted Chance's arms and moved his head to the side to make the pose look more natural. Again, several pictures were taken.
When he'd finished shooting, Monique asked the men to turn their backs to her. She slipped out of bed and into her clothes and pulled the covers over Chance's body. One of the men offered to zip up her dress, but she refused. The men left the room. Before joining the others, Monique stood in the doorway and gave Chance a parting look.
* * *
Fighting to wake up, Chance vaguely heard voices drifting in from another room, voices of a man and a woman. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs and recognized the lilt of Monique's accent.
The room had taken on a purplish tone. Outside, dusk was settling in.
He tried sitting up. His head pounded like the thump of his heart. He lay back down and waited for his head to quit spinning. The perfume scent was as powerful as smelling salts, but no one was lying beside him.
He threw off the covers and realized his chest was bare, his shirt taken off and thrown in a heap on the floor. He took a few deep breaths and forced his legs to move off the bed. With a groan he bent over to seize his shirt and held his forehead as he straightened up. He threaded his arms through the shirtsleeves.
Using the mattress for leverage, he pushed to a standing position and felt the blood pool in his calves. He slogged forward one step at a time, his body as heavy as cement.
Relying on the walls for support, he staggered down the hallway until it opened into the living room and he could see the hazy forms of three or four people around the dining room table, a coffee aroma filtering into his brain. Everything was hazy. He fought to stay awake. Someone was coming toward him.
"Chance." Monique's voice sounded as if it were echoing in a tunnel. She was racing to his side. She held him up under one arm.
Another blast of perfume made him queasy. He tried to shake off her assistance when a man came after her and held him under his other arm. They walked him to the table and lowered him into a chair. Someone shoved a cup in his direction.
"Drink this," came a gruff voice.
Chance gripped the cup's handle, but his hand was shaking so badly Monique sat beside him and steadied the cup. It felt as if he were floating through space. Someone kept the cup filled at all times. He drank the lukewarm liquid until he couldn't swallow another sip and the fog began lifting.
He stared at Monique. "What?" He glanced at the men. "Who?"
She touched his cheek with her palm. "Darling, you must listen to me."
"I'll take it from here, Monique," said the man with the slicked-back hair.
"Who the fu...?" Chance forced his eyes to focus on the man who looked young enough to be his son.
"Let's just say Philip sent me. He needs you to come back to the company to do a job, and we're here to make that happen."
That was enough to burn out the cobwebs. "Like hell you will. I'm done..." His head throbbed from the violent sound of his own voice. "I'm done with the whole goddamn business."
"I don't think you are."
The man's tone was so cocky Chance reached out for whatever part of him he could grab, but the pain in his head drove him to sit back down.
"Take it easy, Chance." Monique grasped his shoulders. "Listen to Derek."
"You should've hauled me off in the car drugged, because I'm not going with you."
"Yeah, well, we needed a little insurance you'd go easily and not fight us later on."
"Yeah, and what...?" He glanced at Monique, who quickly rose and hugged her arms to her chest. He flashed to the bedroom scene where he'd woken half naked, surrounded by her favorite fragrance. "Monique?"
Derek twitched his head toward the two men in polo shirts. Before Chance could move, they pinned both his arms back while Derek picked up his phone nearby and proceeded to show Chance all the compromising shots he'd taken of Chance and Monique in bed together.
Infuriated, Chance tried to wrestle free, but they had a firm grip on him. "You bitch," he shouted at Monique.
"I am so sorry, Chance."
"You're just like the rest of them."
"Let's not waste any more of our time. We've got a plane to catch." Derek slid the phone in his pocket. "Now, here's the deal. Philip wants you back for one more job. You'll be back in Rosswood in a couple of weeks, four tops. If you come with us willingly and fulfill your duty to the company, these pictures will get destroyed. But if you don't, they'll be sent directly to the Summers woman. Shall we go?"
Chance couldn't believe this was happening. Normally, he'd have no reason to believe Kat would question the pictures. However, after their recent blow-up, which was the worst they'd ever had, after the way they'd parted company, and considering Kat's emotional state, which he'd totally misjudged, he wasn't sure what her reaction would be. He couldn't risk it. If he did what they asked, maybe that would give her enough time apart from him to reevaluate their relationship and ask him back. That was a chance he would have to take.
All of this was going through his mind when the two men pulled him to his feet. "I'll go on my own accord," he said, "but I want to call Kat and my daughter, so they won't worry about me."
Derek nodded. "Make it brief. Tell them you'll be out of touch for a while, getting some R and R, and you'll contact them later."
The two men stood by while Chance picked up his cell phone and made the calls. He couldn't reach either of the women and had to leave messages on their answering machines. Afterward, Derek yanked the phone from him and set it back on the counter.
"I have to pack and talk to my hired hand before I go."
"That will not be necessary," Monique said, her voice taking on a business-like tone. "You will have everything you need where you are going, and your hired man has been informed of your departure. He will take care of the ranch and your dog."
Chance frowned contemptuously. "You've thought of everything, haven't you? You know my size, my tastes. You're a real asset to them."
"I am sorry, Chance. I have no choice."
"Yeah, right. Then let's get this over with." Chance started for the door, and the two men grabbed his arms. He tried to elbow them. "Call off the dogs."
"Let him go," Derek said.
The men gave Chance room to step outside, but stayed close. Derek and Monique followed them and got into the front seat of the SUV. Chance slid into the backseat, and the two men took their places on either side of him. As Derek backed the car around, Chance glanced in the direction of the barn where Rusty had emerged from his cabin, holding Zeke by the collar. Rusty's face was stricken with fear.
While she was with a client, Kat had worked at keeping her emotions in check, but when she was alone in the car driving home, the tears wouldn't stop. She was losing her edge. Ever since Chance had come into her life, she'd found herself leaning on him more than she wanted to. Now he was gone. She hadn't realized how much she'd relied on him for support, how much she needed him. In all her forty-one years, she'd never met anyone like Chance.
Today was a lousy day all around. Not only was Chance gone, but one of her clients backed out of a deal. She wished she could talk to Chance, tell him about her day. If she could, she'd probably break down and let it all out. He was right. She was afraid to go back to Rosswood, back to Brianna's house.
As soon as she slowed through the alley, through a narrow gauntlet of wooden fences and back alley garages, and parked her car at the rear of her house, she checked her cell phone. There were no missed calls from Chance.
The neighbor's kitten was sitting on the back step, waiting for an affectionate greeting, but Kat was in no mood to pet her. Besides, every time she ran her hand over the creature's soft furry body, it reminded her of Tiger, the kitten who had adopted her in Rosswood, the one she gave to the strange girl who lived down the road from Brianna's old house. In Kat's vulnerable state of mind, just looking at the kitten brought up all the miserable memories: the haunting visions, the strange phone calls, hunting down the truth about her sister's suicide, all that, plus Kat's own brush with death. Kat slipped into the house and closed the door, shutting the kitten out.
Though the interior was warm, she felt the chill from Chance's absence. His loving presence had always filled the rooms. She had to admit that. But why was it so damn hard to let him into her inner world? From the start, she'd warned him about her inability to commit. She half expected him to be here, to work it out. The sting of disappointment hurt.
She wandered toward the bedroom and stopped in the doorway. An inner tug made her turn around and go back to the kitchen phone, the landline she'd meant to have removed but never had. She hardly ever used it or received any incoming calls, except for all those disturbing crank calls after Brianna died. Shuddering, she shooed the memory away.
The light was blinking on the answering machine she'd had installed. She punched the button. The voice talking back to her was flat, monotone, not the animated voice of the man she knew. No anger or sorrow, not even an inflection of forgiveness was present. Chance was telling her he was going away for some R and R and would contact her later. That was all.
She'd really done it now. Her hopes of repairing the relationship were replaced with agonizing regret. She'd driven him away, and who knew for how long? This was the price she paid for letting him into her heart. The pain of losing him was unbearable--an aching reminder of why in the past she would never commit to a long-term relationship. She always drove men away.
She tried calling Chance, but he didn't answer. The sinking feeling deepened inside her. She hadn't eaten all day, yet felt no hunger except for Chance and the feel of his powerful embrace. Crying wouldn't solve anything, so she headed for the bedroom in hopes sleep would ease the hurt, but the doorbell rang.
She rushed to the foyer, thinking he might have had second thoughts and decided to surprise her. But on the porch Maggie Loggins and Jim Gavin, co-owners of Loggins Realty, stood side by side to greet her. Jim mirrored Maggie's concern, not a smile between them.
"What is this, an intervention?"
"Aren't you going to ask us in? From the looks of that downhearted expression, you were expecting someone else?"
"Sorry, Maggie. Both of you, come in."
Maggie, Kat's friend and mentor, stepped in ahead of Jim, ushering in her characteristic lilac fragrance. She was in her sixties, wore hats and suits, and had been widowed for many years. Jim, a lanky, wavy-haired man in his mid-fifties, was in a twenty-year relationship with a man. He breezed in, carrying with him a strong musky scent. They were like family to Kat. They marched to the chairs by the fireplace.
It was clear they were here to stay, so Kat settled on the couch and cuddled a satiny decorator pillow. "What are you doing here this late?"
Maggie glanced toward the kitchen and back. "So where's Chance? Doesn't he usually leave on Monday mornings?"
"We didn't see his truck, did we?" Jim nimbly rose, parted the curtains, and sat down again.
"He's not here," Kat offered.
"Obviously." Jim exchanged a perceptive look with Maggie.
"I kicked him out, if you must know." Kat took a deep breath in, fighting to remain stoic.
"I figured something like that happened," Jim said. "You were obviously distraught when I saw you today."
"So you called Maggie and tattled."
"Kat, don't blame Jim. I've noticed other times these last few months ever since the Rosswood incident. You haven't kept your promise to see Dr. Rosen."
"I don't need a shrink." Kat tightened her grip on the pillow.
"You're still not functioning like you used to," Maggie said. "You're not yourself. I think you're still suffering the effects of post-traumatic stress. You need help after what that madman did."
"I have Chance." Kat averted her eyes, knowing full well that wasn't necessarily true.
"See? You've ruined that, too."
"He was the best, Kat."
"Don't you think I know that?" Kat scowled, and Jim fisted his hips and scowled back.
"All right, you two," Maggie said. "Kat, we think you should take some time off."
"Again? I've already done that."
"That was nine months ago."
"I need to work."
"You need to get your life together," Maggie said. "Make nice with Chance."
"How can I? He's gone away, probably for good, and he hasn't even told me where I can reach him."
"He loves you, Kat," Jim said a bit softer. "I know he'll come back to you."
"In the meantime," Maggie added, "take your own vacation, see Dr. Rosen if nothing else. You've got to de-stress before you can come back to work. You can't go this alone."
Kat felt as if her whole world were falling apart. With no Chance and no work to occupy her, she was at a loss. "I need to work, Maggie. I do. The real estate market is bad enough as it is. I can't not work."
"After the Rosswood incident, you never went to that spa I arranged for you. You've been working every weekend. You can afford this time off. Jim and I will take over for you like we did before, and it will all work out." Maggie stood and adjusted the hem of her jacket. "Rest, see Dr. Rosen, then call me in a couple of weeks. We'll go from there." She removed a document from her briefcase and handed Kat a pen. "Sign and date this commission agreement like you did last time in case a deal goes through in your absence."
Kat signed and gave back the papers. "This feels like tough love."
Maggie held her in a warm embrace. "If you've driven Chance away, maybe you're driving your clients away. Did you ever think of that?"
Kat glanced at Jim, who was nodding in agreement.
On the way out, Maggie turned to Kat. "I'll call you, my darling."
Jim blew Kat a kiss. "Love you."
Kat closed the door, leaned her back against the hard wood, and shut her eyes. Maggie was right. Things weren't going so well at work lately. And now Chance was gone. She longed to see him. Until now, she hadn't realized how much.
She tried calling him, but again no answer. Hoping sleep would clear her mind, she fell into bed exhausted and turned out the lights at quarter to nine.
At times like these, without Chance around, when she felt the most thin-skinned, she'd think of her sister, their miserable childhood, and how she had abandoned Brianna to years of abuse by an uncle, which only added to Brianna's misery. As much as Kat tried to get over it, she still felt responsible for not helping Brianna more. Kat sensed a subtle tangerine fragrance in the air, another reminder of Brianna.
Wide awake, Kat had the distinct impression the phone was about to ring. Ten seconds later it rang. She jumped up and nearly stumbled over the scatter rug on her way to the kitchen. Wishing it were Chance, but deep down knowing it wasn't, she reached for the phone just before it switched to the answering machine. She recognized the voice of Stella, Chance's daughter, a soon-to-be junior at the University of Washington.
"Kat, I'm sorry to call you this late, but I just got back from a hiking trip with my friends, and I had a message waiting from my dad. Did you get one, too? Do you know where he went?" Her voice was higher than normal and shaky.
Kat snapped on the overhead light, giving her a better view of the stove clock. It was after eleven. "I did get a message, but I don't know where he went. He said he'd call." She tried to remain positive for Stella's sake, but she wasn't sure she'd pulled it off.
"You're worried, too. I can hear it in your voice. Why isn't he with you? Doesn't he usually stay till Monday?"
"Yes, but...we had an argument."
"I know it's late, but I'm coming over."
"Stella, I'm sure-"
She'd hung up. She was as determined as her father.
Kat splashed cold water on her face, waking herself fully. She rescued her robe from behind the bathroom door, and while she waited she fixed a pot of hot chocolate. As she stirred the rich sweet liquid, she reflected on hers and Chance's quarrel and the message he'd left, curious over Stella's apprehension. When Stella arrived, Kat had set two mugs on the table.
Resembling her mother, who'd died of cancer when she was fifteen, Stella had the same classic beauty, plus eyes as aqua blue and as intense as Chance's. A red bandana covered most of her short blond hair that normally spiked in places like baby porcupine quills. She came in wearing a flannel shirt over a tank top and cutoffs. When she began to untie her hiking boots, Kat told her she could leave them on. Stella sat and took a cautious sip of the hot liquid.
"You didn't have to come over," Kat said. "We could have talked on the phone."
"Aren't you worried about him?"
Of course she was worried about him, but not in the same way. "To be honest with you, Stella, your dad and I had a terrible argument. It didn't end well, and it wouldn't surprise me if he wanted to get as far away from me as possible."
"You guys have had fights before. Dad told me. But he never sounded this way."
"Yes, well, I never told him it was over between us." Looking at Stella's shocked expression, Kat was certain she'd delivered too much information.
"You really said that?"
"Pretty much."
"What happened? You guys were in love, weren't you? How could you say that to him? He's crazy about you."
Kat's confidence at explaining herself catapulted into sorrow and guilt. Her commanding posture settled into a slouch. She grasped her mug with both hands, glad for the warmth. "Stella, sometimes you say things in the heat of an argument you don't really mean. Believe me, this was one of those times. So you see, that's probably why he sounded the way he did." The way Stella sat with woeful eyes quietly sipping her drink made Kat regret starting this conversation with Chance's only child.
Kat left to fetch the pot of chocolate. Before she could return to top off Stella's cup, Stella appeared in the doorway staring at Kat, her face contorting into looks of anxiety mixed with misery, as if she were about to strike out at Kat for causing all this trouble for her father. Kat was fully prepared to take the blame. "I tried to call him to patch things up, but he didn't, or wouldn't, answer." Kat hoped this would diffuse Stella's anger.
"It wasn't the argument," Stella said.
Kat was taken aback. "Really, Stella, what else could it be?"
"Dad would have told me about it. He tells me everything. Well, just about everything." Stella drifted closer to Kat. "Remember how he confided in me when he first met you and how he wanted me to get your phone number? And he's always telling me how much he loves you, and he gets sad when you have fights. He's always telling me those things. This time he barely said anything to me and nothing about you. It's not like him, Kat, to go anywhere without letting me know where he's going. He always gives me a phone number where I can reach him." She paused to take a breath.
"Maybe he was too upset. He said he'd call, didn't he?" But Kat's own unsettling feelings were bubbling up.
"He hardly ever calls my landline," Stella continued. "He knows he can reach me on my cell phone. And he didn't sound like himself. Even when he's upset, he never sounds like he's half dead. His voice was weird. It was boring. He never sounds boring."
"What are you suggesting?"
"Something's totally bogus, Kat. I know it. He always starts our conversations in a cheerful way even when there's something bothering him. He always says something like 'Hey, Spike' because of my hair. He never said that. I'm totally worried about him."
"I'm sure he'll call us."
Stella's shoulders slumped, and a moment later she shook with tears.
Kat embraced her, inhaling the woodsy odor coming off Stella's shirt. "What can I do to make you feel better? Would you like to stay here tonight?"
Stella nodded. "Can I sleep with you?"
Kat agreed, though this request from a self-confident, independent young woman seemed out of character. Kat loaned her a nightgown, and when she was curled up asleep in bed next to Kat, Kat realized for the first time how truly fragile Stella was. She'd lost her mother in her teenage years, and previous to that had not known her father all that well. His job had taken him all over the world. She was strong, yet vulnerable, and deep down scared as a little girl.
Kat lay awake, thinking about Stella's fears, which were gradually becoming her own. Trying to think rationally, she conjured up different scenarios, places Chance could have gone to be by himself to reflect on the situation, such as camping. Sitting under the stars by a crackling fire, listening to the owls and nighthawks, fishing in a lake or a fast-running stream made perfect sense for a man like Chance. But what if he'd done the opposite and had gone to a splashy resort? She pictured him having a pampering massage and afterward meeting any available woman in a darkened lounge and drowning his troubles in wine and sex.
Stella's purr-like snores shook Kat into the present, out of her wild imaginings. She turned on her side and looked at Stella's profile, lit by the comforting nightlight Kat had installed after her Rosswood ordeal. Setting her imagination aside, Kat was beginning to feel Stella's instincts were right. Something wasn't adding up.
Before sunrise and without waking Stella, Kat slipped out of bed and called Chance. Again, the phone switched to voice mail. Sitting with a cup of coffee, she tried making sense of the message he'd left. Thinking more clearly now, she knew he would never have left like this.
Kat heard sounds coming from the bedroom. Soon, Stella, dressed for the day, stopped in the doorway to tie her boot laces. Her hair was twisted in all directions.
"Coffee's brewed."
Stella poured herself a cup. "Thanks for letting me stay the night, but I'm still weirded-out about Dad. It's just not like him."
"Would it make you feel any better if we drove to Rosswood to see for ourselves? Maybe Rusty knows something."
"Then you're worried about Dad, too."
"I've been thinking about it all night, and you're right. He didn't sound like himself. He would have put up a fight. He wouldn't back off like this, not even after what I said to him."
"Yeah, Dad's a fighter, not a quitter."
"He's definitely not a quitter." Kat could think of a number of occasions Chance wouldn't back down. Though he had a softer side, he could also be stubborn and aggressive, but that was what she liked about him, his multifaceted nature. He was definitely not a boring man. In the worst way, she wanted him back. "I've got the time off. Can you get away from your job for a day?"
"I'm not worth anything until I know what's up with Dad."
"Okay, then, why don't you go home and get cleaned up and check in at work."
"I'll call in sick. I'm too wiped out to work anyway."
"Whatever you have to do. Meet me back here when you're ready. We'll go in my car."
Stella draped her arms over Kat and gave her a hug. "You're the best."
Kat smiled and patted her hand. "Can I make you breakfast first?"
"No, thanks." Stella dug into her jeans pocket and pulled out her car keys. "I'm not a breakfast person."
"Besides having your dad in common, we have that in common, too. Go on then. I'll see you soon."
Now all Kat had to do, besides readying herself to go, was tame her own fears about returning to Rosswood where she'd spent one of the most terrifying times of her life. But for Chance, she would do anything.
Kat thought she could do anything for Chance, but when she and Stella were over the mountain pass and she motored off the freeway toward Rosswood, her stomach erupted into waves of nausea. In the bottom of her purse, she felt around for a stray mint and popped it into her mouth. For a while the sharp peppermint flavor distracted her.
For most of the three-hour trip Stella had remained quiet and wasn't her normal chatty self. She would fiddle with the radio from time to time. Kat was unconcerned because she knew Stella was anxious to get to the ranch.
On the eastern side of the mountains, the cooler coastal air gave way to a dry but intense heat. They both wore light summer clothing and although the wooded road and its intermittent shadows helped cool the SUV, Kat eventually turned on the air-conditioning.
Rounding the last curve before the long stretch toward town, Kat willed her stomach to settle down. Up ahead on the left side of the road was the Wheeler Resort site. The barbed-wire chain-link fence surrounded the property, and a newly constructed sign replaced the bullet-riddled one. So far, the citizens of Rosswood had delayed Nate Wheeler from moving ahead with his building project. After the way he'd treated Brianna, Kat was glad his proposed development had never gotten off the ground.
As a distraction, Kat pointed to the right side of the road. "Somewhere around here is where I first met your dad." She shared the story about Chance coming to her rescue after her car had broken down. "I wasn't very nice to him. But he was very patient with me."
"He told me all about that," Stella said. "He told me you were like a tiger, all claws that day. He just about got back in his truck and left you there."
"I wouldn't have blamed him," Kat said. "It's just that my bladder was about to burst and I wanted him to hurry, but he was taking his own sweet time. We sort of locked horns that first day."
Stella laughed. "You guys were meant to be together. You're so much alike. Mom was pretty tough, but she'd usually back down. She never challenged him the way you do. He loves it. He tells me that."
"Maybe I challenged him one time too many," Kat said. "I hope not."
As they approached Pine Road, Kat purposely kept her gaze straight ahead. Still, her moist palms gripped the steering wheel, and her throat tightened so much she could barely swallow. To stave off a flood of nightmarish memories, she focused hard on a less painful recollection about Rosswood, though that could have been debated: the woman in the black dress, whom Kat had passed on this very road, the woman who had stayed overnight with Chance, Monique Bouvier. By placing her attention on Monique, along with the ire it stirred up, Kat successfully dissipated her fear.
Leaving the main road behind, she gladly swung right onto the dirt drive leading to Chance's house. As she slowed, approaching the red brick rambler, a cloud of dust settled behind the SUV.
The tension in Kat's body eased from being within the safety of Chance's property but also from seeing his old scratched and dented pickup. "There, you see? Your father's truck is here. That's a good sign." Except now Kat would have to face Chance. Her stomach fluttered again. "He must be home licking the wounds I inflicted."
"But why would he lie to me about leaving?"
"That's a good question, Stella. Maybe I drew too much blood, and he wanted to keep to himself for a while."
"I don't buy it. He's not like that."
Kat turned the car key, shutting down the engine. "Let's go find out."
Stella had already opened the door and was on the porch before Kat had dropped her keys in her purse. Since Kat was unsure what kind of a reception she'd get from Chance, she held back and let Stella take the lead.
Some of the burros he'd rescued over the years were gathering at the fence near the barn, curious. Rusty was nowhere in sight, nor was Zeke.
Stella hammered on the door. "Dad, are you in there? Open up. It's me."
Kat stood near the bottom step. "He's not answering? Maybe he's out somewhere on the property with Rusty. Why don't we check the barn to see if the horses are gone?"
"Or I could use my key."
"Let's check the barn first."
Stella rapped one more time, then caught up with Kat. One of the old jacks started braying, and Stella ran ahead to give him a friendly pat.
Kat glanced in the barn. No sound, no movement, only dusty hay and manure odors. Grazing peacefully in the pasture were the two horses she and Chance had ridden the last time she was here. She had mixed feelings about that refreshing ride around his pasture, considering the startling discovery they'd made.
Stella walked up beside her, rubbing her palms over her cutoffs. "No sign of Rusty or Zeke." She motioned toward Rusty's cabin. "Looks like his truck's gone. Dad must be somewhere with him."
"Or your dad could have borrowed his truck and left him taking a nap. Let's make sure Rusty's not here." Kat led the way to the cabin and knocked on the door. No one stirred.
Stella turned the doorknob and stepped inside. "Rusty, are you here?"
Kat stayed in the doorway and surveyed the one-room abode that held a mingling of cigarette and body odors, tinged with the smell of fried eggs. The twin bed, which hugged the far wall next to the bathroom enclosure, was haphazardly made, and the sink was stacked with dirty dishes. A soiled plate remained on a corner table. With the dark paneled walls and the curtains drawn, the interior had a gloomy feel.
Kat backed out but stayed in the shadow of the porch. "It's so hot. It must be 100 degrees in the shade."
Stella closed the cabin door. "Why don't we wait in Dad's house. He won't mind."
Though Kat was struggling with the actuality of facing Chance, the thought of going into town was even worse. All the reminders--the townspeople, the post office, even the Grill--would definitely be triggers. She didn't want to relive the experience. "Yes, let's do. I could use a drink of water."
"I can make us peanut butter sandwiches."
Food sounded like a good idea, but with her stomach in a turmoil at the thought of seeing Chance, Kat wasn't so sure she could eat anything right now.
Stella used her key to let them inside. Upon entering, Kat cradled her arms. The temperature was frigid compared to the outside air.
Stella aimed for the living room to adjust the thermostat to a more comfortable temperature. "This is weird. Dad wouldn't leave without turning the air-conditioning down. It's almost like it was left on all night. Sometimes he goes overboard trying to save energy. Before I leave a room, he's always telling me to turn the lights off."
Kat pointed to the kitchen counter where his cell phone, key ring, and hat were sitting. "He wouldn't go off without those either. He must be here somewhere."
Stella's eyebrows lifted. "He doesn't go anywhere without his cowboy hat. Oh my gosh, what if something's wrong? What if Rusty had to take him to the hospital?"
Kat placed a hand on Stella's shoulder. "If that were the case, I'm sure Rusty would have called you. There has to be a better explanation."
"What if he didn't want us to know how bad it is?"
"Now you're letting your imagination run wild." Kat remained calm, surprised at her own steadiness. "Maybe he's napping and didn't hear us drive in."
"But I shouted loud enough for the whole town to hear."
"Let's check the bedroom anyway, just to be sure." Kat followed her down the hallway.
Stella barged through the doorway. The bedcovers were flipped back, and the sheets were wrinkled. It appeared as if the bed had been slept in.
"He's not here, Kat, and he always makes his bed. Something is definitely wrong."
Kat picked up the pillow. Something was wrong. It held a faint, yet powdery feminine scent. She kept her expression restrained and tossed the pillow back on the mattress. Inside she was seething. She and Chance hadn't been apart more than two nights and already he'd taken up with someone else. That could explain the odd phone calls, the unusual tone in his voice, and why he wouldn't elaborate on anything. That could very well explain why his truck was here. He was with someone besides Rusty, someone who had a vehicle: another woman.
Kat's jaw was clenched tight. She wanted to flee from the house, but Stella's eyes were intent on hers. "Well, as you can see, your dad has slept here, so he must be all right. He must have a good reason for his behavior. He'd better have a good reason. Perhaps we should go back to Seattle and let him call like he said he would."
Stella stared at her, surprised. "We can't leave now. I have to make sure he's okay. That's why we came here in the first place, isn't it? Maybe we should call the hospital in Benton to see if he's been admitted."
If he wasn't in the hospital already, he would be soon if Kat had anything to do with it. She had to find a way to herd Stella out of the house before Chance came back with whomever accompanied him. "Let's go back to Benton and see for ourselves." She linked arms with Stella and ushered her from the room. "I'm sure he's all right."
On impulse, Kat pushed open the door to Chance's study and stopped cold. Stella gasped at the room's condition. Books and papers were strewn on the floor. Everything on his desktop was scattered. Drawers were left opened.
Kat stood in the entrance while Stella circled the room examining everything. The framed photo of Stella and her mother lay on its side. Stella set it upright. "This isn't like Dad. Even in a rage, he wouldn't do this." She turned toward the desk. "His laptop's missing."
Kat checked the bottom desk drawer, which was empty. "So is his manuscript. He kept it right here." She shook her head. "This doesn't make sense."
A persistent pounding startled both of them. Kat glanced at Stella, then charged ahead to the front door.
Rusty, Chance's hired hand, stood on the porch, holding Zeke by the collar. Zeke wiggled and whined to get to Kat. Rusty tugged on the dog's collar to settle him down. "I seen your car when I drove up." He looked intently at Kat, his usual relaxed smile missing.
Stella stepped to the forefront. "Where's Dad?"
Rusty stood with an agonized expression on his face, deepening the wrinkles in his cheeks.
"Is he in the hospital? Was there an accident?" Stella's voice pitched higher with each question.
"Can't say."
"Rusty!"
"Let me handle this, Stella." Kat wormed her way forward and got a whiff of an overpowering tobacco odor. "Rusty, I don't know what's wrong with you, but you have to tell us what's going on here."
Zeke started barking, excited by the agitated voices. Kat motioned for Rusty to come inside. He commanded Zeke to stay put, then slipped through the doorway and closed the door.
"Tell us what's happened to Chance," Kat said.
Rusty, short and stocky with graying hair and stubble on his chin, made a sweeping look around the house, taking in the dining, living, and kitchen areas that were combined in one great room. He removed his hat and fidgeted with the rim.
Kat wondered if his obvious discomfort had to do with being inside the house in Chance's absence. "Why don't you sit down and tell us what's wrong?"
"Rather stand if you don't mind."
"Where's my dad, Rusty? Just tell us."
"Not supposed to say, or they'll..." He peered at the floor.
"What are you talking about? Just tell me where my dad is."
"Look, Rusty, we know something happened here. Chance's computer is gone. His study is a mess. You didn't do that, did you?"
Rusty's head shot up. "Oh, no, ma'am. Wouldn't do such a thing. But they said if I told anyone, they'd kill me and Zeke."
"Kill you."
"Yes, ma'am."
Kat thought about Chance's past and the unscrupulous people he used to work for. They were certainly capable of administering such threats.
"Rusty, come on. If Dad's in trouble, you've got to tell us."
"Wait a second, Stella. Rusty, was there a woman involved?"
Rusty looked down at his hat while twisting the rim.
"If you don't describe her, I will. Did she have an accent?"
Rusty stared at Kat as if she were a mind reader. "Yes, ma'am. It was that French lady." He sighed with the relief of having the facts coaxed out of him.
"You might as well tell us everything. They threatened you because they didn't want you to go to the authorities, but now they're gone. They can't harm you." Kat was uncertain of that, but she needed to get to the truth.
Rusty hesitated, looking from Stella to Kat. "I guess it won't hurt then." He swiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Well, me and Zeke, we was minding our own business down by the barn when that black car come barreling up the driveway. One of those big black SUVs. The boss, he was gone to Seattle, and that French lady come and asked if I could let her inside the house. She ain't even knocked on the door, but she tells me the boss says it's okay. She says real sweet-like that she left her diamond watch the last time she was here and come to get it. She hands me a phone and says I can call the boss if I want to." He hung his head. "Shoulda done it, I know." He shrugged and looked at Kat.
"Go on."
"Like I said, she hands me a phone, and I figure she was telling me the truth, so I let her in with the spare key the boss left me. Then I hear doors open and close behind me and before I can turn around, these two fellas got me by the arms and are dragging me back to my cabin. Zeke's a-barking and growling. I have to calm him down. Then a third fella pulls a gun on me, and says they was gonna kill me if I said anything. Well, then I hear the boss's truck drive up. After a while these fellas get a phone call and tell me to stay in the cabin till I hear their car leave. Saw the boss get in the back seat with two of the fellas. That French lady and the other fella was in the front."
"Did Chance say anything to you?"
"No, ma'am. He just give me a sorrowful look from that big black car. They tell me to watch the house and the dog, and then the boss, he'll be back in a couple of weeks."
Kat draped an arm around Stella, who'd been sniffling in the background. "Don't worry, honey. We'll get to the bottom of this."
"I'm right sorry, Stella."
Kat searched her purse and handed Rusty a business card with her personal number written on the back. "We'll be returning to Seattle in a little while, so look after this place, make sure it's locked up after we leave. Call if you hear anything from Chance."
"I'll surely do that." Rusty seated his hat on his head and left to tend to a pawing, whining Zeke.
"What are we going to do now? I know those are the same people Dad used to work for. Who knows what they'll do to him."
Kat paced the floor, trying to figure out what to do next. From reading Chance's novel, which reflected his past, she had a good sense of the gravity of the situation.
Six years ago he'd worked for a firm that fronted several corporations. The firm illegally offered money to politicians, heads of state, and other leaders in exchange for contracts for weapons and other services directed to their corporations. Chance's job was to seek out these officials for bribery purposes. Uncooperative politicians would find the money for their campaigns withdrawn. In the global arena an uncooperative leader might be driven out of office, or, worst-case scenario, assassinated. Chance had abruptly left the firm to take care of his ailing ex-wife and in the process began to question his life's purpose. He never returned to the firm. Since then, they'd been hounding him to come back. In the past they'd had problems with a whistleblower, whom they'd handily silenced. They didn't want their secrets told.
In the hands of the firm, Kat knew full well what could happen to Chance. She worried he might never come back. "Do you remember the company's name your dad worked for?"
"He never really talked about it much. He may have told me, but I forgot."
"Let's go back to his room and see if we can find something, anything that might give us a clue."
"Why? What are you going to do? Do you think Dad's in real trouble?"
With no proof of her suspicions, Kat didn't want to unnecessarily upset Stella. "I don't think so, Stella, but we can't sit here and do nothing. Perhaps we can at least find out where he is. Come on." Kat led the way to Chance's study, her mind working to come up with a plan. "Let's see if we can find a name on anything."
Stella sat on the rug and began gathering up papers. "These are just receipts and paid bills."
On the desk, Kat picked up a sheet of paper with the words "Black Cash" centered on the page, reminding her of Chance's manuscript. "What was the name of the firm in his novel? I can't recall."
"I'm not sure, but I think it started with the letter V, something like that. But he wouldn't have used the real name."
"Maybe it's close to the real name." The letter of the alphabet Stella had tossed out jogged Kat's memory. "Let's look in your dad's bedroom for a T-shirt with a name on it. I saw him wear one jogging once. You take the dresser, and I'll take the closet." She jetted into the master bedroom with Stella on her heels.
"What name?"
"I don't know for sure, but it may be a company name. It's a long shot."
While Stella rummaged through the dresser, Kat sifted through slacks, shirts, jeans, sport jackets, looking for a logo or initials. She pulled a stack of T-shirts from the closet shelf, laid them on the bed and sorted through, but no names were evident.
As Kat returned the shirts to their proper place, Chance's very distinct masculine scent, so familiar to her, which brought back memories of their passionate embraces, caught her by surprise. How she wished they hadn't argued, and how she wished she hadn't been so miserably bent on ruining the best thing that had ever happened to her.
"I didn't find anything," Stella said from across the room. "Did you?"
Kat tore herself away. "Let's look in the laundry room. Maybe there's something there."
Stella ran ahead of her to the room close to the kitchen and started sorting through the hamper. "This is so weird, going through Dad's stuff."
"I know." Kat checked the washer and dryer, and they looked at each other at the same time.
Stella shrugged. "Now what?"
Kat eyed a pile of clothes in the corner. "What's that over there?"
Stella picked up a wool shirt with a hole in the sleeve. "He must be throwing these out."
"I recognize this." From the clothing heap Kat captured a faded blue T-shirt. On the upper left side, written in small black letters, were the words "Topping Ventures." She filed the name in the back of her mind and turned the shirt around so Stella could see. "I'm not sure this name means anything." She tossed the shirt in the rag pile and leaned against the washing machine. "If we had the novel, we might find something there, but we don't even have that."
Stella brightened. "Yes, we do. Dad burned a copy on a memory stick and had me put it in my safe deposit box at my bank. It's a rough draft, but basically it's all there. He told me if anything happened to him, I was to take it to his lawyer."
That last comment gave Kat a menacing chill. Her gut instinct told her indeed Chance was in trouble.
Stella slumped against the wall. "Do you think he'll come back?"
"Of course he will," Kat replied, though she couldn't guarantee it. "Let's stay positive. We'll go back to Seattle, get the memory stick from your safe deposit box, and we'll do our own investigation."
"But what can we do?"
"I don't know, Stella, but we can't just sit around and wait." Kat was careful not to voice her last thought: that she couldn't wait for a call that might never come.
* * *
When Kat and Stella returned home Monday, it was too late to visit the bank to retrieve the memory stick. Stella left for home in preparation for work the next day, though she would have rather stayed with Kat. Kat convinced her that work would keep her mind off the situation. Kat promised she would research the name she found on the T-shirt and stay at the house in case Chance called.
By the time Kat took a soothing bath and laid her head on the pillow, the hot summer day had segued into a stuffy summer evening. She cracked the window and slid under a light cotton sheet. Both the long drive home and the intensity of thinking about Chance had exhausted her, and she fell into a deep sleep, into a dream.
Through a hazy scene Kat could make out high-rise buildings and skyscrapers. The sun cast shadows on the pavement. A woman, vaguely familiar to Kat, at least in stature and hair color, exited a glassed building and hurried down a crowded sidewalk. Suddenly, out of the mist Brianna appeared and urged Kat to follow the woman. As Kat took a step forward, the dream faded.
Kat woke in a sweat and sat up in the darkness. Prickling shivers crawled up her spine. She felt her sister's presence, the tangerine scent of her perfume permeating the room. It had been months since Brianna had come around in a dream or had appeared to her in spirit. Kat had hoped the visitations had ended, that her own psychic nature had gone underground again. At least now Brianna's presence didn't frighten her; Kat sensed her sister was at peace. But who was the woman in the dream and why was Brianna there?
The house was still, but outside the chirping crickets competed with the distant hum of the freeway. To deaden the noise, Kat got up and closed the window, but she was too stimulated to sleep.
She slipped her robe over her nude body. In the predawn hours she settled in at the dining room table with a mug of coffee and her laptop. On her Googled attempt, a Web address for Topping Ventures popped up first on the list. She linked to the site. Underneath the name of the company were the words "An Asset Management Firm."
Kat skimmed through the website and learned in general terms that a huge percentage of their clients were from the aerospace/defense industries and the mining industry. It all looked legitimate, but if Chance was right, the site whitewashed the firm's real purpose.
She jotted down the street address, which was in Boston's Financial District, and the phone number, then linked to the names of the management team. The CEO was Philip Topping. Kat recalled Chance mentioning the name Philip once. This had to be the right company.
She linked back to the Googled listings. Though her eyes were blurring from fatigue, she skimmed down the list and was about to give up when she spotted the name "Morningstar" within the same citation as the name "Topping Ventures." She brought up a short commentary from a political blog about the death of Gerald Morningstar, a former employee of the firm. The text said, "It was rumored Morningstar was on his way to speak to a journalist about his work at Topping Ventures when his car skidded off an icy rural road and rolled over an embankment, killing him instantly. No one knew if he could be taken seriously because a piece of broken glass with a Smirnoff label was found on the floor, and traces of cocaine were discovered on the driver's seat." The rest was unimportant to Kat.
Because of what she already knew about Chance's former life, she didn't buy the implication that Morningstar had caused his own death. A wave of panic gripped Kat. The firm had confiscated the novel, the laptop, and now they had Chance. For Stella's sake, Kat needed to tame her own fears. She had to think about what to do, but it would have to be something that didn't directly involve Stella.
While Kat and Stella searched for clues about Chance's disappearance, Chance had been whisked away overnight via Topping Ventures's private jet to a small airport in Maine. From there he was driven deep into the Maine woods. At gunpoint he had been escorted inside the five-bedroom log cabin lodge owned by Philip Topping. Not only was the lodge used for entertaining Philip's hunting buddies, but also for the unconventional coaxing of uncooperative employees or clientele. It provided seclusion away from curious onlookers.
All day Monday and Monday night, Chance had hidden away in his room upstairs, refusing to fraternize with Monique or the men who had brought him here. Nor would he eat the food left on a tray outside his door. Monique hadn't dared enter. Going into his room, as agitated as he was, would have been like stepping into a hornet's nest.
Chance spent the time either raging inside or thinking about Kat. By Tuesday morning hunger had finally driven him downstairs. He paced the floor from the kitchen into the living area, skirting the leather sofa and easy chairs and the round oak dining table. He double backed to the north wall and stood next to the massive stone fireplace: a dusty gray, hollowed-out cave.
To keep intruders from breaking in and to keep him from breaking out, the downstairs windows were barred and not easily opened. A whirring overhead fan was enough to keep the summer's muggy heat from becoming unbearable, as were the balsam firs, birch, and red maples surrounding the building.
Chance was a caged tiger behind a locked door. The two men who had escorted him all the way to Maine on the company's plane were on the porch. He could hear their muffled laughs. Two hours ago Monique had left in the company's SUV, which was similar to the vehicle she'd rented in Seattle. She wouldn't tell him where she was going, but he had a pretty good idea.
He had no access to a phone; the firm had seen to that. Kat's anger would have prevented her from catching on to the subtle way he'd tried to communicate his predicament to her, but Stella would have figured it out right away, though thinking it over, he had second thoughts about worrying his daughter.
When he glanced toward the window, he caught a glimpse of the black SUV pulling up to the lodge. From the passenger's side emerged Philip, the CEO of Topping Ventures. He'd aged somewhat since the last time Chance had seen him six years ago. Though he was still physically fit, his hair had turned completely white, and his cheeks sagged a little. But there was no mistaking his mink brown, penetrating eyes. Even in the wilderness in summer, he wore a Ralph Lauren light gray suit. He stayed on the stone walkway, careful not to dirty his Ferragamo loafers. He carried a thick manila envelope. The bald man escorted Philip inside, then closed the door behind him on his way out.
Purposely avoiding Chance's stare, Monique strode into the kitchen area and poured the coffee she'd made earlier that morning into three mugs. Philip and Chance locked eyes.
"Well, well, my friend, we finally meet again." Philip held out his hand for Chance to shake, but Chance, hostility gripping him, made no move toward Philip. "If that's the way it is," Philip said, "we might as well get down to business." He took off his jacket and laid it across the back of a chair. "Sit down," he said, but Chance remained standing.
Monique set two mugs on the coffee table and went back for her own. She was dressed in a tight skirt and halter top, and when she settled on one end of the sofa and crossed her legs, her skirt hiked up mid-thigh. Philip picked up his mug and took one of the easy chairs. She looked at Chance and patted the spot next to her. Chance reluctantly sat, but picked the chair opposite Philip.
Philip tossed the envelope on the coffee table. "Your assignment. You have two weeks to familiarize yourself with the corporation, what their mission is, what their needs are. In case you've forgotten, you need to familiarize yourself with the government official you'll be bribing. It's all in there--his likes, his dislikes, his perversions, especially his perversions. The corporation is RBK, and you'll be traveling to a Russian state. It involves mineral rights. It's all in the dossier. You'll need to brush up on the language. That's one reason Monique is here. She can help you with that."
Chance's shoulders bunched in anger. He clenched his fists to keep from ranting at both of them. "Why do you need me for this? You have a capable stable of young bucks."
"This is a sensitive matter. It concerns uranium. You have the experience and the finesse to see this through."
"That's bullshit. I know for a fact Larry Vore and Mike Targee have handled these kinds of assignments. Even Banks could do it."
Philip cocked his head, as if pondering Chance's remark. "Oh, so you are keeping abreast of what's going on at the firm. Very well." He set his mug down and faced Chance with a fierce stare. "I read your book. Did you think you'd get away with exposing the firm?"
"I don't name names."
"Close enough," Philip snapped. "The assignment we're sending you on is quite dangerous. The country is volatile. If you don't handle it right, you may not come back alive."
Chance had been in precarious situations before, but six years in the little town of Rosswood was a far cry from his life in the firm. Intentionally, he hadn't kept up with the politics of it. He wasn't sure how the detailed operations were done these days. Asking him to step into an assignment like this could be as good as a death sentence. He was smart enough to know it was payback for writing the book. "And what if I refuse?"
"As you already know, we have pictures ready to deliver to Ms. Summers, which would ruin your relationship, no doubt." He paused, as if he were waiting for Chance to absorb the impact of what he'd told him, then his lips turned into a calculated grin. "And then there's Stella."
At the mention of his daughter's name, Chance rushed at Philip and grabbed his shirt at the neck, "You sonovabitch. You lay a hand on her, and I'll personally break every bone in your body."
Monique leapt to her feet, shouting, "Sit down, Chance. Do not make this any worse for you than it is."
The door burst open. The bald man clamped onto Chance's shoulders and pulled him off Philip. Chance shoved away from the man. Philip rose and waved the man out.
"Why are you doing this, Philip? We were friends once. You were my mentor, for chrissakes."
Philip adjusted his collar and looked Chance in the eye. "You don't cross me or my firm, or you pay, just like Morningstar. You remember Gerald, don't you? Turns out he had a drinking problem. Talked to the wrong people." He laid his jacket across his arm. "Monique will be going with you. She knows what to do. If we take the official's predilections into consideration, her services will come in handy. It's all in there." He gave the envelope a nod. "We'll talk again when you return for your next assignment, that is, if you return." He kissed Monique's cheek. "I'll see you tomorrow afternoon, my dear." He edged toward the door. "Take care of him."
Chance was astute enough to know that meant: don't let him out of your sight and offer him sex if need be. And Philip's last comment concerning Chance's next assignment tipped him off that the firm had no intentions of releasing their hold on him.
He watched out the window as one of the men got into the SUV with Philip and revved up the engine. After they'd driven off, he remained where he was. The bald man stepped off the porch. It was then that Chance noticed the gun tucked in at his waist.
In the far distance, the sunlight sparkled off a pond where wood ducks swam near the shoreline. The forest was thick close to the edges, and the trees were like feathered spears reflected in the water. Near the lodge a warbler lit on a maple branch.
The anger Chance had vented at Philip mellowed him somewhat. His heart had slowed to its normal rhythm, though it wouldn't take much to set him off again. His nerves were primed.
Monique tried to hand him the envelope, but he made no effort to take it from her. "We must make the best of it, Chance." She inched into the space between him and the window and clasped her hands around his neck, letting the envelope fall to the floor. "We will be together, no? Make the best of it, darling. Make the best of it."
His eyes gradually narrowed into a defiant stare. His chest tightened with frustration, bitterness, and a deep sense of longing for the freedom he'd held for the past six years. In that moment striking her would have come easy, and pushing her away would have been the appropriate thing to do. Instead, he held her tight and kissed her hard on the mouth until she made whimpering sounds and squirmed to get free. He swept her up in his arms and headed for the stairwell.
"Chance, what are you doing?"
"Making the best of it."
Halfway upstairs she struggled to free herself. "Not like this, Chance."
"Then how would you like it? Downstairs? On the couch? In the kitchen? Do you want it easy or do you want it rough?"
"Stop it, Chance!"
He tightened his hold on her and continued up the stairs. "You'll take it wherever and however I want to give it, so make the best of it."
* * *
The light in the north bedroom was naturally dim, and the lamp had not been turned on. Chance sat on the edge of the bed, elbows resting on his thighs, his head lowered in his hands. Monique's delicate Chanel perfumed scent permeated his skin, his hair, his clothing.
Monique stood at the full-length mirror, repositioning the halter top that had been yanked down and adjusting the skirt that had been hiked up during her and Chance's tussle. She finger-combed her hair. "I understand your frustration, but you do not have to treat me like a sack of potatoes."
Chance stood and tucked in his shirt. "I apologize."
"I know I am not her, but I have feelings, too, despite what you think of me."
"I said I was sorry." He wandered to the window and looked beyond the backyard into the forest. Even if he found a means of escaping the house, the dense growth of trees would offer its own kind of confinement. They'd surely track him down.
Attuned to the slightest sound, he heard her approach him from behind. When she embraced him and laid her head against his back, he stayed facing the window and crossed his arms.
"I know you are mad at me right now," she said, "but we have no choice but to be together in this. Can we not be pleasant to one another? You know how I feel about you, how I have always felt about you." She clung to him. "Why can you not make love to me as before?"
Chance broke her hold and began straightening the rumpled bedspread, and she took hold of it from the opposite side, helping him complete the task. "You remember how it was with us once, how when we worked together, we could not be apart. You remember, do you not? You remember our last time together?"
"Those days are long gone."
"But we will be together again, as Philip wants it to be. We must work closely, and we must act as if we care for each other, or this work will fail."
"The key word is act, Monique, and that's exactly what it will be, an act on my part. And I don't know why Philip would want me on such a sensitive project as this. Isn't he afraid my attitude alone will make it fail? How can he trust I won't blow the whole thing apart?"
She rounded the corner of the bed, held and kissed his hand. "You heard what he said. You have the experience he seeks, and he trusts you will not do anything to jeopardize your family."
Chance faced the window again. In this moment he resented Philip with an intensity that stung like acid.
"Come, and we will look over the assignment. Tomorrow I must report to Philip for further instruction. So please." She walked away, and with his daughter's safety in mind he trailed Monique downstairs. She picked up the envelope and handed it to him. "We must begin."
* * *
By noon Kat had showered, dressed in a summer pant suit, and made a few phone calls. While she was waiting for Stella to arrive, the phone rang. Maggie came on the line.
"And how are you today?"
"Oh, it's you," Kat said.
"Normally, I'd be insulted by that remark, but I take it you haven't heard from Chance."
"Sorry, no. I'm really glad you called, though. I have a few minutes before Stella gets here. Then I'm leaving for Boston."
"Boston. What's in Boston?"
"Long story short, Stella received the same kind of phone call from Chance, so we went to Rosswood."
"Rosswood! Why would you go back there? You're not ready for that."
"I had no choice. We wanted to see if he was there, which he wasn't. We have a good reason to believe he's in Boston."
"So, why don't you wait for him to come back?"
"I can't tell you the details, Maggie, but it's important that I go. I'll only be gone a couple of days."
"You shouldn't be traipsing across the country. You should be seeing Dr. Rosen. You promised you would. I'm not happy about this."
"I don't have a choice."
"You always have a choice. I'm disappointed, Kat."
Maggie's disapproving tone hit Kat hard. She knew she was pushing the limits of their friendship, let alone their working relationship. "Please, Maggie, you'll have to trust me on this."
"Where have I heard that before? Like I trusted you when you chose to stay in Rosswood so long? Look where that got you."
Feeling let down by Maggie's attitude, Kat paused, hesitating to answer.
"All right," Maggie said. "Call me when you get back."
"I wouldn't do this if it weren't important."
"I know, I know. Goodbye, Kat."
Kat hung up, weary. Not having Maggie's support was like trying to walk without legs. She took a deep breath to clear her mind and focused on finding something for Stella to eat for lunch.
Later, when Stella walked into Kat's house on her lunch hour, Kat had already made her plans. "How's work?" Kat set a tuna sandwich on the table, trying to keep things normal for Stella's sake.
"I had to shelve books all morning long. It was kind of a drag."
"At least you have a job, even if it's boring at times. Sit down and eat."
Stella dug in her backpack and produced the memory stick. "I'm not really hungry."
Kat could tell by Stella's red-rimmed eyes she'd either been crying or hadn't slept, or both. "You need to keep your strength up."
"I'd rather check out Dad's manuscript. Can we do it now?"
"I want you to take that straight back to the bank and put it in the safety deposit box, safe and sound. Do it before you go back to work. I won't be needing it."
"Why not? Did you hear from Dad?"
"No, but I did some digging on the Net, and with what I remembered from my conversations with Chance, I think I have all the information I need."
"To do what?" Stella stared at Kat, then glanced at the carry-on bag near the sofa. "Are you going somewhere? Kat, you're not leaving, are you? Not now."
Kat considered easing Stella's panic by soft-pedaling her answer but couldn't think of anything but the truth. "I'm going to Boston for a couple of days to see if I can find out where they took your father. From my research, I know the firm he worked for is in Boston."
"That's where he lived. He used to send me letters from there. Can I come?"
"I don't think that would be wise. Chance wouldn't want you involved, and besides, someone needs to be here in case he calls or comes back while I'm gone. I won't be away that long."
"But Kat..." Stella's eyes welled up.
"I know this will be hard on you with both of us away, but it will only be for two days at the most. I'll keep in touch by phone. You can always call me." When Stella didn't respond, Kat wrapped her arms around her. "Everything will be all right, honey. You're father will come home. I'll see to it. Now why don't you sit down and have some lunch."
"I'm not hungry."
"Then take it with you. You might get hungry later." Kat packaged up the sandwich and saw Stella to the door.
"Will you call me when you get to your hotel?"
"Of course. Now, take the memory stick back to the bank immediately."
"Do you think we'll have to call Dad's lawyer?"
"I certainly hope not. But at this point, anything is possible."
An attractive gentleman around Chance's age, but not nearly as appealing as Chance, squeezed into the cabin seat next to Kat. Though it was a late afternoon flight, the plane was completely filled. In no mood to chitchat, she absentmindedly thumbed through the airline magazine and was grateful the man next to her, after exchanging pleasantries, opened his briefcase and got lost in paperwork. To relieve the stuffiness, she adjusted the nozzle overhead to release a steadier stream of cool air.
All she could think of was Chance and what she might discover in Boston. Her mind skimmed over the last few days, and she shuddered at the thought of their needless argument, which had started this whole fiasco. In Kat's view, Chance's troubling absence was totally her fault.
She closed her eyes and visualized him driving away in the black SUV. She thought about the men who had taken him and then her thoughts lit on the woman with the shaggy dark hair, the ivory skin, and the petite, but very alluring body. With a sudden stab in the gut she had an unsettling feeling Chance was with the woman now.
By the time Kat was secured in the Boston Airport Hilton after a short layover in Denver and after boarding a different airline, the only available flight, it was midnight. The room was exceptionally clean with a hint of floral scent. She made a quick call to Stella and took a shower before she collapsed on the bed, exhausted.
She'd asked the desk for a wake-up call at 8:30 a.m., but when she woke and checked the time, it was 11:00. Either the clerk had forgotten, or she'd slept through the call. The flashing red button told the story. Whenever she slept that hard, a train could have gone through the room unnoticed.
At 1:00 p.m. she took a cab to the Financial District and was dropped off in front of a high-rise with a glassed entrance that housed Topping Ventures. Her choice of attire--a short-sleeved blouse tucked into linen slacks--felt incredibly warm for this sweltering day. The cool air of the lobby rescued her from the heat.
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