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About Dead Again

They would do anything to get him.



He would do whatever it took to bring them down.



It was the wrong time to fall in love.

Ten years ago, Sophie and Jack survived a
small plane crash. They fell in love in the five days they were
stranded on a mountainside, but Jack’s injuries were ultimately
fatal. Jack’s love and death left indelible fingerprints on
Sophie’s soul and completely changed her life.



Sophie is now a stressed single mom in a small Montana Rockies
town, running a café and warding off the attention of the town’s
corrupt Chief of Police when a drifter called Martin arrives in
Serenity Falls.



Martin holds the key to Sophie’s heart, along with a secret that
will rip apart the town. He plunges her into after-shocks caused by
the five days she spent with Jack in the mountains, stirring up
state governors, district attorneys and one of the deadliest crime
lords in the land. Martin’s secret puts Sophie directly in their
cross-hairs.



For Sophie, life is about to change all over again…



___



Dead Again is part of the Romantic Thrillers
collection.

- Dead Again

- Dead Double

- Fatal Wild Child

- Terror Stash












 


Praise for Dead Again

#2 Amazon Bestseller

#1 Amazon Romantic Suspense Bestseller


Suspense fans will find it difficult to put down. This is
one of the best books I’ve read in quite a while. I
literally could not put it down. I highly recommend Dead Again. Edie Dykeman – Vine Voice
Reviewer for Amazon


I loved Dead Again!
Thrills, chills, and suspense! Tracy Cooper-Posey creates a
masterful suspense that will haunt you and linger in
your thoughts. This is an author on the rise! —Siren Book
Reviews


THIS WAS FABULOUS…yes, in shouty caps. I couldn’t
read it fast enough. What a RIDE! I highly recommend this
one for a great afternoon’s reading pleasure. Kathie –
Goodreads


When you run the gamut of emotions while reading a book
(including tears at one point), you know it’s good. Loved
this story. Paula – Goodreads


Dead Again is a fantastically
written romantic suspense that will draw you in completely.
Complex, hard-hitting, with gutsy characters so real
you’ll want to meet them in person. Brava, Ms. Cooper-Posey!
Christine – Amazon Reader


Dead Again is a high
adrenaline action-packed read that doesn’t quit. —Love
Romance Passion


A story that makes you hold your breath as it unfolds.
Captures one’s mind and imagination and holds on to the very
last word. —Long and Short Reviews


The ending was great. A wonderful read for a rainy
day. —Night Owl Reviews


You can expect a lot of action and romance in
Dead Again. It is a very enjoyable read, a story that will
appeal to the most discriminating reader. —Romance
Reviews Today


Thrilling ride of mystery, danger and love! Read this story,
you won’t be sorry you did. —ParaNormal Romance


Chapter One

My fault…

Jack looked numbly at the remains of
the small, commercial turboprop, which was scattered in three big
mangled pieces. The two pilots had done their heroic bests to pull
the plane out of trouble. Just the fact that the turboprop had more
or less landed and hadn't simply fallen out of the sky was a
testament to their grit and skill.

The lack of an explosion after it hit,
the pilots’ efforts and the quite extraordinary run of luck that
had preserved his miserable skin all impressed themselves on Jack
as he studied the new scar on the mountainside.

My goddamn fault.

A long furrow filled with fragments and
slivers of metal trailed the wreckage. And there was more debris.
Things he didn’t look too closely at—busted open luggage and
personal possessions.

At first light, he’d spent an hour
looking for survivors. Instead, he found bodies. Four of the seven
passengers and one of the pilots. He’d dragged them all under the
shelter of a thicket of pines with low-lying branches, the best he
could do for them.

Afterward, he went looking for a way
off the mountain and found an impassable ravine just down the slope
from the wreckage. It cut across the lee side of the mountain like
a giant’s sword slash. The sharp sides dropped straight down to the
valley floor, impossibly far below.

Now he sat on the edge of the
terrifying drop, wondering if he was going to make it out of this
after all, or if the Silent Knight would reign supreme.

My goddamn fault.

It was very quiet now that he’d stopped
moving. The stillness focused his senses. He could smell astringent
pine, sharp in the cold morning air. He could feel the chill of the
rocks beneath him reaching through to his bones. The silence was a
scream of accusation. There should be the sound of others around
him, rallying together, sorting things out. But there were no other
survivors.

The thought came clear and sharp then.
He should push off from where he sat. Let himself fall. It was a
perfect penance for last night’s work.

As he sat there, exploring the size and
weight of his guilt, only one thing held him on the ledge—the
knowledge that he had to make it back to Chicago. Isobel couldn’t
pull it off without him.

“Help…please…”

The voice floated up from beyond the
ledge.

Jack froze for a moment and his heart
actually seemed to stutter in shock. Had he imagined that weak
sound?

He leaned over the edge, moving
carefully because something stabbed his chest with each movement.
He’d probably cracked his ribs when he’d been thrown against the
arm of his chair. That had been toward the end of the nightmarish
five minutes the plane bucked and tortured metal screamed. Five
very long minutes while everyone in the little cabin braced
themselves for the death they knew was coming.

Except by some twisted, evil freak of
fate, he hadn’t died. Instead he sat leaning over this cold rock,
hoping against hope he hadn’t imagined the cry for help, while he
knew with utter certainty that it had been a product of his own
desperate mind.

“Help me!”

Again, the quiet plea came up from
below, soft and feminine.

Jack gripped the edge of the shelf and
shards bit into his palms. He barely noticed them. Someone else
lived! The thought fizzed through him, a potent cocktail that
brought his whole body alert and his mind awake. In the space
between two heartbeats his whole perspective altered. If someone
else lived, then there were things he must do, actions to take.

“Where are you?” he demanded. His voice
emerged hoarse.

About twenty-five feet below the ledge
was a stony shelf, mostly hidden from view by a bulge in the rocky
side of the ravine. It seemed impossible that she could be
somewhere beneath him.

She was silent for a moment, then her
voice floated up to him, sounding weak and tired. “You sound like
you’re above me.”

“I can’t see you. Can you move closer
to the edge?” With each exchange, Jack could feel everyday concerns
coming online, making themselves felt. They added to a growing
sense of urgency. There was someone other than himself to consider
now.

“I can’t move at all. My leg is
broken.”

Leaning, Jack looked over the sharp
edge of the cliff. That bump in the wall…how had she landed on the
ledge and not bounced out into the ravine, to fall to the bottom,
thousands of feet below? “I’m going to come down and get you but I
need to know how you got down there.”

“I slipped in the dark last night. I
must have stepped off the edge. I slid down here. That’s how I
broke my leg.”

Slid? No one would slide down
that sharp gray wall. They’d roll a bit, then free fall for much,
much longer.

But if she’d slid, there must be
another way down.

“Wait a minute. I’m going to have to
look around a bit.” Carefully, he got to his feet and walked along
the cracked, jagged edge and every couple of steps he leaned over
to check beneath. After a dozen steps, the shelf of rock
disappeared from sight. The bulge in the wall receded too, leaving
nothing but sheer rock face all the way to the floor of the valley
below, where boulders had rolled and collected for millennia. From
this height, they looked like pebbles.

Going in the opposite direction, toward
the bulk of the mountain they were on, he found a place where snow
melt and rain had eaten a two-foot wide, shallow channel into the
soil, biting into the edge of the ravine. There, he could see a
sharp new scuff in the soil. There was a white, fresh scrape in the
stone just beneath, where she must have gone over.

Looking down, it reminded Jack of a
bumpy, dirty amusement park water slide. Only there was no deep
pool at the bottom to break a fall.

She was lucky her weight hadn’t pushed
her over the edge of the channel as she’d slid around the
curve—she’d have gone straight down to the bottom of the ravine.
Instead, she’d been dumped on the shelf, hard enough to break a
leg.

He had to go down the same way but he
needed to get down without breaking bones and then get back up
again. “I’ll be gone a bit. I’ve got to do some things. Then I’ll
come down. Okay?”

“Please don’t be long.”

No demands to know what he was doing,
why he wasn’t instantly climbing down to get her. A pragmatic lady,
despite what must have been a hell of a night on that ledge.

Reluctantly, Jack walked up the slope
and faced the wreckage again.

A litany began to whisper. All your
fault. All your goddamn fault. If you hadn’t got on the damn plane
they’d be fine, they’d be home hugging their wives and
kids…

Forcing himself to it, he searched the
wreckage. He knew exactly what he needed to get down to the ledge
and help her. The smoldering, curved pieces of fuselage set the
guilt litany in his mind to cycle over again but he drowned it out
by concentrating on what he was doing.

Helping her. That’s what I’m doing. One
saved out of this wreckage. That counts for something, right?

In ninety minutes, he had stripped the
plane of hundreds of yards of electrical wiring, which sat in a
stiff spaghetti nest to one side. The sun was up high now, bathing
him with unrelenting light. At this altitude there was little bite
in it. The day was barely warm but he was sweating anyway and his
heart was pounding as it worked to compensate for the altitude. He
went back to the gouge in the ravine and called down, “You
okay?”

“Thirsty.”

“Not long now,” he assured her.

On his way back to the wreck, he
checked out the distance of the nearest tree to the edge,
estimating he’d need thirteen extra feet.

For the next two hours, he wound
strands of wire around each other, braiding himself a rope half the
thickness of his forearm and the twenty-five feet long he needed to
get to the ledge, plus thirteen extra feet. By the time the wire
rope was long enough, he’d run out of collected wire and gone
looking for extra, digging through smaller pieces of fuselage and
ripping up a seat or two for the wiring inside.

Finally, he was ready. He picked up his
rope and dragged it to the cliff edge. Damn but that sucker was
heavy.

Fifteen minutes later, he finally
reached the ledge and saw her for the first time. Absurdly,
happiness touched him as she lifted her head to look at him.

She lay on the damp ground, half-in and
half-out of the sun. Even if she hadn’t told him, he would have
guessed her leg was broken by the odd way she tried to sit up, as
if her leg was glued to the ground.

Jack crouched down beside her. For a
moment he stared at her, too pleased to be face to face with
someone else to be able to speak words of concern or comfort. Then,
he saw blood matting her red-gold hair and shivers racking her
frame.

“Here.” He offered her a sealed bottle
of Evian he’d salvaged.

“You remembered.” Her voice was
croak.

After cracking the seal, he gave it to
her. “Drink up. We can get more. Water isn’t going to be one of our
problems.”

She drank, very nearly draining the
bottle with two or three deep swallows. Jack studied her while she
sipped the last inch in the bottle, wetting her lips and clearing
her throat. She coughed and water dripped onto the white silky
shirt. Sensible trekking gear, it was not.

He’d seen her come aboard the little
aircraft at Vegas. She was all legs and pedigree and the smart
business suit she wore told him more plainly than words she was as
far removed from his world as a woman could get. The
impossible-to-bridge gap allowed him to watch her with detached
interest as she pushed a heavy briefcase and day-old L.A. newspaper
beneath the seat in front of her and buckled her seat belt.

She hadn’t given him so much as a
glance. Instead, she sank into her seat and turned her head to
stare out the window into the night. One row ahead, he could see a
sliver of her profile between the seats. Her chin was sharp, with
that little outward thrust that most people took for stubborn
assertiveness.

He was well acquainted with aggressive
females. Isobel had it in spades. The constant need to be on guard
made him uncomfortable. He’d given a mental shrug, dismissing the
redhead. The endless legs weren’t worth the price.

But her calm acceptance of his long
delay getting down to her didn’t seem to fit his first assessment
of her. He’d thought it had been the one other woman on the plane—a
middle-aged woman, who had settled down to read a two-inch thick
paperback as soon as she was seated and hadn’t looked up once
throughout the taxiing, take-off and steep ascent to cruising
height.

This woman before him put the empty
bottle on the ground beside her. “Aahhh, that was good.” She
smiled. “I think my leg’s busted in a couple of places and it hurts
like hell. So does my head. But for the last couple of hours, all I
could think about was water. Crazy, huh?”

He considered this. “It’s just your
survival instinct at work. Priorities first. Water is the critical
one.”

“You know something about this stuff,
then. Thank god.” She grimaced. “Wilderness survival doesn’t seem
like all that big a deal when you live in the middle of L.A. but
I’ve been lying here most of the night wishing like crazy that I’d
read at least one book about it.”

Jack moved, so he could study the angle
of her leg. “Well, I’ve read zero law books in my life, so we’re
even.” It was a tiny lie, a drop in the bucket, comparatively.

“How did you know?”

“That you’re in the legal profession?”
He shrugged. “Lucky guess. The suit and the big heavy briefcase you
lugged on board helped.”

“And the expensive, useless look?” she
asked, with another small smile. “I’ve heard all the jokes about
lawyers at least twice over.”

He felt a twinge. Even though she was
being cynical about her profession, it was a paraphrasing of the
conclusions he’d drawn about her personality when they’d been
taking off.

“What’s the S.K. stand for?” he asked,
deliberately changing the subject.

“Of course, my briefcase. Sophie
Kingston.”

He nodded. “I’ll have to straighten out
your leg, Sophie.”

She grimaced. “I would have done it
myself but every time I tried to move it, it hurt so much I
quit.”

“I’m just going to feel for the bone,
first,” he warned her as he reached for it.

Her lips compressed as he probed
gently, feeling the angle of the leg through the soft fabric of her
trousers.

“I think you’re right. Two places at
least,” he said. “Ready?”

Gently, he straightened her leg. Her
steadiness was another surprise. All she did was chew her lip and,
once, suck in her breath, whistling it through her teeth, although
he knew damn well the pain was enough to make her want to scream.
She turned chalk white and for a moment he thought she was going to
pass out but she only blinked for a few seconds.

“Thanks.” Her voice was husky. She
tilted her head back, exposing a long column of throat, looking
back up the cliff.

“Not a hope,” Jack said quietly.

She didn’t pretend to not understand.
“I won’t last long on this shelf. Just getting through the last few
hours of the night since the crash was bad enough.” She bit her
lip. “The plane didn’t catch fire, did it? There might be food,
warm clothing…”

He looked back up the cliff, then back
at her. There was no entreaty in her eyes or irresolute hope. Just
steady determination.

He realized then that he’d been wrong.
Sophie wasn’t aggressive. She wasn’t out there claiming victories
for womanhood, racking up a tally of smaller souls destroyed in her
wake. She was serenely getting on with her life, going her own way.
There was a quietness about her that he’d overlooked until now. A
sense of wisdom. Maybe, old hurts buried deep. All good roots for a
strength of character that had nothing to do with aggressiveness
and everything to do with purpose and resolve.

For the first time since the plane had
lurched without warning to one side and begun its long sideways
slip down through the night sky, Jack felt his guilt lighten a
little. This woman was a born survivor. A fighter. He’d promised
himself he’d get her out of this but now he knew she would be doing
her best to make sure it happened too. Abruptly, he felt their
fledging relationship shift from rescuer and victim into something
warm and comfortable. Partners.

“We’ll just have to bring it down to
you, won’t we?” he said.

The climb back up nearly finished
killing him. He slipped three or four times, only to lunge for the
wire just in time to hold himself up. Each little fall jerked on
his ribs in a way that sent hot pokers of agony through him and
made his vision swim. But after his sight cleared, he doggedly
carried on, aware of the woman sitting below him, watching and
listening to every move he made.

By the time he climbed back onto on the
edge of the cliff, his whole body trembled and his muscles and
sinews shrieked white agony.

For a very short moment, he rested on
the edge while his heart settled back into something that could be
called a rhythm and his head stopped throbbing from the thick rush
of blood.

The throbbing underscored a sore spot
at the back of his skull. With careful fingers he probed under his
hair and found a place so tender he jerked his fingers away. But
there was no broken skin—the thick thatch of his hair would have
helped prevent that—and his fingers were clean, so no blood. He
couldn’t even remember being hit.

Considering the others, he’d been
lucky.

He grimaced but before he could drift
off into that black pool of guilt again he got to his feet and
strode to the broken fuselage. Sophie was waiting for him to
return.

He let the memory of those startling,
sea-green eyes swim into his mind, the eyes with the ancient, wise
soul staring out of them. The quiet determination he’d felt
emanating from her when he’d looked into her eyes washed over him
now like a calming tonic. His mind floated in that serene pool,
while he worked at scavenging through the wreckage, stripping it of
anything that would aid their survival.

He had been speaking a simple truth
when he’d told her water would be the least of their problems. Now
he realized the arrival of a rescue party would not be quick.

Given the circumstances, rescue wasn’t
even guaranteed.


Chapter Two

The sun was strong, warming her and
making her sleepy. The removal of the crushing burden of loneliness
allowed her eyes to shut. When she opened them again, Sophie knew
she had dozed because it seemed little time had passed, even though
sand and rocks slithered down the channel again, heralding the
return of the tall man.

She was impatient for his return. When
he had first lowered himself to the shelf and smiled, merely
lifting the corners of his mouth, she had felt a sense of
recognition stir in her soul. He wasn’t a stranger, even though she
didn’t know his name.

Then his smile faded and he’d simply
looked at her; assessing, calculating. The frank stare was oddly
reassuring. He was no man’s fool. A self-reliant man, who looked to
his own instincts and made his own decisions. She knew that she
would be all right, that this man could be trusted. Which was
strange, for so far in her life, she’d found her greatest comfort
and safety arose in moments of solitude, from depending upon her
own strength. “It’s just the circumstances,” she muttered. But she
felt a spurt of eagerness when the pebbles began to roll and bounce
down the slide, heralding his descent.

He returned with treasures.

Sophie watched in amazement as the pile
of goods grew. It took him half-a-dozen trips, using the wire rope
for stability, to bring each load down to the platform. In the end,
there were three or four backpacks. From the top of one she saw
foil packages and realized he’d repacked that pack with food. There
were other anonymous bundles too.

He’d rigged another, slimmer rope made
of luggage straps and pieces of fabric, including some of the fuzzy
gray wall lining that had covered the lower half of the cabin. This
little rope he used to lower down the most amazing load of all. Her
jaw fell and she watched, dazed, as a whole cabin chair slid and
tumbled down the gully, trip-hopped and tumbled a couple of times,
then came to a rest on its back a few feet from her.

It was one of the double chairs, with
the articulated arm in the middle. The gray upholstery with the
elegant thin red stripe was scuffed, dirty and ripped on one
corner. She stared at a mangled bolt that hung from the bottom of
the metal frame that served as legs. Had he wrenched it up himself
or was it a lone survivor too?

He scuffled down the last few feet
himself, smiling at her expression. “You can’t stay lying on the
damp ground,” he explained.

She found herself laughing. “Luxury in
the wilderness.”

He turned to sort out the bundles,
revealing some of the bounty he’d gathered. Wood, clothing, food
and water. Two first aid kits. There was more but he put two of the
packs aside, pushing them under the overhang, where it dipped down
to within a few feet of the ledge’s nearly level surface.

Sophie watched him with mellow
happiness, the pain in her leg fading to a detached, muffled
hammering. Not only was she not alone on this shelf in the middle
of nowhere but her companion was remarkably capable. He exuded the
industrious air of someone who knew what they were about as he
sorted and stored.

She wondered what he did for a living.
He wore black jeans and a black polo-neck sweater flecked with
midnight blue. A black belt threaded through the jeans, with a
plain square buckle, silvery gray. Hiking boots, scuffed and well
used. Ordinary clothes that gave away nothing. They even
camouflaged the thickness of his shoulders but couldn’t hide their
width altogether.

Whatever he did for a living, she was
glad he was here, now.

“You okay? How do you feel?” He stepped
over a bundle, crouched down next to her and laid his hand on her
forehead. “Sorry I took so long.” Low and warm, his voice seemed to
rumble in her mind and it took a moment for her to recognize and
label the emotion. He cared.

The warmth enveloped her and for a
second she felt an absurd need to cry. She blinked rapidly. “I’m
fine.” Her voice was thick.

A faint frown puckered his brow and his
hand fell away from her forehead. Again, the assessing, judging
expression appeared in his eyes.

Sophie cursed her weakness and tried to
master the helpless wail that battled to voice itself. She lifted
her chin and tried to breathe deeply.

“No, don’t,” he said softly, his hand
dropping to her shoulder. “Don’t hold it back. Cry if you have to.
It’s okay.” He shook his head. “You’re allowed to be scared. Hell,
I’m scared too, you know.”

The admission brought hot stinging
tears that broke down her hasty defenses. Great racking sobs shook
her and her vision dissolved.

Warm arms wrapped around her. A gentle
hand laid her head against soft wool. Beneath that was the hard
wall of his chest. She turned her face inward, shutting out the
light, seeking warmth, and wept her heart out.

Sometime later, Sophie told him
quietly, “I’ve never done that before. The crying thing. I mean, in
front of someone.” Let alone on their shoulder.

“I believe you.” His flat tone seemed
to imply sincerity. He didn’t pause from stacking the wood into a
fire pile.

“What’s your name?” Sophie asked.

He looked up at her and grinned. She
guessed his thoughts. Now you ask? “Jack. Jack
Laubreaux.”

Sophie rolled the name around in her
mind, measuring it against the shock of thick black hair, his deep
brown eyes and clear, white skin. His features were lean, the jaw
clean and well defined. To her, he looked more Irish than his name
allowed. “It sounds French.”

“My father is French Canadian.” He
arranged the last piece of kindling, reached into his pocket to
pull out a book of matches, ripped one out and lit it. He set fire
to the paper balls sitting beneath the wood. “He came south when he
was fifteen. He’s been in the States ever since.”

She focused on the tense he’d used. His
father, at least, was alive. “Was your mother Irish, then?”

“Sort of. Her grandparents were from
County Mead but she was a mid-western farm girl, as corn-fed as you
can get.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Jack,” she
said.

Again, he gave her that quick assessing
look. “You’re okay now.” It was a statement rather than a
question.

“I’ll be all right as long as the
silence doesn’t last,” she said, reaching for a truth that came
from several layers deep inside her. She hadn’t realized before
that truth could be seamed like that—that there was superficial
honesty but one could choose to dip into the strata beneath, for a
purer truth.

His assessment was longer this time and
Sophie found her chin lifting, her shoulders squaring. Defiance.
She had just handed over a substratum of truth, a private slice of
herself. Would he belittle it? She had never done this before and
had no experience by which to judge.

He smiled. It was sudden, as if he’d
been caught off-guard and was smiling despite himself. But his
whole face lit up, including his eyes. Strong white, even teeth
showed and his eyes crinkled at the corners, filling the deep brown
irises with good cheer. It was like watching the sun come out. Her
breath caught, her spirits soared.

“We’ll just have to keep talking then,”
he said.

Sophie tried to suppress her answering
smile. “Can you talk that long?” she asked seriously. “How long
will it take them to find us?”

“Oh, a day. Maybe two,” he said
cheerfully. Quickly, he turned to one of the packs behind him and
dug into it. “I have something here for you.” He pulled out a pair
of jeans. “They’re probably too big but you don’t want to sit
around in wet clothing and we have to get it over your leg.” He dug
again and came up with a dark blue sweatshirt, which he spread out
for her inspection. On the front was written University of
Chicago in white lettering, beneath an all-white badge showing
a stylized gryphon, its wings spread. “This, I guarantee will keep
you warm.”

The flames from the fire were starting
to lick higher and she could feel the warmth from them. In
comparison, she realized that the wall of rock behind and beneath
her was radiating a steady chill now the sun had passed out of
reach. Jack was offering warmth, dry clothing. She examined the
jeans. “How do I get them over my leg?” she asked, somehow sure
he’d have the answer.

He did.

First of all he pulled out one of the
medical kits and shook out a small capsule-shaped tablet.
“Prescription strength pain killers,” he explained, handing her the
water bottle along with the tablet. “Percodan. I busted up my arm
once and the doc had me on these for a week. I was high as a kite
to start, but man, do they work. I was taking two at a time, so I
figure you’d better start with just one.”

She took the tablet without hesitation
for her whole leg and her hip felt like white-hot pokers driving up
into her body. While they were waiting for the medication to kick
in, he sat on one folded leg, his chin perched on the other
denim-clad knee, feeding the fire up into a steady, comforting
blaze.

Twenty minutes later her mind was
buzzing, her body remote and her thoughts ethereal. The pain in her
leg had receded to a dull roar that she could ignore.

She realized that Jack was watching
her.

“Better?” he asked softly.

She nodded.

“Okay, now to get you comfortable.” He
took out a knife from his back pocket—another memento from his
treasure hunt?—and slit the left leg of the jeans from hem to
waistband. Then, with the impartiality of a nurse, he helped her
strip off her own grimy, damp suit pants. He did most of the work,
for her own fingers were thick, clumsy and throbbing with the beat
of her own heart. He took most of her weight on his shoulder for
she could only prop herself up with her good right leg. While she
lifted herself up, he threaded the jeans over her foot and slid
them up to her waist.

“No, don’t sit down there,” he said, as
she tried to lower herself back down. His arm was around her waist
and he was reaching for her right leg, sliding the other arm
beneath it. “This’ll hurt a bit,” he said, his face very close to
her.

“Yup,” she said inanely. She understood
him well enough but her tongue had a mind of its own.

He lifted her.

It did hurt. It hurt like hell. Silver
fire exploded in her leg and there was an identical flash in her
mind, wiping out all the distant good humour and remote fogginess.
She tried to bite her teeth together but couldn’t stop the guttural
cry that broke through.

A few steps, then she was lowered onto
warm softness. Cushioning her back. She looked to her left and
blinked her teary eyes so she could focus. The cabin chair, of
course. Jack must have set it up while the painkiller had been
doing its work and she hadn’t noticed. Her broken leg was resting
on a piece of internal fuselage, the mild curve of the metal
holding it steady. One end was propped on the chair, the other on
one of the packs Jack had brought down the gully.

He was standing over her, one hand on
her shoulder, holding her steady in case she listed to one
side.

“I’m okay,” she said. It came out as a
croak.

“Sorry,” he said. “But I had to get you
off the ground.”

She nodded. “Yup,” she agreed,
tiredness abruptly spreading through her. The chair was warm at her
back and the fire before her deliciously hot.

“Wanna do up your jeans now?” he asked
and she heard a thread of amusement.

“Sure,” she said and yawned. She tugged
at the oversized jeans and fastened them, then pulled up the
zip.

“Sophie.”

She realized her eyes had closed. She
forced them open.

“Don’t fade on me just yet,” Jack said.
He held the sweater. “Can you get your jacket off by yourself?”

She struggled with it but the
coordination needed to lean forward and remove one arm and then the
other defeated her. This time, Jack’s amusement was audible. He
chuckled. Hands gently helped her out of the jacket. The sweater
was tugged over her head and her arms pushed into the sleeves. She
could help with that much and straightened her arms as the sweater
was pulled down. Warmth enveloped her. Oversized, but soft and
comfortable.

“Mmm….” The murmur slipped out. Her
eyes were closing again.

“Drink,” he said. The water bottle
touched her lips. She drank.

The chair back supporting her reclined
and a small, distant sentinel in her mind laughed silently. Of
course. The seats in a plane always recline.

“Sleep,” he whispered.

Yup. She had no idea if she said
it aloud it or not.

Much later, she awoke, rising through
sleep layers enough to register the dark of night. The fire had
died.

It’s late, she realized.

But the night was not fully dark. She
came a little bit closer to alertness. Why was it not quite
dark?

The mountains, of course. Across the
valley from them, marching north and south in broken, uneven rows,
the mass of each mountain sat over them. Unlike the monster they
clung to, the peaks across the ravine were sheer, treeless crags,
with thick snow caps. The white stone and the snow gleamed in the
three-quarter moonlight, bathing everything with a ghostly
radiance.

Keeping guard, her foggy mind
suggested as sleep pulled her back down.

* * * * *

When she woke next it was a gray,
overcast day. She became aware of a dozen different facts at
once.

Jack was sleeping on the chair next to
her but unlike the average plane passenger, he had turned himself
sideways so his right side was against the chair. He had one of the
small, gray airline blankets over his shoulder and a second over
his legs. One leg was thrust out toward the remains of the fire.
The boot had dug a small furrow of dirt.

There was a square of green, plastic
tarpaulin across her leg. The curved edges of the fuselage
supporting the leg held the plastic up. Before he had settled into
the chair for the night, Jack must have spread it over her. As she
sat blinking away sleep, she realized another pair of blankets had
been dropped over her too.

At the same time her body set up an
insistent demand for three things—she was thirsty, starving and
needed a washroom very soon.

Then she saw a cloud float by at the
same level as their ledge and watched it, astonished, all bodily
demands forgotten. Gotta be fog, she thought. But fog was
just low-lying cloud. So she really was watching a cloud swing by.
The novelty held her motionless for minutes as the cloud moved down
the valley.

While she was watching, Jack woke up,
stretched and stood up, running his hands through his hair. He felt
around carefully toward the back of his head but before she could
ask what he was doing, he turned to the fire and prodded it with a
long stick. He dropped fresh wood on it.

The practical start to the day gave her
the courage to tell him what she needed and Jack complied with a
small smile. While Sophie blushed furiously, he produced a small,
square, plastic dish that looked like it belonged to the bottom of
a bar fridge and a small packet of Kleenex. Once again, he helped
her in the same impartial manner as last night.

Afterward, he went back to stirring up
the fire. “I think breakfast is in order,” he declared. “Coffee,
cake, cookies and some banged-up fruit.”

“What do you have, a Starbucks tucked
away somewhere?” she asked, the idea of hot coffee making her mouth
water.

He pulled out a handful of foil
packages and shook them. “Airline food. Which some people figure
ain’t really food at all, but it’ll fill our stomachs.”

He didn’t make a very big fire, even
though the day was colder than yesterday. When she asked him why,
he pointed up to the cloud ceiling that seemed to be low enough to
touch. “It’s going to be a long, damp day. We shouldn’t waste dry
wood, when rain’ll probably put it out in a while.”

Breakfast was one of the best meals
Sophie had ever eaten. Part of the enjoyment came because she
hadn’t eaten anything yesterday. A bottleful of water was all she’d
had. No wonder the painkiller had kicked in so hard.

Jack made her swallow another tablet,
along with her coffee. The coffee, instant, black and served in a
chipped plastic cup, was ambrosial. While she was sipping the last
of the coffee and the medication soothed its way down to her leg,
Jack fussed with the plastic sheet over it.

“We have to keep your leg dry and
clean,” he said.

“You know first aid? You’ve studied
it?”

“I know a bit about a lot.” He
shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it study, though. More like on-the-job
training.” He moved away then, packing up anything that wasn’t
waterproof and tucking it under the chair or under the overhang. He
produced another plastic sheet, the twin of the one over her leg,
except that it was torn across one corner. He put it on the chair
beside her. “In case of rain,” he explained.

After a while there was nothing else
for him to do. Almost reluctantly, he sat down beside her.

“You’re allowed to take it easy,” she
said.

“I know. I just don’t want to get
caught…”

“Get caught?”

He shrugged, looking down at his knees.
“Get caught unprepared.”

She almost laughed. “You’ve got to be
kidding! For someone who pulled himself out of a plane wreck
yesterday, you’re the most prepared man I’ve ever met. Look at
this.” She waved her hand around the twenty-foot long ledge, which
looked like a campsite, with all the goods packed around them.

He was picking at a fold in his jeans
now. It was a monotonous plucking, which he concentrated upon
closely.

“We’ll be the most comfortable victims
in existence,” Sophie added. “I almost feel like we should offer
the rescue team afternoon tea when they arrive.”

The plucking motion paused for a tiny
fraction of a second, before continuing on.

Sophie bit her lip. “What is it?
Something about them coming? What?”

He glanced at her, then his glance slid
away.

“You don’t think they’re coming,
right?” she said. “That’s why you’re setting this up like we’re
here to stay.”

“Of course they’ll come looking for
us,” he assured her. “It’s standard procedure with a plane crash.
They’ll look for….” He grimaced. “They’ll look for wreckage.”

He was holding something back. She
stared at him, trying to read through his words, her heart thudding
uneasily. “Where will they look, though? Are we near where they
would look? Or miles and miles away? Is that what you’re not
telling me?”

He shook his head a little. “It’s not
that simple. When they don’t find the wreckage, they’ll start
spreading out the search. Sooner or later, even if they don’t trip
over us themselves, someone will come into this valley and we’ll
able to get their attention. That’s not what I’m—”

Again, he shut his mouth as if he had
been indiscreet.

“Not what you’re afraid of?” Sophie
finished. “What is it you are afraid of?”

He shook his head again.

“Jesus, Jack!” Quick anger flared in
her. “This is a survival situation here, regardless of how much
equipment you’ve managed to scrounge up. You have to tell me what I
should know.”

When he remained silent, she thumped
the seat between them with the side of her fist. “I’m not helpless,
dammit!”

“That’s the last thing I’d accuse you
of,” Jack said quickly.

Her quicksilver temper faded and her
leg throbbed in its place. “Ah, dammit,” she muttered. “I’m so able
to take care of myself right now I need someone to help me go to
the washroom.”

Jack was trying to hold back a smile
and not succeeding. “Well, I didn’t want to mention that.”

She found a small smile of her own.
Tried it. She realized she was close to tears again.

Jack tilted his head a little, studying
her. “Hey, you’re allowed to depend on people sometimes, you know.”
It was an echo of her advice to him a moment ago.

The tears were getting a little closer
now. She bit her lip and swallowed, pushing the tears back. “It’s
not something I’m used to.”

“I can see that.”

Now it was her turn to stare at her
knees with nothing to say. She felt Jack move restlessly next to
her.

“I know you don’t like it this way,
having to depend on me. If you knew me better you’d like it even
less, so count your blessings.”

She looked up, startled. Jack’s gaze
was steady. He really wasn’t being melodramatic just to reassure
her.

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

He shrugged. “We may never get to put
it to the test, so relax. I mention it because you plainly don’t
like being as helpless as you are. You think it’s really bad luck,
fate dropping you into such a shitty position, but it could be
worse, Sophie. It could be much worse.”

“We’re lucky, I know—”

“No, you don’t know. Not really.” He
turned then, into the same sideways position he’d slept in. This
time, he did it to keep her gaze locked on his face. “Trust me on
this. For this one time, you’ll have to let go of the controls and
trust me. I will get you out of this. I promise. Regardless of what
may happen, I’ll be fighting to get you home, while I’ve got breath
in my body.”

His voice wasn’t particularly loud but
she heard the implacable will behind it and marvelled. Jack was a
stranger and had assured her she wouldn’t like him if she did know
him, yet his promise was enough to reassure her anyway.

“Why?” she asked at last. “Why is my
getting home safely so important to you?”

He looked away then. “I can’t tell
you.”

“Can’t? Or won’t? How could I possibly
think badly of you after all you’ve done in the last twenty-four
hours?”

“Believe me, there are things out there
in the world that are beyond your ability to control. You wouldn’t
like them.”

It was an odd answer. Before she could
follow up on it, he picked up the plastic sheet he was sitting on
and unfolded it. “Rain’s coming,” he said casually, nodding toward
the other side of the ravine.

And so it was—a steady, dark gray
curtain of it, moving over the gap between them and the blurred
bulk of mountains across the way.

They pulled the sheet over them like a
small tent and Jack lifted a corner of the sheet lying over her
legs up and put his own beneath, just as the first drops of rain
started tapping on the heavy plastic.

It was muffled and semi-dark beneath
the plastic but light enough to see his face, turned an odd shade
by the reflection from the plastic.

“Okay?” he asked.

“Floating nicely,” she assured him.

“Do you want to sleep?”

“I’ve slept enough.”

“All right.” He settled his right
shoulder against the chair and crossed his arms. “Can I ask you
something personal?”

She laughed. “You’ve helped me use a
de facto bedpan. Trying to be coy about personal details
after that seems ridiculous.”

Again, the small smile that didn’t
quite reach his eyes, which never quit watching and assessing. She
remembered the sudden, almost involuntary full smile he’d given
earlier, when his whole face had lightened, humour flooding it. She
had preferred that smile.

“Is that a yes or a no?” he asked.

“Sure. Knock yourself out.”

He pursed his lips, considering. Then,
“Who was it that kicked you in the guts so badly, Sophie?”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

“You’re independent to the point of
phobia. The idea of having to rely on someone else, of asking for
help, makes you break into a cold sweat. You’re relieved I rocked
up to help you but you hate your own helplessness—you’re skewered
and turning over a spit about it. That’s not a natural trait for
anyone. Someone, somewhere, hurt you badly enough to bury the
lesson deep. I was just curious to know who.”

“My…my mother,” she said, then stopped,
shocked at her own admission. All the usual mental barriers and
gates that swung shut on the subject had failed this time. She had
spluttered out the truth, even before she’d considered whether this
was the one area she’d have to reluctantly define as off-limits to
Jack’s probing.

Jack lifted a brow. “Your mother?
That’s not the answer I was expecting.”

“What were you expecting?” She was
suddenly curious to know the thoughts behind his relentless
measuring gaze.

“A man,” he admitted easily. “There’s
something in your eyes, an old sadness.” He smiled a little and
this one did touch his eyes. “Or maybe I’ve been watching way too
much Days of Our Lives these last few weeks. A beautiful
woman with tragic eyes. Must be a broken heart.”

“What were you doing that involved
watching Days of our Lives?”

“Being bored out of my skull, mostly,”
he said lightly. “Your mother. What did she do to you?”

“Nothing.” She pursed her lips, feeling
the rest of it bubbling to the surface, for the first time in her
life stirring the need to vent it all, to explain.

He was studying her again. “It was your
father…” he said, with the tone of someone who was slowly seeing
the truth.

Her chest was tightening, hurting.
“See?” she said, forcing her tone to stay light. “All that Days
of Our Lives wasn’t wasted after all.”

“What did he do to her?” he asked, his
tone gentle.

“To her? Nothing. For her. Everything.
Absolutely everything.”

He was shaking his head. “I don’t
understand.”

“No, you wouldn’t. You’re a guy and you
aren’t a baby boomer.”

“Baby-boomer? You mean the women who
had to give up their jobs so the returning G.I.s could have them?
The women who had to go home and have babies?”

“Yes, those ones.”

“Then no, I’m not a baby-boomer. And
neither are you, unless you’ve discovered the fountain of youth. I
don’t think your mother could have been one, either. You’re just
not old enough for her to have been one.”

She shook her head. “She learned from
her mother, who was a baby-boomer. She learned it so
well she didn’t know how to do anything else. So when she had to do
something else she…just couldn’t. Thanks to my father, I had to
deal with the fallout.”

“What happened? What did he do?”

“He died.”

He was quiet a minute.

“Still don’t get it, do you?” she
asked.

“I know the baby boomer thing has
something to do with it but it’s not enough to go on.”

She nodded. “I haven’t explained enough
about them, I guess. It’s because I’ve never told anyone before.
Makes for bad storytelling.”

He considered this. “So. You’ve carried
it around by yourself long enough. Time to share it.”

“A trouble shared is a trouble halved?
It’s not that simple.”

He smiled a little. “It is, Sophie.
It’s just that simple. Try it. You’ll see. Tell me about what
happened when your father died.”

She stared at him. “Why do you want to
know so badly?”

He had to think about it for a while.
“I can see it in your eyes. It’s left its mark there. We aren’t
going anywhere so there’s time to get it out.”

“What do you do for a living? Are you a
psychologist or something?”

“God, no.” He laughed. “It’s nothing
sinister, Sophie. I was just curious. You’ve trusted me enough to
tell me this much, so tell me the rest. I promise you’ll feel
better for it. How long ago did he die?”

It was a simple question to answer.
There was no deep probing in it. “Eight years ago,” she said.

“You must have been in junior high,” he
said.

“High school but only just,” she
admitted.

“How did it happen?”

“Heart attack. The second one. We knew
it was coming. He’d abused his health most of his life. They became
adults after the war. They were too small to understand the war
itself—all they remembered was the deprivation, the grimness. They
grew up determined to get along and have a good time while they
were doing it. My father was a drinker, he smoked and he ate three
square meals a day and they were very square. Steak, pork,
potatoes—you know the baked ones they cook in the fat that the meat
is baking in?”

“I’ve tried them once or twice but they
were too fatty. I grew up eating mashed potatoes with my
roast.”

“Exactly. We had them about every
second night and of course, dessert. Mom was English and she made
puddings and pies and steamed puddings—his favourite was something
called ‘spotted dick’ and it was full of suet, which is a white,
solidified fat and really should be called ‘heart attack in a
packet’ but he had that every Sunday come hell or high water.”

She stopped, realizing that quite
without intending to, she had begun the tale.

“How did they meet?” Jack asked.

“In England. Dad was there for some
sort of exchange.” She couldn’t help smiling. The story had been a
constant one throughout her childhood and the romance continued to
work. “My mother’s family tried their best to scare him away by
their upper English snobbishness. When that didn’t work they tried
it on my mother, inventing all these horrid tales about my father,
how he was a bad seed and had a criminal record. It was all
outright lies.”

“It didn’t work, did it?”

“They eloped. They ran off to London
and were married and on the boat to America before my mother’s
family knew she’d left.”

“They settled in L.A.?”

“Venice Beach. My father was from San
Diego but most of his family had scattered around the state and
into Nevada. Los Angeles in the late sixties was a nicer place than
San Francisco and my parents…well…” She could feel herself
blushing. “They weren’t flower children at all. They were the
complete opposite. Very square, very, well, geeky, for that time, I
guess. They settled down, in the very traditional sense of the
word.”

“The house, the job, the car, Sunday
drives into the countryside, gingham cloth on the Formica table,
that sort of stuff?”

“Yes, except my mother being English,
it was a white damask cloth on Sundays and an embroidered calico
for every day. Remember those old hand-drawn pictures from the
covers of the women’s magazines back in the fifties? The glowing,
gorgeous mother, the kids with the rosy cheeks and the upright
father in the background, beaming upon his family, looking tall and
capable?”

Jack nodded.

“That was my mom and dad. I think they
bypassed the sixties altogether. They were throwbacks to the
fifties. Mom never had a job her entire life. She cleaned the oven
every Friday, baked and darned socks. It wasn’t until Dad died that
I figured out that she didn’t know how to do anything else. Her
family hadn’t trained her for anything, or even assumed that she
would need an education.”

“But lots of women around then weren’t
given training,” Jack pointed out. “My Mom was one of them.”

“Did she work?”

“Yeah, she had a job at the local
supermarket. On the cash registers.”

“Why did she work? Did she have to? I
mean, not that I’m trying to be nosey but—”

He shook his head. “No, it’s okay.” He
frowned, looking inward. “I don’t ever remember that she had to
work. She just wanted to. She was proud that she was working, in a
quiet sort of way. She would give her pay packet to my father every
Friday evening, with a little smile. It was a ceremony.”

“Perhaps she had soaked up some of the
new values,” Sophie suggested “It was hard to ignore all that ‘I am
woman’ stuff going around. But my Mom never watched television and
she only listened to one classical radio station, usually while she
was ironing. Maybe it was because of how she was reared, but she
never worked at an outside job. She never even expressed an
interest in it.”

“What was her childhood like?”

“If she had stayed with her family, she
would have married well into a family with money and land. Your mom
might have watched her mother work and absorbed some of the work
ethic from her family. While my mother was a child she soaked up
lessons on how to handle a fretful mare, how to manage a country
estate, how to keep the train of your ball gown in place and how to
drink champagne like a queen. She didn’t know how to do anything
else.”

“But she kept the house, anyway,” Jack
said softly.

“I think she did that because she loved
us and that was what a woman did. So she learned early and young
how to do that much. But by the time my father died, she had got
set in her ways and convinced herself she was too old to learn new
tricks.”

“She didn’t manage well, did she?”

Sophie pursed her lips together,
feeling the same dull old, sad fury swell in her that she’d felt so
often throughout her high school years. “She didn’t manage at all.
She couldn’t cope with the checking account, she got flustered even
making phone calls. I watched her once—she had to change a
specialist appointment and she sat there with the phonebook on her
knees and she didn’t even know where to start looking for the phone
number. Was there a special doctor section? Did she just look under
his last name? She couldn’t do it. In the end I had to take the
phone book from her and make the call myself.” She stopped, aware
that she was on the verge of tears.

Jack’s hand, big and square, rested
briefly on her wrist. “You became the man of the family.”

“I guess…yes. I did it all. There was a
little money left from Dad’s estate and the house was paid for. By
then I had a little babysitting business that kept some money
trickling in, enough to let me stay on in high school for the last
year. Mom died the week after I graduated, the same week that
year’s property taxes arrived.”

“What happened to her?”

“Lots of medical terms but I think she
just gave up,” Sophie said.

“I’ve heard about it,” Jack said.
“Couples who have been married thirty, fifty years. One dies and
the other will be dead within a year. It’s like they just can’t go
on alone.” He studied her. “I don’t imagine you went on to college
after that.”

“No. Mom wasn’t insured—why bother? She
was the stay-at-home wife. I had to sell the house, the car, pretty
much everything to clear the debts. I had enough left over to find
an apartment and to give me enough time to find a job.”

Jack shook his head a little. “And from
that you decided you were never going to ask anyone to do anything
for you ever again.”

“Is that what I did?” She took a deep
breath. “Yes, I think I did. There wasn’t anyone else around to
ask. Mom’s family had cut her off. Dad’s family were scattered to
hell and gone. It was just me. And…” She bit her lip. “I prefer it
that way. It makes me uneasy if someone tries to take over, to…take
charge.”

“I noticed,” Jack said with a smile. “I
guess becoming a lawyer is the ultimate power play position,
huh?”

“I’m not a lawyer yet,” she said
quickly. “I’m a paralegal. There’s no way I could afford college,
let alone law school. I had a job that barely paid expenses and
squeezed out enough to go to a technical college part-time. It took
a couple of years but I got my certificate and then found the job
with Cruickshanks. They actively encourage their paras to study for
the bar and that’s what I’ve been doing ever since.”

“And you were on the plane
because…?”

“They wanted me in New York to help a
partner there with a case. It was a last minute,
get-there-yesterday thing. I got to my desk in the morning, bracing
myself for the avalanche of paperwork that would be in my in-tray
and by coffee-break time I was heading back out the door with a
full briefcase and a travel allowance.”

“You must be good at your job.”

“Competent enough. I’m also the only
one without family or roots, who can just up and leave without
notice.”

“Ah.”

“Why were you on the plane?” she
countered.

He lifted the plastic a little and
looked out. “Still raining,” he commented and let it drop.

It was the start of a day that was as
long as Jack had predicted. Huddled beneath the plastic, they
listened to the rain, which seemed to fade then return, but never
stop completely. And they talked.

And talked.

In small companionable silences in
between, they listened to the rain pattering on the plastic
sheet.

Their talk wandered over vast
territories, meandering without direction, filling the long, wet
day.

“And what was that thing with the
artist formally known as Prince, anyway? Did he seriously think it
was going to earn him professional respect when people couldn’t
pronounce his name anymore?” Jack demanded.

“You didn’t like Prince? Oh, come on,
don’t you even twitch a little when you hear Seven?”

“God, you even know the name of some of
his songs?”

“Well, I like all sorts. Nickelback,
for instance.”

He grimaced. “That’s not rock
music.”

She giggled. “Lemme guess. Rolling
Stones, right? Or…no, country and western.”

“There’s nothing wrong with country,”
he said instantly.

“It’s all twanging guitars and mournful
lyrics. ‘My horse dun gone, my woman tooooooo’.”

“And Prince has profound lyrics,
right?”

“At least you can’t predict what the
next song will be about.”

“That doesn’t make great songs. Look at
the Rolling Stones. I can just about guarantee that their next
songs will be about either sex, drugs, music, or their
friends.”

“You don’t like the Stones either?”

“I like the Stones. I’m just pointing
out that their lyrics are predictable, too.”

“Not true. What about…” She cast about
for a song title, rapidly discarding the obvious ones.

“What about?” he coaxed.

“Paint It Black,” she said,
triumphant.

“All about being different from their
friends.”

“Can’t Always Get What You
Want.”

“Drugs.”

“Hot—no, that’s about sex.” She
rubbed her brow. “Got it! Time Is On Our Side.”

Jack held up his hand and ticked off
fingers. “It’s about having more time for sex, drugs, women and
music…and spending time with their friends.”

She started laughing. “Oh, hell, I
prefer Pink Floyd, anyway.”

“Now there I agree with you.”

“Have a Cigar.”

“Money.”

“The Wall.”

“What track?”

“All of it, of course. What a silly
bloody question.”

He grinned. It reached his eyes this
time. “Idiot me.”

Eventually, she had to use the bedpan
again and asking Jack for his help mortified her. But afterward, as
he settled her back on her chair, he cocked his head a little. “Now
tell me, does it feel as bad now as it did the first time, when I
didn’t know the story?”

She looked at him, surprised at the
question. She thought about it. The asking had been far more
uncomfortable than the action.

“I don’t like not being able to do it
myself,” she said flatly. “But…knowing that you know that and the
reason why…”

“It helps.”

“Yes.” She could even smile a
little.

He nodded, satisfied.

“Doesn’t mean I’m ever going to like
it,” she warned him.

“God forbid,” he said with a smile.

Later, the conversation trailed back to
their lives and their history.

“My dad left Ontario when he was
fourteen and wandered,” Jack explained. “He was working on a farm
in Wisconsin when he met my mom and right away decided he would
marry her. It took five years before he got the answer he wanted
from her. He stuck around for those five years and then just stuck
around some more after that.”

“She wanted him to stay there?”

“I think all the wandering in his soul
was gone by that time. Mom didn’t want to go on living on a farm so
he bought a general store in town and they moved into the house
behind it the year I was born.”

“He’s still alive?”

“Last time I checked.”

“You don’t keep in contact?”

“I try. But my life gets in the way at
times. Dad understands that.”

Sophie resisted the obvious question,
diverted her curiosity. “And your mom?” she asked instead.

“She died a couple of years ago. Dad
took it hard but he’s kept the store. He doesn’t even really manage
it any more—he’s hired good people. But it keeps him centered the
way Mom used to.”

“Keeps him anchored?” she
suggested.

“Yeah…yep, that’s it.”

Sometime later—it felt like late in the
afternoon—when Jack lifted the green shelter enough to check the
rain, she stiffened, her heart thumping. Quickly, she held up her
hand as he tried to lower the plastic.

“Wait,” she said. “Lift it again and
look at me.”

He lifted the plastic again and stared
at her, smiling a little. “Dirt or worse?”

She shook her head. “Your eyes. One of
them is smaller than the other. That means something.” Something
bad.

“The irises?” he said sharply. “One’s
smaller than the other?”

She nodded, feeling all the spit in her
mouth suddenly dry up. When she saw him swallow, her heart began to
race. She could almost feel the caution flood his body as he
considered alternatives.

“Which one?” he asked quietly.

“The right.”

“What happens when I turn toward the
light more?” He turned his chin square to the daylight, what little
there was.

“Nothing.” She bit her lip. “It’s head
injury, right? Did you hit your head?” Then she remembered his
probing hands at the back of his head that morning.

He was quiet for a long moment,
considering. “I’ve had a bastard of a headache since yesterday,” he
said at last. “And there’s a spot on the back of my head. I can’t
touch it because it hurts too much when I do.”

“Concussion,” she guessed.

He licked his lips. “Only, how
bad?”

“Your vision is fine?”

“So far.”

She could feel panic bubbling up and
tried to push it away. “You’ll let me know if the headache gets
worse?”

“Of course.”

The easy assurance made her suspicious.
“Jack, I’m completely dependent upon you. If you’re…if you…”

“I told you, don’t worry. I’ll get you
out of this.”

She tried to catch his eyes, to let the
steadiness of his frank gaze reassure her but he wouldn’t look at
her.

Fear, which had been pushed back inside
a mental corral for the last day, driven back by Jack’s competence,
came surging through the open gate.

It wasn’t just her own fears, now.
Joining their forces was the unidentified fear that Jack held, that
he wouldn’t share with her. It hovered in the background, huge and
nameless, its form and limitations unknown, not even guessable.

If Jack… If something happened to Jack,
she’d be left alone to deal with these demons he wouldn’t speak
of.


Chapter Three






Even though Jack’s condition didn’t
change for the rest of the day, that night Sophie found her sleep
disturbed by dreams of being left alone on the ledge to die a slow
death by starvation and exposure.

Her uneasiness must have seeped through
her sleep as chatter, or perhaps she wasn’t keeping as serene an
expression as she thought, for the next morning over their
breakfast of coffee and dry cake, Jack said, “You’re worrying too
much, Sophie. I haven’t keeled over yet and it’s been seventy-two
hours, now.”

A little of her dread lifted after
that.

Besides, it was such a beautiful day
that just looking at it left her genuinely speechless with
delight.

The sun was out in full, with a
cloudless sky dancing attendance. No fog or low cloud cover
inhibited her view of the mountains that guarded her nights. She
studied them, trying to absorb their scale, the sheer size of them.
They reached up high into the sky. The perfect light made them seem
a lot closer, a wonderful illusion that kept drawing her eyes.

These mountains had stood so while time
passed them by. The little drama playing out at their knees would
have no impact on them.

She shivered. The study left her
feeling small and insignificant.

“Jack, why are the mountains over there
sheer and rocky? They’ve hardly got any trees until much lower
down—it’s all vertical walls.” Walls that had been built at a crazy
angle, the parallel lines of seamed rock that should have been
horizontal were tilted anywhere between forty and fifty degrees,
running down into the tree line below.

But the mountain they were on was a
giant’s weedy playing field, grassed over and scattered with trees
and tilted at an angle that would have had the giant’s marbles
rolling furiously down to the valley floor.

Jack looked up from the rope he was
braiding out of strips of foraged cloth. “You’ve never been in the
mountains before, have you?”

“I kept meaning to go but just never
got around to it. There was always something better to do.” Like
working. The need to push ahead, score political points and maybe
get herself noticed by the partners had always pushed the idea of
clearing her vacation time far down the list of priorities.
Besides, a trip to the mountains was out of her financial reach. “I
saw the San Gabriels once, on a clear day.”

“Angelinos….” Jack muttered, shaking
his head ruefully.

“What?” she demanded. “So I’m from Los
Angeles. So sue me.”

But Jack was laughing. “And I suppose
Colorado is a flyover state, so far as you’re concerned.”

The laugh got her. She grinned. “Until
now,” she agreed. “Is that where we are? Colorado?”

“I’m pretty sure. North, though. North
of Boulder, even Loveland.”

They had been flying from Las Vegas to
St. Louis, the second hop of a three-leg journey that would have
eventually got her into New York. It had been the only tickets she
could get without going standby. As Donald, her stickler of a boss,
wouldn’t have tolerated delay if she’d been forced to wait for
another flight, she’d picked the sure thing. New York by Thursday,
lunchtime.

Right.

“Northern Colorado…that’s pretty far
north of where we should have passed over, right?”

“It’s off the direct line if you’re
looking at a map but the pilots would have been flying the great
curve. It’s definitely north of where we should be, though,” he
agreed. “I think the pilots wanted to get out of commercial air
space to start. Out of the corridor. Then they were too busy just
trying to put her down as gently as possible.”

“Why get out of commercial air space?
Surely that’s where they’d look?”

He was frowning, the inward stare she’d
come to know. This was impinging on those areas he’d declared
off-limits. But this time she got an answer of sorts and wished she
hadn’t.

“I think the radio was one of the first
victims of the…accident. They couldn’t send a mayday. Maybe they
couldn’t hold altitude. No, I know they couldn’t, or we wouldn’t be
here. You can’t allow yourself to drift into other lanes. You’d be
putting other aircraft at risk. So if you can’t hold your lane,
then you have to get out—way out. Which they did.”

His terse answer opened a small door of
illumination upon the endless minutes of noise and fear she’d lived
through that night, clutching the arms of her chair and waiting for
the long fall to the ground. The pilots, whoever they were, must
have fought the plane every foot of the way to its resting
place.

“They deserve a medal,” she said.

Jack was quiet for a long minute.
“More,” he said, his voice rough. “They deserve to have their life
back. I wish I had the power to give it to them. I really do.”
Abruptly he stood and thrust his hands into his pockets. “Gotta
go.” He headed for the gully and the wire rope that let him climb
to the top.

She listened to his ascent, turning
over the puzzling note of distress in his voice.

Later, she got the answer to her first
question. As they lunched on cookies and fruitcake softened with
hot water to a thick lumpy gruel, Jack had pointed to the peaks in
front of them. “They’re the same as this mountain, only you’re
looking at the back of them. Or the front, depending on how you
want to refer to them.” He waved behind him, indicating the slope.
“That’s the front. The other side of this mountain looks just like
they do,” and he nodded to Sophie’s guardians.

“Ohhh,” Sophie murmured, understanding
flooding her.

Jack pointed to the long series of
slopes and peaks that stood in ranks off to the south. “Think of
these slopes as having once been flat ground—you can see how flat
it would have been. Flat ground at the edge of the continental
plate, which one day eons ago had a head-on collision with another
plate heading in the opposite direction.” His flat hands moved
together until his fingertips bumped into each other. The fingers
pushed until the knuckles turned white, then the tips of one hand
slipped over the other and lifted up.

Jack kept the titled hand in place and
ran his finger down the long slope of the back of his hand. “Slope
here, with topsoil, grass and trees just like it used to be.” He
pointed to the other side, the tips of his fingers that stuck up
toward the sky and the sharp drop down to where his other hand had
been beneath. “Sheer walls.” He pointed to the guardians she had
been studying all morning. “You’re looking at history, Sophie.
Those layers running across their face are slices of time caught in
stone, showing how the earth was formed.”

She took a breath. “Wow.” No adequate
words occurred to her. It was mind-boggling. But it made perfect
sense when you looked at the two sides of the mountains. Again, she
was reminded of the giant’s playing field. Her instincts had been
close, after all.

Jack shrugged and went back to his cup
of gruel. “Up in Alberta they’re digging dinosaur fossils out of
the backside of the mountains, twenty thousand feet up where no
dinosaur should have been.”

She grinned. “Where did you learn that?
More on-the-job training?”

He grinned back. “Discovery
Channel.”

Then she noticed again the slight
difference in his eyes and her good cheer evaporated.

* * * * *

It was the sun sinking down to meet the
mountains that started the grizzly countdown to the end.

Sophie was spacing out on the latest
painkiller, waiting for the numbness to set it. Her balloon fingers
and runaway heart were a price she was willing to pay for dulling
the pain in her leg and hips. Two days of solid sitting had their
own penalties, she was discovering.

“I’ll get bed sores or something,” she
complained, trying to move around on the chair without disturbing
her leg. The slightest movement tended to reverberate down the
shattered bone and set up echoes that came back to kick her in the
temple with steel-toe boots.

“Let the Percodan kick in, then I’ll
help you stand up for a while,” Jack said. “I’ll even walk you
around the block. How does that sound?”

“Great.” She meant it. Trying to be
patient, she threaded her fingers together and gritted her
teeth.

Jack was almost laughing. “I just love
a feisty woman.” He turned back to his ropes, his gaze sweeping
across the guardians where the sun was dropping down between the
peaks.

It was if he’d been shot…or like
someone had looped a rope around his neck and yanked back hard. His
whole body jerked and his hands shot up to his face, covering his
eyes.

He gave a hoarse, inarticulate cry and
staggered backward.

He’s going to run into the wall,
Sophie thought. Help him. Stop him. But she would never get
there in time and even as she was cursing her immobility and the
damn stupid leg, she was trying to raise herself, while watching
Jack stagger.

Then, thankfully, he tripped a little,
enough to throw his balance as he was already effectively blind.
One knee went down to the ground. In the slow motion tumble to his
left, Sophie thought he’d be okay. Bruised dignity and little else.
Then she saw it; he was too close to the wall.

He couldn’t see it.

Too late.

His head slammed into the rock…and
literally bounced off. The force finished the job of knocking him
off his feet. He fell forward and sideways, his left hand sprawled
out to save him. It was the wrong hand. He needed the right hand
out to prop him up but his right hand was holding his head,
protecting the eye. He fell, his weight landing on his right
shoulder. Sophie felt the reverberation through her good foot. The
impact started a mini-landslide down the gully, pebbles and dust
sliding a few inches.

“Jack! Jack!” Suddenly she was
standing, with no idea how she’d got there. Her useless leg
remained propped on the metal channel.

Jack was motionless.

“Ohmigod.” She was hyperventilating,
almost panting. “Jack! Goddamn it, Jack! Move!”

She had to go over to him. No way
around it. But first she had to breathe, slow and easy—she was
dizzy. Can’t pass out. Not both of us. Got to hold it together
and do this.

Jack’s voice, a memory and a mental
snapshot of his brown eyes looking at her. This is going to hurt
a little.

She swallowed, gripped the raw edges of
denim that covered her leg and lifted the foot out of the metal
tray. Let it down until it was lowered all the way. Then she paused
for a moment and wiped at her eyes, which were wet with tears she
wasn’t aware of shedding. She’d just taken the Percodan a while
ago, so it was freshest and strongest just now—but the motion of
her unsplinted leg created a new experience in pain. She thought
she could even feel the ends of the bones grinding together and
that sent a wave of revulsion through her strong enough to make her
want to throw up.

She should have splinted it. Bent the
metal closed and tied it off. But there were no ties….

She looked over to where Jack had been
working quietly away on the thin braids of cloth. Of course, of
course. He had been way ahead of her, as he had been all along.

Jack. Jack. She looked over
toward him. She had to go over to him. She owed him that much. She
owed him her life.

She picked up the strip of fuselage and
propped it on its end, a very inadequate walking stick. Gripping
the sharp edges, tucking it under her left arm, she took a breath,
then a step, quickly, trying to transfer her weight back to her
right leg instantaneously. But natural physical laws weren’t on
vacation. The swing of weight was real and sent a wave of nausea
through her.

She swallowed again. Why the hell
aren’t you hopping, idiot?

She knew why she hadn’t tried that
first but the idea of jarring her leg with that sort of energetic
movement had seemed the worse alternative.

It seemed a better idea now.

She gave a little hop. That wasn’t so
bad, she told herself, even though she was swallowing convulsively
to keep back the sour sick taste in her mouth. There was a
high-pitched squeal in her mind—mental static. Station closed for
the night.

One more hop. She took the hop and knew
she would never manage another. She dropped the metal crutch and
bent and put her hands to the ground. Slowly she walked them out,
up alongside Jack’s body, while she let her good knee bend. Finally
she was on her knee. She shuffled forward, feeling her leg drag.
That was another new experience she wasn’t in a hurry to
repeat.

She turned herself around on her hands
so she was looking back toward the chair with the bad leg pushed
out in front of her. She sat down.

Finally, she was positioned so she
could turn Jack over. He was heavy and uncooperative as only the
truly unconscious—or dead, her mind whispered—can be. There
was blood on the side of his head and a bad graze along his
cheekbone, high up under the right eye. Blood oozed from the wound,
a hundred tiny beads. It looked like someone had taken a cheese
grater to his skin.

She leaned over, bringing her ear as
close as she could to his face.

He was breathing.

She knew then that she had been
expecting to find him dead. Her guts turned hot, loose and watery
with relief. She took a minute to bring the reaction under control,
while she considered her dilemma. How was she supposed to revive
Jack? Was she even supposed to try?

She stared at mountain peaks—the sun
had slipped behind them in the time it had taken her to drag her
sorry butt over to Jack’s side—wishing mightily that she’d taken
even one of the endless first aid courses and St. John’s Ambulance
courses constantly offered by Cruickshanks. Then she wouldn’t be
sitting here dithering.

Her dilemma was solved when Jack
groaned and his head rolled to one side. His hand lifted up to his
face again, even though his eyes were closed.

“Jack!”

“Jesus wept,” he murmured. His
fingertips were tentatively exploring the patch of raw flesh on his
cheekbone. The other hand wandered up to the side of his head, the
point of impact with the rock.

“Jack, look at me,” she urged. “Can you
look at me?”

He cracked open his left eye and rolled
his head farther to the right to look at her with the good eye.

“Both eyes, Jack. Let me see.”

The right one opened slowly, a sliver
of the eye beneath showing. Then, perhaps when the light that had
dazzled him before didn’t impact on his sight again, he opened it
farther. The eye was bloodshot, the iris huge. The eye of a blind
man.

Sophie struggled to not let her dismay
mirror on her face. “Can you see out of the right one?”

He blinked hard, then screwed his eyes
shut and rubbed before trying again. “It’s blurry but I can see.
Sort of.”

“You were out for minutes,” she
said.

“Long enough for you to make your way
over,” he agreed. “Dumb move, Soph. You could end up permanently
maimed dragging a broken leg around like that.”

“Then stop running into walls,” she
said, adding a brisk snap to her voice. If he liked feisty, she’d
give him feisty, or die. Anything to keep him alert, keep him
talking. “Can you sit up?”

He got his elbows underneath him then
pushed up on his hands until finally he was sitting next to her. He
pinched the skin over the bridge of his nose. “Ah, god, my
head.”

“Serves you right.” But she was
pleased. Surely, sitting up was a good sign? Oh, how she wished she
had taken those courses….

He was sitting motionless. Abruptly,
his face drained of color, leaving the skin gray and mottled and
the gouge along his cheek bone a livid red. “I think….” he
muttered, his voice rough.

Then he scrambled to his feet, pushing
away from her, toward the edge of the shelf. He hung over the edge
and Sophie heard the unmistakable sound. Vomiting…oh, God. She
didn’t need a course to know that was bad.

She could only sit and wait, so she
waited. Finally, Jack turned away from the edge and sat down on the
dirt next to her. For a long time he was silent.

“I could have done without that,” he
said casually.

He had some color back and he actually
seemed to be focusing on her with the bad eye. Sophie felt a
cautious hope. Perhaps it would be okay, after all.

“Food and coffee,” he declared. “My
soul for a coffee. Come on, let’s get you back on your perch.” He
stood up slowly and dusted himself off, then reached down and
picked her up like one would a child, both hands around her middle.
She hadn’t suspected he was that strong. He certainly didn’t bulge
with muscle. After what he’d just gone through, to start tossing
her around on top of it….

I think he’s okay.

He placed her back on her chair and she
was more than happy to sit down again now. She’d had enough
exercise to last a week, at least.

Jack crouched by her hip, gently easing
the channel back under her leg. This time the pain seemed minor
compared to that she’d felt as she’d walked across the shelf toward
him.

“Can we splint the leg somehow?” she
asked. “Bend the metal around it and tie it down?”

He considered the matter, his head
down, before looking up at her. His gaze was steady. The enlarged
pupil was disturbing. “I think that’s probably a good idea,” he
said quietly. “But, food first. We both need it.”

“Sure,” Sophie agreed.

He built up the fire again, growing a
good pile of red coals to cook on. While the fire burned down a
little, he started sorting through the pack, which held all the
food supplies. “I’d give my eye teeth for a turkey breast sandwich
right now. Or to have flown with an airline that served actual hot
food, not little snacks like this.”

“If you had flown with another airline,
you wouldn’t be here to grumble about the food,” Sophie pointed
out.

“No, I’d probably be—” He stopped,
keeping his head down. “I’d probably be home,” he finished but
Sophie knew that was not what he had been about to say. He was
laying out the packets and counting. “There’s enough here for, say,
another three or four days, if we’re careful. Not exactly the diet
recommended by the Food and Drug Administration, but what the
hay.”

He put the packets away, keeping out
enough for this meal and slid the backpack under Sophie’s chair.
“Let’s leave it there, within your reach,” he suggested.

Then he wandered about the ledge,
rearranging packs. As far as she could tell he was just keeping it
all organized, although she’d already learned that there was a
reason for everything Jack did, often one she hadn’t anticipated.
So she kept her questions to herself. He’d tell her soon
enough.

But he didn’t tell her that night. He
was preoccupied and conversation stuttered to a halt a dozen times
over. Jack insisted she take another Percodan after eating. He also
set about splinting her leg. The metal wasn’t as flexible as she’d
thought. Jack struggled to bend it around to hug her leg tightly,
persisting long after she would have given up. The pressure on the
injured leg was uncomfortable and tiring. Finally, the leg was
splinted and tied off with the neat braids Jack had spent the day
making.

Sophie was more than glad to push the
chair back and snuggle down under the blankets and plastic to
sleep. Jack settled next to her but didn’t recline his chair back
straight away. Instead, he sat looking at the flames.

She knew he wanted to be left alone but
gave into the momentary impulse that pushed her into reaching for
his hand where it rested on his thigh and holding it. “Thanks for
saving my life. I should have said that two days ago and I’m sorry.
But thanks, Jack. I’m glad it’s you I have to depend upon. I’m not
sure I could let anyone else in the world do it.”

His hand clamped almost painfully
around her fingers. For a minute the pressure persisted, then he
exhaled. Hard. His breath was unsteady. “You have nothing to thank
me for.”

“So you say. I think more of you than
that,” she retorted. She left her hand in his, liking the contact.
Sleep came fast. It had been a busy day.

She came awake abruptly, sometime
later.

Jack was muttering in his sleep. The
words were indistinct. She listened but made nothing of the sounds.
Then he gave a shout. The fear in that inarticulate shout was
enough to bring invisible hackles on the back of her neck erect,
prickling tightly.

She grabbed his shoulder and shook.
“Jack, wake up!” No one should have to live through that sort of
nightmare. “Jack!”

It took several moments of vigorous
shaking before he roused. He shook himself like a dog fresh out of
water.

“You were dreaming, Jack. Bad
dreams.”

He was lying back against the chair. In
the milky illumination radiating from the mountains she could see
him swallow.

“Dreams,” he muttered.

She patted his arm and went back to
sleep.

She didn’t know what roused her the
second time. Perhaps the crackle of the fire. Jack had built the
fire up again. He was no longer sitting next to her. She glanced
around, groggy with sleep and saw him standing on the other side of
the fire staring at the ghostly faces of the guardians, his hands
in his pockets. Feeling protected and safe, she drifted back to
sleep.

Jack was awake before her the next
morning. By the time she yawned and stretched a little, he was
returning down the gully, holding the wire rope with a grim
expression on his face.

The grimness disappeared when he looked
up from his feet and saw her watching him. He was carrying another
pack over his shoulder—what once had been someone’s cabin bag with
the extending handle and built-in wheels. He dumped it next to the
fire. “I went for another scavenge.”

“A successful one, I see. Don’t you
think we’ve got enough here, Jack?”

He pursed his lips, considering.
“Better safe than sorry,” he said and turned away. He started
putting breakfast together.

When the meal was over, he opened the
cabin bag and searched through all the pockets. He grunted with
satisfaction as he dug into a deep one. He pulled out a lady’s
powder compact—not hers. There had been one other woman on the
flight.

Sophie bit her lip, fighting back the
swell of horror and pity. It was the first time she’d allowed
herself to fully consider that most of their salvaged goods,
including the clothes she wore, had been someone else’s a few days
ago. Someone now dead.

Jack came and crouched next to her
chair. “Here.” He held out the compact. “You need to keep this on
you. You know what to do with it, right?”

She stared at him, feeling stupid.
Beyond powdering her nose, what on earth would she want with it?
What was so important about a compact that Jack had gone out at
first light to find it?

Her confusion must have shown. Jack
took the compact back and opened it. He threw the foam applicator
into the fire, then knocked the compact on the edge of the chair’s
leg frame. The compacted powder shattered and fell to the ground,
leaving the dusty silvery lining bare. On the other side was the
small round mirror.

Jack held the compact out, propped on
his knees, moving it experimentally. “It’ll only work when the sun
isn’t behind clouds but it’s easy enough to figure out. You just
keep flashing it until you catch their attention. This sort of
signal can be seen for miles. They’ll come running to
investigate.”

The meaning, the implication behind his
explanation slammed through her brain. The impact left her winded
and very scared.

She sat up, careless of her leg. “You
are not going to die!” It was a screamed protest. “Don’t you even
dare think it. You can use the damn mirror to bring them
closer. You, Jack.”

He was looking at her and now she could
see his sadness and understood his preoccupation with chilling
clarity.

“Sophie.…” he began, softly.

“No!” The fear was in her throat,
choking her voice, hurting her head with the vicious pressure of
it. “No, I won’t have it. I won’t have it, you hear? You are
not going to die on me.”

He reached out and gripped her hand. It
was the same tight pressure as last night. “Sophie, you have to
listen. This is important. You’ve got to know this stuff—”

She shook her head and the motion sent
tears spinning away. “They could arrive today. This morning. You
don’t know, dammit, you don’t know when they’ll get here.”

He shook her hand. “That’s right. I
don’t know. It’s a gamble. We can hope for the best but we have to
prepare for the worst.”

She sat there then, her protest
evaporating. Helpless, she let the tears spill unchecked as he went
through the dry, practical arrangements he’d made for her.

“The food is under your chair. You can
reach it by bending forward. We’ve collected enough drinking water
for about four days. If it rains again, you’ve got to collect what
you can. That’s the most important thing to remember. I’ll work to
build up the woodpile for you but once it runs out, stay under the
plastic. Keep warm. You won’t die from cold, not in October, even
up here. But you’ve got to have water.” His hand squeezed hers.
“Sophie, are you listening?”

“I don’t want you to die.”

“I wasn’t sleeping last night, Sophie.
I was…I don’t know. Passed out. In a delirium. Whatever. And the
headache is getting worse. This morning while I was up top I lost…I
don’t know how much time. I just grayed out. I came around and
found myself lying on the ground with a squirrel giving me shit
from the closest tree.”

“But you don’t know for sure!”

His voice was gentle. “I know it’s
coming. I just don’t know when.”

In the face of his cold logic, the only
thing she had left was to abase herself. She pleaded, careless of
her pride. “Please, Jack. Please. You’ve got to hang
on.”

“You’ll be okay. They’ll find you.
You’re a fighter, I knew that the moment I met you. You’ll hang in
there and you’ll go on.”

She offered the bare, cold truth. “I
don’t want to, not if it’s without you.”

His hand was crushing hers but she
welcomed the pain. Finally, she felt his other hand on her cheek.
Gentle. “Oh, god, Sophie, don’t do this to me. I thought I had it
settled last night but not this.”

She turned her head in his hand and
kissed the big palm.

“You don’t know me,” he grated.

“I know enough. I don’t care about the
rest.”

He knelt next to her and took her in
his arms. She let her head rest against his chest, hearing his
heart hurry along beneath her ear.

“You have to stay, Jack.”

His answer was a long time coming.
“I’ll do the best I can, my love.”


Chapter Four

Jack sat on the ground at the foot of
the chair, settling heavily. He leaned back against her thigh.

“Tired,” he muttered, closing his
eyes.

She suppressed the leap of terror and
ran her hand across his brow. “Rest,” she said gently. “I’ll watch
the fire.”

“Mmm,” he murmured.

He remained there for much of the day
and later, the hallucinations began.

“Bastards! Fucking bastards! You…how…
No!”

He twitched, his head rolling against
the chair. Sophie took his hand, which kept trying to fight off the
enemy that only he could see. She had no idea if he could feel her
grasp but hung on anyway. It had been early sunrise the last time
he looked at her with anything like recognition in his eyes and it
was dark now. Even the guardians had doused their glow, for the
moon was behind thick clouds.

She felt the return of the killing
loneliness she’d experienced her first night on the ledge but
fought off the self-pity. Jack would need her yet.

“My fault. All my fuckin’ fault…” His
words were slurred, guttural. “Killed ’em all. All dead.”

She took a deep breath for calmness,
feeling her chest hitch with dammed back tears. All she could do
now was hold his hand as best she could and be there when he needed
her.

She waited.

Dawn came.

“Sophie.”

It was Jack.

She turned her head to look at him. His
brown eyes were steady, watching her. “Sophie.”

He was here. With her. She smiled.
“Jack.”

“They’re coming, Sophie. They’re coming
for me.”

“Who? Who is coming?”

“You can’t trust them. They’ll pretend
they’re friends but you can’t trust them. They’ll kill you
too.”

Were these the nameless demons he had
refused to speak of before? “Who, Jack? How will I know it’s
them?”

“They’re the ones who are killing
me.”

She bit her lip. “Shh, Jack. It’s in
your mind.”

“No.” He tried to shake his head and
failed. “Under my sweater. Get it.”

Suspicion, thick and dark, wreathed her
mind. Horrible fear. She reached under the sweater, already knowing
what she would find. She tugged it out of the holster under his
left arm. The gun was a revolver, not an automatic, that much she
knew. It was black metal, with a short ugly barrel—a fat, stubby
weapon warm from nestling against his body.

She felt absurdly like weeping. For
Jack. For the demons that were haunting him. For his reality that
made this weapon a necessary part of him.

“Keep it close, Sophie. Keep it. And
when they come, you’ll be safe.”

She nodded, knowing he wanted that
assurance.

“Like I promised you,” he added.
“Safe.”

He closed his eyes.


Chapter Five

It was Roscoe Kent’s first assignment
as team leader and he didn’t want to waste the occasion looking for
tiny pieces of a tiny plane that nobody in the world seemed to care
had disappeared off the map five days before. Well, someone cared
enough to goose the Jackson County Search and Rescue and the
Colorado Mounted Rangers into action but hell’s bells, the plane
went down near the New Mexico border. Yet some idiot with power to
spare had Roscoe P. Kent wasting jet juice up near Wyoming.

He adjusted his sunglasses, wondering
if he should take them off. It was a shitty day, anyway, with the
clouds keeping everything dirty and miserable. The green tint in
the helicopter canopy added more misery. But he kept the glasses on
because, well, it just seemed to be more appropriate that the point
man for the operation look the part.

They’d been flying around for an hour
or so now, following a standard grid search pattern, four
helicopters chatting away between each other, with nothing to show
for their trouble but a gas bill and the same old stupid jokes as
last week.

Harvey Myers was at the controls today
and that was another thing that Roscoe wasn’t too thrilled about.
Harvey was a civilian, not even a Rangers’ volunteer. But he might
as well have been sworn in as a member of K Troop because they
called on his services more often than not. Roscoe would have just
as happily done without him if he’d been able to figure out a way
to get the helicopter up in the air by himself, because Harvey was
a spoiler.

He’d spent way too much time watching
the paid police go about their business and had soaked up far too
much of the legal ins and outs of the trade. But instead of
bringing Harvey over to their perspective, instead of giving him an
understanding of how sometimes things had to be the way they had to
be, Harvey had become a spoiler. He was always on the watch for
sloppy procedure, for mistakes, slip-ups or more. He’d lean against
the canopy of his chopper, his arms crossed, a witness to all that
went down and sometimes he would comment. “Hey, Roscoe, you’re a
bit quick on the handcuffs tonight, huh? Roscoe, did you remember
to write up that bloody nose you just handed out?”

What Roscoe couldn’t figure was why
Harvey was so goddamn popular. He was practically worshipped. The
younger Rangers would trade for the chance to ride shotgun with
him.

Harvey was swinging the chopper around
now, banking and sliding in a way that made Roscoe’s stomach flip.
“Hey!” he protested.

“Saw something, farther south.”
Harvey’s voice in the headphones was cool and polite.

“That takes us off the grid.”

“We’ll get back on the grid. Relax,
Roscoe. I just want to check this out.”

Roscoe fumed while Harvey pushed the
stick forward and the chopper dropped its nose and leapt ahead,
heading down the long thin valley that had opened up before them.
On the left, the long downslopes rolled endlessly on, one after
another, after another, almost identical to each other. Harvey kept
close over the top of them. Roscoe had flown with him enough times
to know that he was prudently avoiding the sometimes vicious
updrafts that could slam a chopper into the unforgiving east walls
if they got too close.

Suddenly, Harvey was slowing, easing up
on the stick, letting the nose turn gently to the left, to face the
east.

“Holy shit,” Roscoe breathed.

A long scar was gouged across the face
of the slope. Between the trees it ploughed through were glimpses
of white and glittering silver, scattered all along the path of the
gouge. It was fresh and deep.

Roscoe’s pulse leapt. Maybe, after
all….

“You wanna call it in, big fella?”
Harvey asked, tapping the radio.

Roscoe licked his lips. “We’d better
get closer, check it out. Don’t want to drag everyone off the grid
only to find out it’s just bears going ape shit.”

Harvey glanced at him. “Okay, boss,” he
said, his face expressionless. “How close you wanna get?”

“Close. Down by those trees, where the
big patch of white is. Can you get down there?”

“You wanna land?” Harvey sounded
surprised.

“Sure.” Roscoe leapt on the idea,
although that hadn’t been his meaning at all.

Harvey considered, his lips pursed.
“Well, it’ll be tight—all those trees. I might have to land you
higher up where they thin out more. Figure you can cope with
walking a mile?”

Roscoe ignored the sarcasm, his
attention on the long scratch on the landscape as it slid toward
them. By the time they were over the top of it, Harvey had lost
enough altitude that the white patches were recognizably aircraft
wreckage.

“Jesus,” Roscoe breathed. There was
barely anything left of it but bits and pieces.

“Two-four, two-four, come in two-four,”
Harvey was intoning.

“What the hell are you doing?” Roscoe
flared.

“Calling it in. It’s the plane, ain’t
it? You’re supposed to bring the others, ain’t you?”

Roscoe swallowed down his fury. Sure,
let them come. He’d be in charge, after all. “Okay. You do
that.”

Harvey didn’t respond to him directly
but Roscoe thought he saw the older man’s eyes roll before he
turned his head away to watch the wreckage below him as the chopper
circled. He gave the location with quick, neat details and let them
know he was going to land—again, all standard procedure.

The landing was totally without fuss,
despite Harvey’s doom and gloom forecast. He found a spot that he
liked and settled the bird.

Roscoe hung his headset over the second
joystick and climbed down to the ground, stooping over despite the
knowledge that the blades were high enough that he’d have to jump
off a spring board to hit them. It was instinctive to bend over. It
was also what they did on TV.

He came around the canopy just as
Harvey climbed down to the ground, carrying the big, heavy first
aid box that usually traveled strapped to the wall behind the back
passenger bench.

“What the hell you doing with that?”
Roscoe asked.

Harvey shrugged. “Dunno. Just in
case.”

“You’re coming?”

“Thought I might.”

“Well, all right then. But stay well
back and out of trouble, you hear?”

“Oh, I hear ya,” Harvey
acknowledged.

Roscoe set off at a brisk pace, his
heavy snow coat whispering against the twill of his trousers. But
he’d forgotten about the altitude. Within minutes his breath was
heaving in his chest and threatening to break out through his
sternum. He was sweating heavily.

Harvey was obediently following along
behind and it didn’t sound like he was having too much trouble with
the pace despite the monster box of goodies he carried. Roscoe kept
up his speed, ignoring the tight band around his chest.

Then, abruptly, they were there. The
churned up ground opened up before them, pock-marked with pinkish
yellow fresh tree stumps and cracked trunks, twisted,
unrecognizable metal, plastic, glass and more.

“I figure that there’s what’s left of
the cockpit,” Harvey said, pointing to the smaller piece of
wreckage far to their right. It had wrapped itself around a tree
and marked the end of the long trail of debris.

Roscoe tilted his head, studying the
wreckage. “There’s something not quite right about this,” he
said.

“That’d probably be the footsteps all
over the new earth everywhere,” Harvey said.

Goddamn, Roscoe breathed to
himself. The man was right but did he have to point it out aloud?
“Think we got us a survivor.” He looked at Harvey, at the box he
carried. “You knew.”

“Yeah,” Harvey agreed.

There was no way Roscoe was going to
ask him how he knew but Harvey volunteered the information anyway.
“No bodies,” he pointed out. “No body parts. The plane carried
seven and the two pilots. If it made it down in pieces this big,
there had to be bodies too. But I didn’t see any from up there.
Figured someone’s already seen to ’em.”

“Then why the hell didn’t they stay
with the wreck? What, we’re supposed to go look for them now?”

That was when the sound of the gunshot
cracked through the air behind them, the sound bouncing off the
east walls of the valley and echoing up the hillside in a dying
whisper.

Roscoe jumped almost a foot high.
“Jesus!”

“Guess they’re telling you where to
find them,” Harvey said.

Roscoe’s heart was thudding hard. The
gunshot was shocking in its unexpectedness. He found his hand on
his sidearm, twitching to draw even though there was no enemy to be
seen. Despite his six years with the Rangers, he’d only heard
gunshots on the range. There weren’t too many gun-toting madmen to
be found in northern Colorado.

From the north they heard the sound of
another helicopter. The rest of his team was arriving.

Harvey smiled. “Going to check it
out?”

Roscoe was too shaken to dredge up a
snappy answer. He headed off at a run in what he thought was the
direction of the gunshot. There was a thicket of trees ahead, maybe
there…

He ducked under the lower branches and
almost ran full tilt straight into the grizzliest find yet.

“Oh Jesus Christ goddamn!” He backed up
rapidly.

Harvey ducked around the shielding
branches and stopped, his face grim. “Yeah, I kinda thought so,” he
muttered.

Laid out in formal lines were five
bodies, already decomposing. Their faces in death were ghastly.
Roscoe swallowed.

“One of the pilots.” Harvey pointed to
the epaulets on the shirt of the last body in the line-up.

That was when the second gunshot
sounded. Despite having heard it once already, the flat crack and
volley of echoes made Roscoe flinch. This time, the direction was
more certain.

Harvey was already heading down the
slope.

“Hey, get back behind me!” Roscoe
demanded, taking off after him.

A little farther ahead, the slope
stopped dead and dropped down into a ravine that slashed through
the side of the mountain and out into the main valley.

“Somewhere here,” Harvey commented. He
was walking along the slope, hefting his box.

“Here! Down here!” The cry floated up
from their feet.

“We’re coming!” Harvey shouted back. He
pointed a little to his left, at one of the trees close to the
edge. “My, my, look at that. Someone’s been real busy.”

Roscoe stared, his eyes widening. “What
the hell…” It was a multi-colored rope, twisted around the base of
the tree and snaking its way over the edge of the precipice.

“Wire. They used wire.” The admiration
in Harvey’s voice was unmistakable. He moved to the deep crease at
the edge of the drop-off where the cable disappeared.

“For heaven’s sake, Harvey, they’ve got
a gun! You can’t just walk right up to them.”

“What, you gonna shoot back?” Harvey
demanded. “They’re survivors, for crissake.”

He picked up the strange rope and
tested it, backing up to the edge of the ravine, his first aid box
in his left hand.

“At least let me go first,” Roscoe
said.

Harvey stood aside. Letting the man
with the gun go first was only common sense after all. Roscoe
picked up the rope and studied the runnel. “Hey, there’s almost
steps in this damn thing…” He went down facing forward, the steps
giving him confidence that he wouldn’t end up hanging in midair.
They led somewhere.

The runnel curved around a big
outcropping, leaning to the right. He worked his way around it and
found himself on a ledge a good twelve feet wide.

Then he saw her and got his third deep
shock for the day. She was young and might even be pretty, washed
up and dressed right. But for right now, she was holding a gun on
him and it was cocked. Ferocious green eyes were fixed on him,
almost feral in their stare.

“Jesus!” he breathed. Before he even
thought about it, his own gun was out and trained on her.

“Drop the gun!” she screamed. “Drop
it!”

“Lady, you’re on the wrong side of the
law to be giving orders!”

“Roscoe, for god’s sake, she’s scared
witless,” Harvey said, next to him. “Put your toy away.”

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Tell me
who you are!”

“Jesus, lady, who do you think we are,
wearing this uniform? The Salvation Army?”

“Who are you?” Her hand holding the gun
was shaking but that feral gleam in her eyes held Roscoe
motionless.

“Colorado Mounted Rangers, K Troop,
ma’am,” Harvey said, his voice low. Soothing.

“Bullshit! Prove it!”

Prove it? Roscoe felt his eyes bug out.
Prove it?

Harvey held up his hand. “I’m a
civilian, ma’am. I just fly the helicopter. Your man there—he’s
hurt. Bad, by the look of it. You too. We can fly you out of here.
In fifty minutes, we can have you in a hospital being treated.”

“Don’t you come near him!” she cried as
Harvey took a step toward her.

The man on the chair next to
her—would you look at that, they dragged themselves an airplane
seat down here—the man was slumped against her and even from
here, Roscoe could see blood on his head.

“He needs help,” Harvey said
reasonably.

“And you might be here to kill him. He
said you would act like friendlies.”

Roscoe recognized the military term but
understood little else in her cryptic comments. Harvey, it seemed,
was following it all just fine. He held out his hand to Roscoe. “I
know he don’t look too friendly but you’ve got a gun trained on him
and he’s actin’ by instinct. But you can trust me, ma’am. Really.
I’m just along for the ride here. In about five minutes, this
hillside is going to be crawling with rangers and three more
choppers.”

She was wavering.

“Listen,” Harvey said, cocking his
thumb up. Overhead, the lap-lap of rotors was distinct. “Do you
figure that someone who wants to get rid of your friend would bring
along so many witnesses?”

The gun listed. Lowered. She covered
her face with her other hand, her shoulders shaking.

Roscoe’s relief was so great his
bladder cut loose with a hot rush. He sank to the ground,
shivering.

Harvey hurried over to the pair on the
airline seat and dropped the box. He bent over the guy, feeling at
the neck for a pulse.

“He’s dead,” she told him hoarsely.

“Nope, I don’t think so. But he’s
pretty far gone. We’ve gotta hurry, ma’am.” Harvey looked back over
his shoulder toward Roscoe. There was nothing Roscoe could do to
disguise his disgrace. He hung his head.

“Roscoe, if you’re going to wimp out on
me, at least give me your goddamn radio and get out of my way.”

His humiliation complete, Roscoe
unclipped the radio unit, gave it to Harvey, then scurried up the
channel and back to the chopper before any of the others saw him.
Behind him, he heard Harvey giving short sharp commands into the
radio, organizing getting the pair up onto solid ground, directing
the rangers who were already on foot on how to get to the ledge to
work the ground end of the lift.

It took a little longer than fifty
minutes, in the end. Harvey had consulted with one of the more
senior rangers on the scene, figuring times and distances. It would
be quicker for him to take them to the hospital himself than risk
waiting around for a medevac helicopter to arrive on the scene.
They could alert the hospital, work it that way.

They’d carried the man and woman to his
chopper as quickly as the sharp slope would allow. The man they
laid across the back bench, bending his knees to get him inside the
craft. The woman they’d set on the co-pilot seat, her leg thrust
out stiffly in front of her, pushed up against the glass.

Harvey went around to his side of the
canopy and saw Roscoe standing under a tree just to one side of the
chopper. Hiding. Harvey could feel his lip curl down. Ignoring the
ranger, he climbed into the helicopter and put on the headset. Let
Roscoe find his own way home.

Harvey smiled at the woman next to him.
“I’m Harvey.”

“Sophie.” She tried to smile but barely
managed it. Beneath the grime her face was white. There were clean
white patches around her eyes and trailing down her cheeks.

“Sophie, you’ve been through shit and
back and I don’t even want to start imagining what it was like.”
Five days they’d been down, stuck on that ledge. He mentally
shivered and continued, “But for a little while longer you’re going
to have to help me. If your friend needs attention, you’re going to
have to take care of it. I’ll be flying this thing, okay?”

She nodded and he saw her swallow.
“Just hurry. Please.”

Harvey got her airborne as fast as he
could. The rangers had already radioed ahead. The news that one of
the survivors had a head trauma got him the request to divert
directly to Boulder.

Harvey glanced at his fuel gauge,
reckoning distances again. It’d be tight but speed was the critical
factor now. Not that he was formally trained in medicine but he’d
seen enough over the years to know that the sooner the guy in the
backseat of his bird was handed over to doctors, the better his
chances.

He glanced at the woman. “Okay?” he
asked. She nodded.

* * * * *

Doctor Peter Radchuk knew who Isobel
was as soon as he saw her. She stood staring out the dark windows
of the waiting room, blatantly smoking despite the signs on all
four walls. She wore a black business suit that screamed New York
chic and a halo of Nordic blonde hair. Rail thin—five pounds above
organ failure if she was lucky.

As he got closer, he was amused to
realize that she was chewing her nails with compulsive nervous
energy.

“Isobel?”

She spun, wide dark eyes pinning him to
the spot, taking him in. “Doctor.” Her voice was one of those low
throaty ones that seemed to reach into the pit of your stomach and
stroke the nerve ends there. “Will he make it?”

“We don’t know yet. It’s too soon.”

“Damn.” She spun and looked out the
window again.

“What I can tell you is that we were
lucky to get him when we did. The pressure had built enormously.
I’m not sure how much longer he would have lasted. I believe it was
the decision of one of the helicopter pilots out in the field not
to wait for the medical chopper but bring them in himself. It was a
good call.”

“I’ll remember that,” she said. But it
was a murmur, offhand. Her mind was already miles away.

Radchuk cleared his throat.

She turned again, as if she’d
remembered that he was there. “I’m sorry,” she apologized.

He’d seen it before. “No problem.”

“When can I see him?”

“He’s in recovery. It’ll be a while
before he comes around. If he comes around. At this stage
it’s in the lap of the gods. I’ve done everything I can.”

She was absently biting at what was
left of her thumbnail, flexing the curving nail between her teeth.
Testing its resilience? Radchuk grimaced at the analogy and then
realized it wasn’t all that far off, after all. She was weighing
his answer, testing it. For acceptability?

“All right,” she said at last.

She had been deciding if she
would accept his answer. What would she have done if she hadn’t
liked it?

But she was already moving on. “The
woman they brought in with him. Will she live?”

“I believe so. She’s not my patient and
you should check with the doctor on duty for a better answer, of
course.”

She pursed her lips, then shook her
head a little. “Later, maybe.”

The tension in this woman. She
was holding a war within, consulting only herself for decisions,
actions. That was the only reason for the disjointed, odd answers
she was giving, the distracted air.

Radchuk lifted his clipboard. “Isobel,
I realize this has been hard on you. If you like, I can give you a
mild sedative. It’ll help you relax, calm down a little. You’re in
for a long night as it is.”

She pulled back a little, like she was
looking down her nose. “I’m perfectly calm.” The low growl of her
voice was reasonable, steady.

“Well, okay. I’ll have a nurse come and
get you when Jack comes around.”

She speared him with a cool don’t
bullshit me look. “You mean ‘if’, right?”

He held up a hand, defeated. This broad
was a ball-buster. She just didn’t look like it at first glance.
“Okay, if,” he agreed. He could be frank if that’s the way
she wanted it.

“What are his chances, doctor?”

Up until thirty seconds ago, he would
have hedged the bet. Now he just ladled out unadorned truth. “About
even.”

She sighed again and turned back to the
window. He’d been dismissed.


Chapter Six

He couldn’t get his eyes to focus. It
wouldn’t come together. But it was comfortable here, so he didn’t
push it too much. Then he realized there was no pain.

He explored the experience of a
pain-free existence. It had become a novelty. He kept very still in
case any movement destroyed the peace.

Later, sounds grew a little clearer.
Soft, remote sounds. And there was a smell, very faint, that he
recognized. It was almost the absence of smell that gave it
away.

Hospital. I’m in a hospital.

He examined this thought for a while,
trying to link up with the thoughts that went before. It took a
while but he was content to let it come as it wanted. Slowly, his
recall returned. Along with it came a growing sense of wonder.
Sophie. She saved me. Somehow, she pulled it off.

“Hello, Jack.” The throaty purr came
from beside him.

He tried blinking open his eyes again.
This time, the focus kicked in, for which he was eternally
grateful. The nimbus of white hair drew his eye. “Isobel.”

She smiled a little. She was dressed
for the office but the suit looked a little rumpled.

“They dragged you here?” he asked
her.

“Like they could have kept me
away.”

He sighed. “They found me, Isobel. God
knows how but they did.”

“I know.”

“How the hell am I going to get to
Chicago, now?”

For the first time in his life Isobel
looked awkward. “Well, that’s yet to be decided,” she began slowly.
“Besides, the trial started yesterday—no, two days ago now.”

“What? Then you have to stop it. They
have to wait.” He repressed the impulse to sit up, not willing to
test himself yet.

“Jack, you can’t just rock up and tell
a judge to halt his trial. It’s not that simple…”

He could feel a dull ache behind his
temple now. Knew it wouldn’t last. “What’s complicated?
Izzy, the whole reason you get paid so much is because you know
what form goes where. There has to be a brief, a procedure, goddamn
it. A piece of paper somewhere that you can sign and seal and get
the damn trial stopped!” The ache became a throb and he grabbed at
his temple, feeling the expected bandages under his fingertips.
“We’re talking about…what?…three or four days? Have you spoken to
Dempsey? What does he say?”

Isobel was wearing an awkward, slightly
pursed-lip expression he’d never seen before.

“What is it I’m not getting?” he
demanded.

The door opened with perfect timing.
Jack was tempted to curse but something even more interesting
happened. Isobel saw the newcomer and his white coat and relief
wrote itself on her face.

Relief.

Jack eased himself back onto the
pillow, suddenly aware that he had been trying to lift his head up,
after all. The doctor was looking from him to Isobel and
frowning.

“You shouldn’t be here yet,” he told
Isobel.

“I’m sorry, Doc. I just didn’t want to
wait any longer.” Her voice was cool again. Jack always enjoyed
watching her tell someone to take a hike while mouthing the most
polite platitudes. It was something in the voice, a timbre that
most men were incapable of replicating and many women wouldn’t
dream of using. Isobel used it at full power. Often.

The doctor, though, was immune. He’d
already turned his attention to his main priority, Jack.

Jack looked him in the eye. “There’s
something you have to tell me, isn’t there?”

The doctor glanced at Isobel, who held
up both hands, palms out. “Not me.”

He jerked his head toward the door.
“Out.”

“Let her stay,” Jack said. “I have a
feeling I’m going to need to give someone my power of attorney and
right now, she’s it. She should hear it.”

The doctor considered for only a
moment. “I don’t have time to argue,” he said, pulling a small
pencil light out of his pocket and stepping around the bed. “How
are you feeling?”

“Thrilled to be here,” Jack said
truthfully.

“Your head will start to ache again
soon—”

“Already has.”

“So?” The doctor leaned over to shade
Jack’s eye and flash the light into it several times.

Jack took a slow breath.

“That hurts a little too, hmm?”

“Yes.”

The doctor’s name was stitched above
his pocket in flowing script. Dr. P. Radchuk. Jack traced
the letters with his eyes as Radchuk lifted the edges of the
bandaging around his head, peering beneath.

Then he put the pencil light back in
his pocket and stepped back. He looked at Jack. His hands spread
themselves out across the pink cotton blanket, smoothing it.

“I’m afraid it’s not over quite yet,”
he said at last.

It was as bad as he’d guessed. Jack
nodded a little. “I’m not going to make it.”

Radchuk lifted a brow. “Oh, we’re all
dying in one way or another, Mr. Laubreaux. With an enormous amount
of good luck, prayer, or whatever spirits you want to call upon
you, too, will get to die at an indecently old age in your bed
after an excellent meal, with all your debts paid.”

Jack felt a grin tug at his mouth. “No
last frolic to set it off?”

Radchuk smiled a little too. “You may
embellish it as you wish. But first, Jack, we’re going to have to
go back into your head.” He paused, giving him a moment to absorb
the news. “We only dared take enough time to relieve the pressure
from the swelling and stop the worst of the bleeding. I judged you
weren’t in the condition for more. And I very much wanted to see
you conscious and speak to you so I could measure your…stamina…for
what comes next.”

“It’s that bad?”

“There was more bleeding than I
expected. There’s at least two points of origin, both fairly strong
concussions. You hit your head twice?”

“I don’t remember the first one. But,
yeah, I figure it was twice.”

“You managed to crack your skull while
you were at it. Add to that, a lack of water and inadequate
sustenance for…five days?”

“I lost count. Things got confused
toward the end.”

“I’m quite sure they did.” Radchuk’s
hands were swiping at the blanket, smoothing it. “Then there was
mild exposure. And all of it began with a psychological trauma that
most people would find more than enough to cope with. They
certainly wouldn’t consider themselves in a fit state to take on
the care of another immobile person.”

“You’ve been talking to Sophie.” Jack
licked his lips. “Is she…all right?”

“I have, indeed, been talking to Miss
Sophie. A very strong lady. She should be fine.”

“Should be? Haven’t they treated her
yet?” Jack tried to sit up. “How long have I been in here? And they
haven’t done anything? Christ, her leg—”

“Mr. Laubreaux, please!” Radchuk
interrupted, his hands ceasing their motion.

Jack willed himself to stop and waited
for Radchuk to go on. His head was really hurting now.

“Sophie has been given emergency
treatment, just as you have been. Any further medical attention she
receives will be at a hospital of her choice.” He sighed. “I won’t
apologize for the medical system in this country for I’m as much a
victim of it as you, or Ms. Kingston. You’re probably as familiar
with its failings too. You hear about it every night at
eleven.”

This time, Radchuk’s voice was as dry
as the dessert and Jack understood why.

“I watch it but you live it, right?” He
stared at Radchuk. “They’re withholding further treatment because
of her insurance?”

Radchuk had the grace to look him in
the eye. “I don’t know the details but I was told it was a matter
of insurance, yes.”

“Did you treat her?”

“No.”

“But you discussed it with the ER
doctor?”

Radchuk grimaced. “Briefly. Jack,
there’s not a lot I can tell you, either legally or professionally,
because you’re not a member of Sophie’s family—”

“She doesn’t have any family left.”

“Regardless, you’re not in a position
to discuss her medical condition even with the treating doctor, and
I won’t talk about it because that sort of thing is out of my
sphere of expertise. Your injuries, on the other hand, I can do
something about.”

Jack didn’t have the strength to argue
any more. He sighed. “Yeah, you gave me high hopes there, Doc. What
was it? ‘An enormous amount of luck’, right?”

“I’d like to think that skill has
something to do with it,” Radchuk added. He moved around the end of
the bed past where Isobel stood, forgotten, then up the other side,
heading for the cartload of electronics parked next to Jack’s
bed.

Isobel stepped away so that she could
watch both of them. She had a fist on her hip, pushing aside the
open black jacket. Lawyer mode. The cocky stance kept everyone on
their toes while she marshalled her arguments. But the meaningless,
withering smile she habitually wore was missing.

Radchuk was tapping at a keyboard,
watching a monitor. Satisfied, he turned and crossed his arms,
studying Jack again. “You’ll need luck, Jack. I won’t deny it. Your
health isn’t the most ideal for undergoing this sort of procedure,
especially so close behind a quick and dirty lifesaving operation.
The mental and physical shock is considerable.”

This was more frankness than Jack was
ready for. “Odds, Doc. What are the odds I’ll come out of it?” His
voice was—unsurprisingly—hoarse.

“I can tell you that if you don’t have
the operation then death is…inevitable.”

Jack stared at him, weighing up the
answer. Absorbing it. He’d seen this lateral lead-up countless
times before—he’d used it plenty of times himself as a way of
coaxing reluctant subjects into cooperating. The implications
behind Radchuk’s indirect answer were perfectly obvious to him.
“Less than even. That’s what you’re about to tell me, right? I’m
dead if I don’t and probably dead if I do.”

Radchuk’s hand rested on his shoulder
briefly. “It’s a long shot,” he said gently. He glanced at Isobel,
then added, “The universe has seen fit to give you this little
pocket of time. Against expectations you’re conscious, aware, alert
and of sound mind, despite considerable pain. Use it well, consider
your options.” Again, the quick glance at Isobel. “Set your affairs
to order.”

He straightened his coat, cleared his
throat. “If we’re to go ahead, then we need to move quickly. I can
stay on tonight and see it through. Isobel will be able to find me
when you’ve considered it.” He nodded. “I’ll see you later.”

The door opened briefly, letting in a
blip of noise—someone’s shoes squeaking on the linoleum outside and
a sound byte that echoed from Jack’s childhood as somewhere out in
the ward a television was showing Sesame Street. The door
shut.

“I’m sorry,” Isobel said.

Jack studied his hands. Calmness was
spreading through him now that he knew. Radchuk had given him the
focus he needed—perhaps he’d even deliberately provided it. He
confessed to talking to Sophie. She may have revealed enough
information for Radchuk to figure out the rest. He’d pinpointed the
two positives that Jack would not be able to resist.

“Will you go through with it?” Isobel
asked.

Jack had been in this place before, a
day or so ago on the ledge. He wasn’t sure how long ago it was. His
sense of time had been completely scrambled. He didn’t know what
day of the week it was, either. But on the ledge, he’d come to
terms with the idea that he was probably about to die.

It had been a lot harder then. This
time around, the decision came a lot easier. Radchuk was dead
right. He had an opportunity here that he hadn’t been given on the
ledge. He had a little time and the chance to put things right
before he submitted to the high rollin’ crapshoot he was about to
play.

“I have to do it.”

“You do have a choice,” she pointed
out.

“Morally, I don’t.”

“Morals!” She laughed. “Jack, don’t go
through this just for the sake of a court appearance. They’ve
managed to take one good shot at you already. For all we know this
shot will give them what they want after all. If it doesn’t, if you
pull out of this, then there’s nothing stopping them from having
another run at you. Then another and another. How many free shots
do they get before it’s enough?”

“As many as it takes for me to reach
Chicago,” Jack said.

“Then, don’t do it for them, Jack. Do
it for yourself. Do it for Sophie.”

Shocked, he stared at her.

She smiled a little. “It’s my job to
read people. Your face when Radchuk was giving his spiel about the
medical system was as easy to read as the Tribune.
Easier.”

“Then that saves me from explaining the
rest of it. I have to see her. You’ve got to arrange it.”

Isobel started to shake her head.

“Don’t lower the boom on me. Please,
Izz. If Radchuk wants to saw my head open again tonight, then I
don’t have time to work around you. I’m stuck on this bed, plugged
into the equipment and can’t move. You’re the only person I know in
this whole city with the balls to get this done for me.”

“Thank you,” she said dryly but a tiny
smile lifted the corner of her mouth.

“I want to see her. Just once.”

Again, the tiny headshake. “You know
you can’t. You’ve nearly killed her already. You’ve only a few
hours to take care of business. If you make her your priority, if I
pull the sort of strings I’d have to pull to have her wheeled up
here to see you, do you think they’re not going to take notice? Do
you think they’re not going to realize her value as leverage if you
do live through the operation?”

He hated her because her logic was
indisputable.

“Let me guess. You hate me,” she said
when he didn’t answer her immediately.

“A little,” he said at last. “You’re
not giving me the answers I want.”

“I’m paid to give you the right
answers, not the popular ones.”

“And now I really hate you,” he said
but softened it by grinning.

She didn’t smile back. “I’m sorry,
Jack. Really. Under the circumstances, I’d love to arrange this for
you but if the plane crash is to teach us anything, it should be
that we can’t assume to know where they are. They see far too much
for comfort, hear too much. Know too much. We were forced to make
the assumption that they knew everything way back in Chicago last
spring and this confirms it.”

The old, dull frustration bloomed in
him, for the first time since he’d left Vegas. “Who is it?” he
muttered. “Someone high, someone in the know.”

“We’ve been through this, Jack,”

“I know, dammit but it’s personal now.
They’re trying to kill me. Who is it? Dempsey?”

“Dempsey’s a cowboy in a white hat.
He’s too law-abiding.”

“Cowboy?”

Isobel’s mouth thinned into a small
smile. “You mean you’ve never recognized that Montana mumble of
his?”

“No.” He frowned. “It can’t be Dempsey.
He wouldn’t be taking it this far, not all the way into court. He’s
in court, right?”

“As we speak,” she assured him,
glancing at her watch. “Jack, this is so pointless. We don’t have
the resources to pin down who the Silent Knight is—we can only
focus on getting you to court and getting Callahan tucked away.
That done, we don’t have to worry about the Silent Knight
anymore.”

This made his current priorities even
more urgent, for he knew what came after that.

“Izzy, this is it. My one and only
chance to see her. You know what’s going to happen after
Chicago.”

She was staring at the ground, weighing
things up, the bony wrist cocked on her hip. Finally, she lifted
her head. “I’ll make a bargain with you, then.”

“Shoot.”

“I’ll cool things off in Chicago. I
have a couple of favours I can pull and my secretary will draw up
that piece of paper you were talking about. What you do in return
is have the operation. If you come out of it, I’ll wrap her up in a
carpet and smuggle her up here myself.”

“Some bargain. If I don’t come out of
it, you get your way anyway.”

“If you do come out of it, then we both
get what we want.”

“We could have it that way now and not
wait.”

“No. I want you going into the OR with
every reason to hang in there and defy the odds.”

“You’ve changed your tune, Izzy. A
moment ago you were suggesting I don’t do this.”

She shrugged. “I’m catering to my
client’s wishes.”

“Then I’ve two more conditions before I
accept.”

“And they are…”

“Have you got your notebook here?” The
question was rhetorical. Isobel’s computer was never more than a
few feet from her side. Neither was her cell phone. Even now, she
jerked her thumb over her shoulder and Jack saw the soft leather
satchel the computer lived in resting against the wall in the
corner of the room.

“I know you’ve got boilerplate
contracts galore in the guts of that thing. I want you to pull
together a power of attorney for me.”

“Now?” She seemed a little
startled.

“Now. I want to sign it before I go
under.”

“Really, Jack, that’s not the most
important thing you should be worrying about right now—”

“No, I want it done right. There’s
something else you’re going to have to do for me because I’m not
going to be around to do it myself and you’ll need that power of
attorney to do it.”

“And this is the second condition?” She
was already leaning down to pick up the computer. “What’s it to
be?”

Jack told her.


Chapter Seven

The painkillers they’d given her had
twice the firepower of the stuff Jack had been feeding her. Sophie
knew she was totally out of her gourd. So did the nursing staff
dealing with her. That was the whole stinking problem right there.
They weren’t taking anything she said with any seriousness at
all.

Sophie lay propped up on her borrowed
bed, her head rolling floppily because her neck seemed to have lost
the ability to hold her head up straight. It was ridiculous. Her
leg was encased in a metal splint and plaster and was so damn heavy
that Arnold Schwarzenegger couldn’t budge it even on a good day but
her head was flopping around like a fish out of water.

Even her lips were numb, like she’d
just taken Novocain.

Talking was an effort and trying to
push any sort of insistence into her tone was beyond her abilities
right now.

She had the munchies, big time.

She fumbled for the call box, which had
got itself wrapped around the sheet, intending to ask for
something, anything, to eat but then remembered that she’d eaten
just a while ago. It had been a tiny portion of Cornflakes and a
tub of yogurt with cherries in the bottom. She’d turned down the
coffee because it hadn’t smelt like Jack’s—

Jack.

She let her head fall back into the
pillow, let the call box drop back beside her hip. Jack. That was
what she was trying to do. She was trying to get a nurse to tell
her what had happened to Jack.

She had been trying to get a straight
answer from someone for the last forty-eight hours, whenever they
weren’t poking or prodding her. Well, no, she hadn’t been actively
pursuing it for all of the forty-eight hours since they’d landed on
the roof of the hospital, because the first time around, she’d been
dumb enough to believe the nurse with the go-baby sixties sideburns
when he told her “I’ll look into it for you.”

That was the last she’d seen of him.
He’d probably gone off shift and not given her another thought.

After eight hours she’d finally tumbled
to the fact that he wasn’t coming back with an answer for her.
Since then she’d asked everyone she came into contact with but so
far all of them had looked puzzled and a little surprised. “Oooh,
let me see. Well, I don’t know. I’d have to find out.”

One of the more senior nurses she’d
met, a woman with iron-gray hair cut screamingly short and deprived
of anything even remotely feminine—even her shoes had been
mannish—had answered with a wonderful smile; “What an interesting
question!”As if she was a student. Sophie could almost feel the pat
on her head.

She pummelled the mattress with both
fists, making the call box bounce, wanting to scream aloud her
frustration. Her foggy mind was keeping her from Jack. She knew,
she just knew that if she could somehow communicate how much she
needed to find him, that if she could convince someone, then he
would be magically found. He was in the same building. For god’s
sake, think, Sophie. People found their way around hospitals
all the time.

Time. She needed a little time. Time to
come down from the high, to pull herself together.

Then she remembered. She didn’t have
any time left. They were transferring her to Los Angeles County
General tomorrow. Apex Airlines were picking up the tab for the
medical flight, laying on a full service crew and one of their
private jets, just for her. It was a gracious gesture of goodwill
that would go completely unnoticed in the media focus on the crash.
That’s all anyone would remember—an Apex Airlines flight had
crashed. The pilots Jack had applauded would be investigated and
perhaps even found wanting and it was completely unfair. They’d
saved two lives, although they would never know it and the public
wouldn’t care.

She knew her mind was wandering again
and brought it back to focus on Jack. How could she find him? Or
even find out about him, as there seemed to be a conspiracy of
silence around him. The second doctor who had come to talk to her
had seemed to know little about his condition even when Sophie had
asked him flat out, although he was the first person to admit that
there was a Jack Laubreaux in the hospital.

She wasn’t sure why he had spoken to
her, as he wasn’t interested in her leg. He checked out the cuts on
her head as they’d talked but it was a cursory examination—the cuts
had already been treated, although they declined to stitch them
after so long a time had passed since she got them.

She finally pinned him as a
psychiatrist, monitoring a patient who was a candidate for
posttraumatic shock disorder. Radchuk. That was his name on
the pocket of his coat. He’d gone away after thirty minutes or so,
leaving Sophie no wiser about Jack and with the impression she had
just been debriefed by an expert—she’d felt empty, all her
thoughts, opinions and emotions scooped out clean.

Early this morning, just after her
breakfast, the doctor who’d treated her had informed her she was
being transferred to L.A. General and what the Apex people were
doing for her.

“When?” Sophie asked, her gut
tightening.

“Tomorrow morning, very early.”

Aware of the ticking clock, Sophie had
tried another tactic and run her nose straight into the wall of the
conspiracy. She waited until business hours, then used the phone by
her bed to contact the hospital switchboard. Then, she simply asked
to be put through to Jack’s room.

“Who, ma’am?”

“Jack Laubreaux. He’s a patient
here.”

“He might be but if he doesn’t have a
telephone in his room, I won’t have him listed here.”

“Then how does anyone contact patients
who don’t have a telephone?”

“There’s a general phone in each ward,
for the patients’ use. I could put you through to that.” Even the
operator sounded happier at the glimpse of a solution.

“Great!”

“What ward do you want?”

“Excuse me?”

“What ward do you want me to put you
through to?”

“How would I know? I was asking you.
Can’t you just look him up and put me through to that one?”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry but unless he has a
phone in his room, then I don’t have a record of him.”

“Then who would?”

“The Bursar’s office, for sure. They’re
the ones that bill him.”

“Would they know where he is in the
hospital?”

“Probably not, not the actual
room.”

“What about Administration, or a front
office or something? Someone has to have a list of patients
somewhere.” She grabbed at her forehead, rubbing it.

“Admitting,” the operator said
promptly.

“Yes. Let me talk to them.”

She’d been put through promptly, to
listen to the phone ring and ring. Finally it had been picked up
and the voice at the other end said sharply, “Admitting.” Behind
the voice, Sophie could hear multiple voices talking. A printer
chattering away.

“I’m trying to locate Jack Laubreaux’s
room in the hospital.”

“Are you a member of the family,
ma’am?”

Just say yes!

But it was too late, she’d hesitated
too long. The voice became cooler. “I can’t give you that
information unless you’re a member of the patient’s immediate
family.”

Sophie clutched the phone, feeling
herself start to shake. “Can’t anyone in this fucking hospital
answer a simple, straight question?” she screamed into the
phone.

Her answer was the click of the phone
being hung up.

“Goddamn it to hell!” And she slammed
the phone back onto the base. That didn’t feel satisfying enough,
so she picked it up and smashed it back down again. And again.

The iron-gray nurse was suddenly at her
side, detaching her hand from the phone, helping her to sit back on
the heaped-up pillows. Sophie started crying, big hiccupping sobs
that hurt her throat and scalded their way down her face. The nurse
patted her shoulder, handed her a tissue and straightened the
bedcovers over her unhurt leg and around her waist.

When Sophie was done, the nurse handed
her another tissue, along with a tablet in a little plastic cup and
a second bigger cup filled with lukewarm water. “It’ll help,” the
nurse told her.

It had helped Sophie fly as high as a
kite. What seemed like endless hours had passed and the
free-association derby day wasn’t showing any signs of ending. Her
time was getting short.

From the corner of her eye, she saw
movement at the door to the ward and rolled her head to the left to
look. It was the food trolley. Lunch had arrived.

“Thank god,” she muttered. She was
starving.

By dinnertime—dinner being just before
five, so the kitchen staff could go home at a reasonable
hour—Sophie was straight again, although she’d come no closer to a
solution. It would have been simplicity itself to get up and go
look for Jack and she longed to take that direct route but she had
no idea how to get about while she was dragging a small satellite’s
weight in plaster and metal superstructure.

Iron-gray nurse came by then, possibly
checking her ward before clocking off for the day. She had the
appearance of a dedicated career woman and Sophie hadn’t forgotten
the warm pat she’d given her on the shoulder while she calmly
straightened out the mess and waited for the storm to pass.
Dedicated to her career and caring enough to swing by one last time
before going home.

She surprised Sophie by coming right up
to her bedside and laying her hand on her forehead, testing her
temperature the old fashioned way. “You’re looking pale,
sweetheart.” Her voice was low, with a rough burr to it, making it
sound like she’d been straining it lately. It was an interesting
voice, Sophie decided.

“You’re worrying too much,” the nurse
added.

“That’s because I’m stuck in this
stupid bed and can’t do a goddamn thing for myself.”

The hand on her forehead lifted away.
“You could try asking for help,” the nurse suggested.

“I have been asking. I’ve been
asking for two days. All I get is the run-around. It’s like the
whole hospital knows I’m not allowed to see him but don’t want to
tell me. Even you did it.”

She smiled a little. “I hadn’t
forgotten your question, Sophie. But I did put it to one side. A
hospital has a way of dictating your priorities for you. I just
haven’t had time.”

Sophie felt shame. It hadn’t occurred
to her that people might simply be too damn busy to drop everything
and chase up a trivial request. They didn’t know what it meant to
her.

“It’s important to me,” Sophie said and
could feel her throat getting choked.

“I got that impression,” the nurse said
gravely. “Do you want to tell me why it’s so important?”

“I’m being transferred tomorrow.”

“Yes, I know. I just finished putting
together the paperwork for you.”

“Well, there you are, then.”

She tilted her head a little. “I don’t
understand,” she admitted. “Why is it a problem? They have
telephones in L.A. I know, I’ve seen them. When you get settled in
tomorrow, you can phone him.”

“He doesn’t have a phone here.”

“Well, then, when he gets home. Or pass
a message to him via one of his friends.”

“How? By asking the great big directory
in the sky? I don’t have his number. I have no idea how to contact
him.” Sophie shook her head. “I don’t even know what city he lives
in, or if he does live in a city.”

The nurse frowned. “How did you meet
him, then?”

And Sophie found herself telling the
nurse about the crash and the aftermath. The nurse was a good
listener, asking questions that took Sophie further and further
into the story. In the end, she told her everything. It was the
first time she’d related to anyone the events on the ledge and the
telling drained her of energy. It also brought back to her the
black despair of her last few hours, holding Jack and wondering if
she would die on that ledge along with him.

Ruby—“You’d better call me Ruby,
honey,” she’d said halfway through the telling—straightened up when
she’d finished and smiled a little. “Well, now I understand,” she
said gently. “Didn’t it occur to you to tell anyone anything of
this before? It might have got you some answers sooner if you
had.”

“No, I didn’t. I thought…”

“They’d figure it out, or something?”
Ruby shook her head. “You’re one of the independent ones who have
such a tough time with hospitals. You just can’t break down and let
people help you. It goes against the grain. Which drives you crazy,
because mostly, the only way you’re going to get anything done
around here is if someone else does it for you.” She looked at her
watch. “I really can’t do anything right now and besides, the
office is closed for the night. But I always come in early in the
mornings—it lets me get a jumpstart on traffic. I’ll see what I can
do in the morning, okay?”

“They said I was being transferred very
early.”

Ruby smiled a little. “And I’m the one
who pushes you out the door. Relax, Sophie. I’ll look into it
before I give you your marching papers.”

“Thank you,” Sophie said. The formality
wasn’t nearly enough to express the relief and gratitude flooding
through her.

“De nada,” Ruby replied. She
reached for the bed controls and lowered the upper half of the bed
a little. “Now will you try to get some sleep for me?”

“Sure.” Sleep was possible, at
least.

“I’ll see you in the morning.”

This time, Sophie believed her and it
allowed her to pass the evening and slip into sleep that night.

Breakfast had come and gone by the time
Ruby showed up again. Sophie, keyed up for her arrival, jumped when
Ruby appeared in the door.

She was wearing dark green scrubs
today, instead of dark blue. She had a woman with her. The woman
was short, painfully thin and had a mass of blonde-on-blonde hair
that stuck up everywhere. The blonde wore a black suit that looked
like she’d slept in it.

Ruby brought her over to Sophie’s
bedside.

“Thank god,” Sophie breathed as she got
closer. “I’d about given up. They’re going to want to move me any
tick of the clock…”

“Not without my permission,” Ruby said.
“This is Isobel, Sophie. She can tell you about Jack.” She patted
her hand before she left and gave her a half smile that did nothing
to reassure her.

Up close, the impression that Isobel
had slept in her clothes was even stronger. Her shirt was creased
around the middle with the sort of ironed-in wrinkles that
developed from long wear, and she looked tired. Her eyes were
bloodshot.

“You know Jack?” Sophie asked. “Are you
related to him?”

“I’m his lawyer,” Isobel replied.

Lawyer. Sophie had trouble absorbing
that. If you landed in hospital, the necessity for having your
lawyer close to hand seemed remote. “You flew all the way
from…wherever you come from, just to see Jack? He must be one of
your best clients.”

“Only one of my most troublesome,”
Isobel said. She held out her hand, forestalling any more
questions. “You wanted to know about Jack.”

“No one here will tell me anything. You
can?”

“Jack gave me his power of attorney
last night before…well, before other things developed. I can speak
for him and I know he wanted to see you. It was one of the things
we discussed. He was going to arrange to speak to you when he
recovered.” She pursed her lips together for a second. “Okay…” she
muttered, then cleared her throat.

Sophie’s stomach tightened and her
heart speeded up. She braced herself instinctively although she
deliberately did not try to anticipate what Isobel’s hesitant
speech meant.

“Jack had a second operation last
night. The prognosis going in was not good but the alternative was
worse. His doctor…said it was the only chance he had.” Isobel
finally looked her in the eye. “He didn’t come through, Sophie. I’m
sorry.”

“He’s dead?” she whispered.

“He died on the operating table. The
damage…was too extensive.”

Her whole body went numb, except for a
white-hot mass of pain where her heart had been. Drawing breath
hurt. Despite bracing herself, despite anticipating the worst, the
confirmation shocked her.

Ruby stood at the doorway, one shoulder
against the frame, watching. Her sad expression told Sophie that
she already knew.

“Was that why no one would answer me?”
Sophie asked aloud.

Isobel didn’t seem confused by the
tangential question. “The nurse told me you were asking. They
wouldn’t have told you anything while Jack’s condition was
uncertain. There are too many legal ramifications to handing over
personal information to anyone other than family members.”

“Or people with a power of attorney,”
Sophie added bitterly.

“He wanted to see you,” Isobel said.
“But time was so very short for him and there were things he had to
take care of.” She gave a small grimace. “I’ll be working for years
to take care of it all. But that’s beside the point. You were going
to be transferred to Los Angeles County-USC Medical Center this
morning?”

Sophie blinked at the change in
direction. “Yes.”

“That won’t happen now.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re not going to L.A. County. I’ve
been talking to some of the staff doctors here, including Doctor
Shaw who treated you when you first came in. About your condition,
I mean.”

“Why?”

“Jack asked me to. Has anyone discussed
the best alternatives for you, as far as your leg is
concerned?”

“I’ve had my options laid out for me.”
Basic care. That’s all that the company insurance plan covered,
once a huge deductible had come out. The deductible was going to
put her in debt for two years, assuming she had a job with which to
work it off.

They’d mentioned suing Apex and getting
the medical bills she’d run up for more extensive treatment paid by
the company that caused the condition in the first place but the
idea had left a bad taste in her mouth. Now she just didn’t care.
The numbness had deleted it.

Isobel nodded. “Yes, I heard about your
options.” Her dry tone told Sophie she held as high an opinion of
the available options as Sophie. “Ideally, though, you need an
operation, maybe two, to straighten out the breaks. There’s muscle
and tendon damage and you’ll need extensive physical therapy
afterward.”

“I’ll be a gimp,” Sophie said. “They’ll
have to teach me how to walk all over again.”

“The gimp isn’t guaranteed, not if you
get better treatment as soon as possible. There’s a specialist at
Cedars Sinai, Dr. Harold Diamond, who would like to see you within
twenty-four hours.”

“And who gets to wave the magic wand?”
She was suddenly tired. Very tired.

“Jack did last night. That’s what I’m
trying to tell you.”

“Jack…arranged this?”

“No, I arranged it—Jack directed me to,
using his power of attorney. While he was in the OR, I ticked off a
few doctors by interrupting their dinners and asking a lot of
questions. I even spoke to Diamond directly last night. It’s all
been arranged, Sophie. The Apex jet is taking you to L.A. but
you’ll be transferred directly to Cedars Sinai. Diamond is
expecting you.”

Jack. Jack had arranged this for
her.

“How come no one would talk to me about
Jack’s condition but everyone has opened up for you about my
condition?”

Isobel gave a tiny smile. “I can be
very persuasive.”

“I’m sure.”

“It helps if you’re the money man,
Sophie. If you’re paying the bills, you have a right to know all
the facts. They know that.”

“And that’s what you are? Jack is? The
money man?”

“Jack wasn’t personally rich but he had
unique access to resources. I’m raiding those resources. Also, Apex
doesn’t know it yet but they’ll be contributing to the pool
too.”

“I don’t want to sue them,” Sophie said
sharply.

“Oh, I’m not suggesting it. I want the
money this year, not in the next decade or two. I’ll just have a
chat with them.”

“In your persuasive way.”

“Something like that.” Isobel stood a
little straighter, pulling at her cuffs. Sophie realized then that
it was more than likely that she had slept in her clothes, probably
curled up on a chair. “I’m assuming you’re happy about these
arrangements, then?”

“You must be more than Jack’s lawyer,
to go to this effort.”

“There are extraordinary circumstances.
Besides, with Jack’s power of attorney, I have a moral, ethical and
professional obligation to carry out his wishes and requests to the
full extent of my abilities. A power of attorney is not a light
thing to carry. For legal purposes, I am Jack. I have to do what I
think he would do, if he was here.” Again, the tiny smile. “He
wanted whatever it took to give you back your life, Sophie. Sans
gimp, sans scars.”

“Why? Why? I don’t
understand.”

“He felt…responsible.”

“My fault.” Jack’s guttural,
slurred words on that last day. She hadn’t understood them.

“I don’t understand. How can Jack feel
responsible for a plane crash?”

“I can’t tell you that. I know you
don’t want to hear any more run-around but this time, I mean it.
You cannot be told everything. It may leave you confused but there
are worse states to be in.”

“I could be dead. That’s a worse state.
Jack saved my life. How could he have been responsible?”

Isobel put her fist against her hip,
looking down at the floor. Then, “I’ll tell you something now. It’s
more than I should say but the power of attorney probably covers
me. I want to show you that you really don’t want to know all of
it. Okay?”

“If you’re trying to scare me, you’re
succeeding,” Sophie said.

“Good.”

“Okay. Tell me.”

“If Jack hadn’t been on that plane,
Sophie, it wouldn’t have crashed.”

The implications…oh, the implications
in that simple statement. The most obvious one was awful, just on
its own. “You mean, someone deliberately made it crash? Why? To get
Jack?” She remembered to breathe when the tightness in her chest
pushed her into a gasping inhalation. “Who is he? Why would someone
do that? That’s…” Appalling. Inhuman. Frightening.

Jack’s gun. She remembered it suddenly.
It was locked up in one of the hospital’s property boxes with her
name on it. The helicopter pilot hadn’t taken it from her and the
state ranger hadn’t had the wherewithal to confiscate it. She’d
flown down to Denver with it tucked into her oversized jeans.

“They’ll come for me. They’ll kill
you too.” Jack’s voice whispered in her memory.

“Who is it? Who is 'they'?”
Sophie demanded.

Isobel nodded. “You see? So many
questions now, so many frightening possibilities. If I could tell
you more, it would just grow more frightening. Jack wouldn’t want
that. He was trying to protect you. Telling you anything else
wouldn’t be protecting you.”

“There’ll be an investigation into the
crash. They’ll find evidence, proof, it will all come out…”

“It’ll all go away. None of it will
ever be made public. The media will report the crash and that two
survivors were found. They’ll report that one died later of
injuries sustained in the crash and that’s all.”

Sophie stared at the woman who spoke so
casually of such enormous power – enough power to control the media
and to sweep such terrible affairs under the rug.

“Who are you?” she said at last.

“Jack’s attorney.”

“No, who are you?”

“That’s all you need to know,” Isobel
replied. “I’ve already said too much.” She held out her hand. “Good
luck, Sophie. Jack would have wanted you to go on and lead a full
life. Remember him that way, not shadowed by anything I’ve just
told you.”

Sophie took the cool, tiny hand and
shook. “Will I see you again?”

“No. Everything has been arranged, or
will be in place in the next couple of weeks. You’ll be taken care
of. Don’t worry.”

Sophie knew once Isobel left, her last
connection to Jack would be gone.

Isobel nodded and walked away.

Remember him that way. The
ledge. Five days. A survival situation, where everything got
stripped to raw emotions and needs. Five days that had completely
changed her life. Jack could no more return her to her old life
than she could give him his life back, now. But even in death, he
was reaching out, protecting her, taking care of her.

You’re going to have to let go the
controls this one time, Sophie. Trust me.

And he hadn’t let her down.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay, Jack.
I’ll let you take care of me.”

It was the only way she could think of
to honour his death, to make it worth something.

Ruby came over. “Okay, honey?”

“I’m ready,” Sophie told her.


Chapter Eight

Montana, Ten years later

Martin kept his eyes on the sign,
watching the lettering slowly clarify as his long-range vision
focused. It was a way of keeping his mind empty, a trick he had
learned many years ago as a mental defense against the invasive
loneliness of the open road.

Gradually, one footstep at a time, he
made out the letters. Serenity Falls. Pop. 1,312.

The sign bordered a narrow road that
branched off to the right of the wide, quiet one he was currently
tramping down. The smaller road ran between the great soaring firs
that could take his breath away with their beauty. Then, the road
disappeared around a bend.

Population 1,312. Small town, he
automatically catalogued. Small towns meant trouble. He’d learned
to steer well clear of them.

He studied the thick shield of Douglas
firs mixed with red cedars that marched away from the side of the
road he was traveling and thought about how good it would feel to
be in among the trees, away from the highway. Then he realized
where his thoughts were trailing and clamped his jaw tight.

He was heading for Hungry Horse, he
told himself firmly. It was bad enough that he’d succumbed to the
need to return to the mountains again but at least he had resisted
the old lure enough and headed farther north.

He’d crossed the border into Montana
five days ago, somewhere during the night. He’d crossed over so
many state lines in the last six years that one more was neither
here nor there.

He’d come up this way because there was
plenty of seasonal work to be had, he reminded himself.

Who are you trying to fool?

The voice was almost a sneer and he
felt his lips twist into a downward grimace. He found himself
heading back into the mountains like a migrating goose obeying the
call, just like he did every year when the calendar rolled around
to October and he was just as helpless to prevent it as the goose
was.

He looked at the sign again. It was a
lot closer now and he could pick out the cracked paint flaking
around the edges. Too many harsh winters, he thought. Serenity
Falls. It was a nice sounding name.

Good place to hole up for the
winter.

The thought seemed to come from
nowhere. More and more, lately, he’d been plagued by these
thoughts. Nesting thoughts, he labeled them. Vague ideas of
settling down, finding a place to call home. Flash cards passed
through his mind too quickly to switch off—images of rooms, glowing
fireplaces and comfortable, well-worn chairs. Permanence. And the
Holy Grail of a wanderer, books. His own books, on his own
bookshelf.

He pulled his shoulders back tightly,
straightening himself up stiffly from the easy posture of a man
used to walking, feeling the backpack shift awkwardly and rub his
shoulder blades in the wrong places. It was an attempt to distract
his thoughts.

If Serenity Falls beckoned, then it was
even more reason to avoid the place. He couldn’t afford to be
seduced by the lure of creature comforts. There were too many
scenes of domestic bliss to be found in a town like that and loads
of trouble for an itinerant traveler like himself.

He reached the turnoff and looked along
the road he was traveling, then down the turn off to Serenity
Falls. He stood with his head bowed and his eyes closed and fought
temptation, memories and good judgment.

* * * * *

Most evenings when Sophie closed, she
was too busy trying to dislodge Cal from his position of propping
up the end of the counter to stop to think much about the simple
process she went through every night of locking up her café.

But tonight, after pulling Cal’s coffee
cup away from him and easing him out the door with a joke or two,
she actually paused to rest her hand against the polished brass
key-plate and remembered the first day she had opened the café. The
mingled pride and fear that had swept through her as she had
unlocked the café for business that morning.

There had been few moments in her life
when she had felt any prouder.

Sophie grimaced as she turned away from
the door, putting the big ring of keys into her coat pocket. She
knew why she was flashing back on that first morning—because her
business was in trouble. The accountant’s report today hadn’t been
exactly glowing.

“You’ve got severe cash flow problems,
Sophie. You have to tighten up on your creditors.” Jerry’s tone had
been gentle, for Sophie knew the facts as well as he did. “It’s
unusual to even have creditors in this sort of trade. Yours aren’t
doing you any favours by holding out on you this way.”

“The contracts to supply lunches to the
mill and the factory are both extremely lucrative,” Sophie replied.
“They’re the backbone of the business. Without it, I’d just be
running another struggling small town café.”

“That would work on a cash basis, like
any other sensible business,” Jerry shot back. “Sophie, you have to
get tougher on them. They’re getting away with nearly a
hundred-and-twenty days of interest-free credit, while your bank
balance dips further and further into the red.”

Sophie sighed. “It’s a small town,
Jerry. If I get tough, I won’t be popular.”

“You don’t go into business to be
popular,” Jerry pointed out dryly.

“I know. But my kids live in Serenity
too, you know. I’ve been around a small town long enough to know
how it works. I don’t want them to suddenly find themselves on the
outer among their friends.”

Jerry dropped his nose down and looked
at her over the top frame of his glasses. The stare was full of
humour. “You’re exaggerating and you know it.”

Sophie nodded and sighed again. “I
know, Jerry but you aren’t the one that has to look into their
faces and explain why they were the only one in their class not
invited to the party or why they missed out on the team.”

“You aren’t demanding millions. I
hardly think Ted Albright is going to get narky over a couple of
thousand dollars. Besides, this is your livelihood you’re talking
about. It’s what allows you to feed and clothe the kids, remember?”
Jerry pushed the files across the desk toward Sophie. “Get tough,
my girl. Or you’re going to run out of time and the bank will pull
the pin.”

Sophie hunched her shoulders inside her
coat in reaction to the memory, as she walked slowly up the length
of Lake Street toward home. She could just see the little Victorian
house at the top of the long sloping hill that led out of town, the
white walls almost glowing in the gloom of dusk. The copse of
ancient pines that stood guard over it marked it off from its
neighbours. There was a warm yellow light coming from the lower
windows. Jinni would have the range in the kitchen well stoked by
now. Sophie was running late. Peter was probably already there and
waiting. He was taking her out to dinner tonight—a rare occasion.
He had been campaigning for this dinner for a while. As much as she
disliked leaving the kids at night, even though Jinni was there,
Peter at his most persistent was often hard to refuse.

Friday night. Payday for the majority
of people in Serenity. Already Beany’s Bar, one of two bars on Lake
Street, was pumping out a steady murmur of noise. The murmur jumped
in decibels each time the double swing doors flapped open and let
out a spill of light and sent a current of air redolent of beer and
cigarettes out into the crisp night air.

Ahead, a few more people were making
their way across the car park toward the squat wide bar. Young,
mostly. Probably seasonal workers with money to burn. Most of the
industries in and around Serenity attracted a mobile workforce.

There was a man ahead of her, walking
along the curb with a backpack over his shoulder. He looked like
he’d only just got into town. He was going to be hard-pressed to
find work at this time of the year. Most of the major companies had
done their hiring for the season.

His long legs swung easily from lean
hips, the boots crunching in the bits of blue metal that had been
flung across the sidewalk from the roaring tires of Beany’s
customers. For a moment, Sophie thought he was going to keep
walking past but at the last moment he turned his head to check the
bar out. At the same time, someone climbed the two short steps to
the door and pushed one open, while another man inside staggered
against the other and slammed it back against the wall. The light
spilled out and illuminated the new arrival’s features.

Sophie found her breath catching in her
throat, in a painful hitch that coagulated into a hard spike.

Jack?

Then the doors swung shut again and the
man’s features were hidden in the thick blackness of the night and
all she was left with was a fading afterimage.

She shook her head. No. Jack was dead.
This stranger’s cheeks were too thin, the jaw too sharply defined.
It was just a similarity in the straight nose that reminded her for
a minute…

Face it, Sophie, you do this at least
once a quarter. You just delude yourself into thinking you’ve seen
him, this time based on a less than passing resemblance of a face
seen in profile…in profile!

Without warning, a mental snapshot of
Jack came zinging back into her mind. His head had been turned away
from her, cocked to listen to a noise that was inaudible to Sophie.
His hand had fallen onto her shoulder, to silence her so he could
hear properly and the large fingers and square palm were heavy. His
entire body had seemed to listen, straining to catch a repeat of
the sound that had alerted him.

After a moment he relaxed and turned
back to face her again, a rueful smile pulling at his mouth. “So,
tell me about Los Angeles,” he’d cajoled gently, picking up the
threads of the conversation.

Sophie sighed to herself. Los Angeles
was another lifetime ago.

She watched as the man in front of her
turned and headed for Beany’s, crunching his way across the parking
lot, the backpack making him look like the Hunchback of Notre Dame
in the darkness.

Sophie had only ever been inside
Beany’s once, with Peter. He had been following up a lead on a case
he was working on and had finally run the man down at Beany’s.

She had rested against the edge of her
barstool, too nervous to take the weight off her feet in case she
needed to bolt. The atmosphere had been thick with cigarette smoke.
Loud conversations were liberally dotted with language that made
Sophie’s occasional lapses as innocent as a blush in comparison.
The promise of violence in the air had unsettled her the most and
kept her perched on the edge of the barstool, willing Peter to
finish his business so she could get out.

The memory of those tense few moments
didn’t stop Sophie from crossing the parking lot and mounting the
two short steps, pushing the door aside and stepping into Beany’s.
But it did make her heart beat a little harder and louder.

She almost sidled into one of the
booths lining the outer two walls, ducking into comparative privacy
as soon as she could. As she settled herself with her back against
the wall so she could look out, she saw the man—Jack, her
mind whispered persistently—lower the backpack to the floor and
sink onto a barstool with the slow deliberation of one who was
weary.

The barman, his tight white tee shirt
sleeves rolled up to display the well-developed biceps and a
colourful tattoo, wandered over to the new arrival and jerked his
chin up in a silent What will you have?

The man spoke. Sophie couldn’t make out
words but she could just hear his voice, low and laconic, from
across the room. The wall behind the bar was mirrored and she could
see his lips moving, his gaze on the barman. The mirror was smoked,
which distorted some of the finer details. He looked like Jack but
there were differences. This man was too gaunt.

The barman drifted away again.

“Help you, ma’am?”

Sophie tore her gaze away from watching
the man at the bar digging into his back pocket.

Another barman, this one young, stood
at the side of the booth, tray in hand, a few dirty ashtrays piled
on it. He looked at her properly and did an almost comical double
take. “Mizz Kingston. Wow! Sorry, I didn’t recognize you.”

She winced. The recognition came from
her connection with Peter, of course.

“A glass of white wine,” she told him
and he went back to the service section of the bar.

The room wasn’t terribly crowded. There
were empty tables and one pool table wasn’t being used. The ten or
so men playing pool looked like they’d made an afternoon of it.
Their movements were careful and controlled, while their gazes were
not.

Sophie saw one or two of them shoot a
glance at her, sizing her up and she sank even farther into the
booth, hunching her shoulders so she could push back into the
corner. She looked back toward the bar. The man had a beer in front
of him now and was resting his hand around it almost possessively,
while he talked to the barman.

* * * * *

“Anything. I’ll even work an idiot
stick,” Martin said, feeling the chill of the beer creep along his
fingertips.

“Idiot stick?” the barman asked,
puzzled.

“Shovel on one end, idiot on the
other,” he explained. He was dying to take a long deep swallow of
the beer. His throat contracted longingly at the thought of it. It
had been months since he could justify the expense of buying one.
But he had to keep talking to keep the barman there, so that he
could pump him for information.

The barman grinned appreciation at his
small joke. Martin sensed the grin was genuine and relaxed a
little. He’d won a small point.

“I don’t know that there’s much call
for that around here. But logging now…you done some of that?” The
barman ran his eye over him sceptically, as if he doubted he was
strong enough to survive a day in the mill, or out in the
forest.

“Every year,” Martin answered
truthfully. “Mill work and up the sharp end too.”

The barman shrugged doubtfully. “See
that guy in the white cap down there?”

He looked down the bar toward the end
near the pool tables. There was a man there with a big stomach, his
elbows propping up his chin on the bar, a nearly empty beer glass
in front of him. He wore a dirty white baseball cap on his grizzled
hair.

“I see him.”

“He’s foreman of the morning shift down
at the mill. He might be able to help.”

“Thanks.” Martin picked up his glass.
“You wanna give me another one of these?”

“Sure.” The barman floated away again,
moving easily despite his bulk. He’d obviously been hired because
of his stature and the hint it gave about his physical abilities,
which said volumes about the kind of clientele this bar
attracted.

But Martin had known that before he’d
stepped inside. Rough joints were where you found the contacts that
could get you a casual job.

Martin parked himself on the stool next
to the foreman, dropped his backpack and placed his beer. “Hi,” he
offered.

* * * * *

Sophie watched the man shake hands with
Val Beaumont. The barman put a second beer down in front of the
man, who pushed it across to Val. Val picked it up with a smile
before chugging back more than half of it. Then they settled down
into a concentrated talk, with quick exchanges.

Clearly, the man had introduced himself
to Val in hope of getting a job at the mill. She admired the quick,
efficient way he’d gone about his business. It spoke of
practice.

Movement out of the corner of her eye
and a loud guffaw drew Sophie’s gaze back toward the pool tables.
She vaguely recognized a couple of the men. Vince Baltonia and
Harry Cormick. They were long-term unemployed, squeezing out an
existence on welfare and the occasional job. Because of their
penchant for solving problems with their fists most companies in
town were wary of taking them on.

They were scowling and shooting glances
at Val and the man talking to him. Sophie’s stomach clenched.
Trouble.

Val lifted his hand and offered it. The
man next to him shook it.

* * * * *

Martin poured power into the grip,
knowing that despite the job offer, Val was testing and measuring
him up. He was used to the constant sizing up process and adjusted
his handshake accordingly.

Val grinned. “Shift starts five a.m.
sharp, okay?”

“Sure.” He nodded and looked around for
the barman. “Would you like another one of those—” he began.

The rest of the words jammed up in the
back of his throat as his gaze was caught by the view in the mirror
behind the bar.

Red-gold hair in an abandoned tumble
around her shoulders. Sea-green eyes—even in this smoky light, they
were almost iridescent. They were looking straight at him. No
compromise, no apology.

Sophie.

Sophie Rosemary Kingston.

For an endless aching minute time stood
still. The whole world faded away from his consciousness, save for
her face reflected in the bar mirror. She was here. Now. Real,
live, warm. Not a faded memory dug up from his mind. The man who
called himself Martin feasted on the image, storing it with the
single-mindedness of an addict.

What was she doing here in this
place?

With that mental whisper reality came
crashing back down around him, along with something he had thought
long gone. Crushing, relentless guilt. It sank like a shroud around
him, bearing down on his soul.

* * * * *

Sophie saw his gaze catch hers in the
mirror and her breath caught. There was unmistakable recognition in
his eyes.

It was Jack.

Jack.

Forget that he was dead, that she’d
mourned and married too hastily a man who looked like him. Forget
the last ten years. Forget all the questions.

It wasn’t important. It was all
forgotten and pushed aside without effort because it was all
suddenly insubstantial, weightless.

Jack was here. Now. In this bar. He’d
seen her and recognized her and she watched as sick despair
shadowed his features.

His reaction slammed into her with the
impact of a truly unexpected hammer-blow, making her fingers clench
around the wineglass and her heart to thud sharply.

Then his gaze let her go. He turned
back to Val, as if his attention had been pulled away.

* * * * *

“If you’re buying, I will. Never let it
be said I’m above the occasional piece of blackmail.” Val’s voice
penetrated the fog in Jack’s mind. He wrenched his concentration
back to the task at hand, anxious to finish it and be free to deal
with the consequences—the dire, disastrous complications—of
Sophie’s presence in the bar.

“Consider it a way of saying thanks for
the job,” he said stiffly.

“You won’t thank me by the time one
o’clock rolls around. You’re going to be sorer than a whore’s
fanny, my boy. But you reckon you can handle it. Anyway a beer
earns you a try.” He lifted the glass and drained it.

“How come it don’t earn us a try no
more, Val?” a belligerent voice demanded right next to them.
“What’d this skinny drainpipe do that gets him work and not
us?”

Jack watched Val’s face close down, all
the cheery goodwill fading. Jack looked up.

The man next to them was in his late
thirties. Drunk. Mean. He was holding his pool cue like a weapon.
He was a fighter and looking for a fight, Jack concluded with an
inward sigh. He knew they would try to take him on, not Val, who
was a local and therefore owed slightly more loyalty.

From the corner of his eye, Jack saw
the barman float toward the pool table end of the bar with catlike,
unstudied stealth, instantly alerted to trouble.

Jack cleared his throat. “I guess it’s
time to go find a pillow for the night.” He started to stand
up.

The pool player dropped a meaty hand
onto Jack’s shoulder before he had lifted himself more than a
couple of inches off the stool. The hand was heavy, with lots of
muscle behind it. He was pushed back onto the stool effortlessly.
Mentally he shrugged. He’d known the risks of coming into the town
but he’d come anyway. He wasn’t going to begrudge the consequences.
He just hoped they were light this time.

He waved a hand toward the barman. “Can
I get you a drink?” he asked the pool player, making his voice
friendly.

The player blinked slowly, processing
Jack’s question. He hesitated, torn between the prospect of a free
drink and the potential satisfaction of taking him apart.

Then Val spoke. “You oughtta get home
to that little wife of yours, Vince. Don’t you know when to call it
a night?”

It was absolutely the wrong thing to
say. Val was operating under the assumption that Vince had the same
values as him.

Jack had always been good at reading
people and out of the need for survival over the last ten years,
had got infinitely better at it. He’d known within the first five
seconds of studying him that appealing to Vince’s better nature was
a waste of time.

The heavy hand sitting on Jack’s
shoulder tightened up, painfully squeezing the muscles together,
making his bones creak. Jack kept a pleasantly stupid expression on
his face with effort. “Sounds like a good idea to me,” he added.
“How about one for the road?”

He knew the offer would fail but it
would make Vince pause for a few seconds while he mentally
processed the question, which gave Jack all the time he needed. He
grasped one strap of his backpack, slid his hips off the stool and
ducked out from under Vince’s grasp. He turned to head for the
door, moving fast. There was a chance he could make it out in time
and he was all for running away from a fight that wasn’t his idea
in the first place, especially when the opponent had thirty pounds
on him and was mean with it.

“Vinnie, no!” the barman yelled, just
as something slammed across Jack’s back with the impact of a
runaway train, shoving him through ten feet of air before he hit
the floor. He sprawled there, his nose half an inch off the cold
linoleum, staring at an old burn where someone had stomped out a
cigarette butt eons ago. There was a line of white fire across his
back and his chest was locked. Winded, he thought, I just
got taken out by a pool cue.

He knew he had to get up. He doubted
Vince had heard of Queensbury rules. He wouldn’t wait politely ’til
Jack was on his feet again. Vince would lay into him with whatever
was handiest and while he was on the floor that meant boots. Around
here everyone wore steel-toe safety boots. One kick from Vince,
with his weight behind it, would put him in hospital for at least a
week.

Problem was Jack couldn’t get his
muscles to obey his mind. He clenched his teeth and poured effort
into it. He turned his head with the slowness of a snail, all the
while waiting for the impact of Vince’s boot.

At last he got his head around enough
to spot Vince and saw a remarkable thing. Vince was wearing a woman
on his back. One slender arm was locked around his neck, the other
was pounding hell out of his upper chest. Both denim-clad legs were
clamped around his waist. As he watched, one boot lifted and drove
into Vince’s thigh, barely two inches from his crotch, which told
Jack exactly where she had been aiming.

“Just stop it!” she yelled, pounding on
his shoulder with her balled hand to emphasize each word.

Vince reached over his shoulder with
one of his huge hands and grabbed her upper arm. With a snarl, he
shrugged her off him, almost tossing her away.

She hit the floor with an impact that
vibrated through Jack’s body but was back up on her feet,
cat-quick. She was heading back for Vince before he could take a
full step toward Jack. She slipped around to stand in front of him,
put both hands on his chest and shoved hard. Vince was too heavy to
do more than take a half step backward but he did halt.

Jack could see her quivering. Fear, he
thought. But then she spoke and he knew it was fury that rippled
through her. “You stay away from him, do you hear? You leave him
alone!”

“Or what, sweet buns?” Vince sneered.
“You gonna take me on again? I might have to hurt you.”

Another pool player plucked at Vince’s
sleeve. “Vinnie. Leave her alone.”

Vince shrugged the hand off. “Shut up,
Harry.”

Val cleared his throat. “Vince, you
really don’t want to try anything with her.”

Vince frowned.

Harry plucked at his sleeve again.
“That’s Gallenson’s woman,” he said, trying to whisper but
failing.

“The police chief’s woman?” Vince
slurred, all his hostility fading.

* * * * *

Sophie felt a momentary irritation at
the description but it was eclipsed by the knowledge that the
moment of danger had passed. It would be safe to turn her back,
now.

She turned and went down on her knees.
“Jack?” she whispered. “Are you all right? It’s me, Sophie.”

She rested a hand on his shoulder
momentarily, then lifted it away, unsure whether her touch would be
welcome. “Can you get up?” she asked.

She saw his jaw clench and his hands
shift under him. With obvious effort he got slowly to his knees,
then his feet. While he stood there, filling his lungs with a slow
in-drawn breath, Sophie picked up the backpack. It was unexpectedly
heavy. Jack had moved it around as if it were much lighter. She
lifted it awkwardly by one strap and took his elbow.

“Come on. We’ve got to get you out of
here.”

He nodded, silent. Sophie walked him to
the door, pushed one of the swing doors open and stood aside to let
him through. She didn’t look back into the bar, even though she was
aware of the customary noise starting up again as things settled
back down.

Down the two steps, back out into the
car park. It seemed like she had crossed the car park months ago,
not the bare fifteen minutes it really was.

They’d only taken a few steps when
bright lights from a car dazzled them, bringing them to a halt. The
car was moving toward them fast, sliding on the loose surface. Jack
recognized by the way the car was driven on the treacherous surface
that an expert driver was behind the wheel. Expert but reckless, he
decided. With all the people who could have been on foot in the car
park, racing around at that speed was asking for trouble.

The car came to a sliding halt beside
them, the forward momentum translated into a spin than turned the
car side on. It was a black Mustang. The driver’s door was flung
open and a tall man in his mid-thirties got out, jet-black hair
with a blue sheen glinting under the parking lot light.

“Sophie!” The man’s voice was both
relieved and angry. “What the hell have you been up to? I just got
a call from Ben saying you were trying to take on Vince
Baltonia.”

The barman had sent out a mayday, Jack
realized. But why call this man? Then the man stepped away from the
door and started toward them and Jack had his answer. Neat uniform,
gold badge. Holstered gun. The town’s chief of police.

The police chief’s woman, Vince
had said.

“Peter!” Sophie responded with a
startled voice, tinged with a touch of relief. “I’m glad you’re
here. Vince deliberately attacked Jack with a pool cue—”

Jack overrode her quickly,
straightening up and sticking out his hand. He spoke in a loud
voice, trying to drag the man’s attention away from Sophie’s words.
“Martin Stride. This lady here intervened on what could have been a
pretty nasty situation, chief.”

Besides him, he felt Sophie stiffen,
heard her quiet “But…”

The cop had taken Jack’s hand
automatically but the shrewd eyes sized him up cautiously. “Peter
Gallenson. Captain. You’re new in town.”

“Just got in.”

“Peter, Vince was going to take him
apart,” Sophie interrupted, her voice strident. “You have to do
something about that guy. He just gets worse and worse. It looks
like he’s been in there all day.”

“And what the hell were you doing in
there, Sophie?” Peter demanded, his anger flaring anew, all concern
about Jack clearly fading.

“I…followed….” Sophie’s voice trailed
away weakly. Jack didn’t dare look at her face, for he knew she
would be looking at him, her wonderful eyes puzzled, unsure. He
kept his gaze on Peter Gallenson’s face. She’d obviously seen him
on the street and followed him into the bar to get a good look at
him, to make sure of her suspicions.

Hating himself, hating what he had to
do, he turned to look at her, steeling himself and schooling his
face into a neutral expression.

“I want to thank you for what you did
in there, ma’am,” he said, injecting a hint of southern drawl into
his voice. He could feel Gallenson’s gaze on him, sharp and
suspicious. “I sure wouldn’t’ve walked away from it without your
help.”

That much was true.

Sophie stayed silent. Jack knew she
wanted to protest, to demand an explanation. Her uncertainty was
almost a tangible thing, rolling off her in waves. Worse, Jack
could see a deep hurt in her eyes.

“You’re welcome,” she said at last. Her
voice was flat. Dead.

Gallenson reached for her upper arm and
Jack flashed on the memory of how Vince had plucked her away from
his back with the same grip.

“Get in the car, Sophie.” Gallenson’s
voice invited no discussion.

Jack decided he didn’t like him
much.

Sophie hesitated.

“Now.” It was a whiplash command.

Sophie looked at Jack one last time. He
could see the questions in her eyes. But she walked back to the car
without a word, her long legs in the jeans striding out with just
the tiniest hint of imperfect balance.

She’d had three breaks to the left
femur, he’d managed to find out after the trial. They’d told him
she’d probably walk with a limp for the rest of her life, unless
she got the best treatment in the world.

The car door slammed shut, closing her
away from him.

Jack turned back to Gallenson and
realized he had been watching Sophie too closely. Gallenson was
staring at him with something like suspicion in his eyes. Jack
scrambled to cover up his mistake.

“Gutsy lady,” he said casually.

“She is that,” Gallenson agreed, with
something like joviality in his tone.

The good cheer made Jack’s skin crawl
and he shoved his dislike of Gallenson up to healthy caution.

“You going to be in town long?”
Gallenson added.

“I’ve got myself a job out at the mill.
On Val Beaumont’s shift.” Credentials and references. Always let
the power-holders of a town know you’re respectable as soon as you
can manage it.

“Got somewhere to stay, Stride?”

“Not yet. Figured the job was the
priority.”

“These days, I don’t blame you,”
Gallenson agreed with a nod. He pointed back down the sloping
street. “Half a mile back there is Ma Baker’s boarding house. It’s
clean and decent. I’m sure she can find you a bed. Tell her I sent
you.” He even managed to sound magnanimous, though Jack knew he was
attempting to steer him somewhere where he could keep close tabs on
him. Ma Baker was probably a distant relative of some sort.

He hesitated. He was down to his last
twenty dollars and payday was at least a week away. It had been his
intention to head back out into the woods and camp down in a warm
dry hollow somewhere. He needed to preserve his funds. But the
suspicion in Gallenson’s eyes was growing to hostility even as Jack
hesitated.

“Thanks. I’ll do that,” he said
quietly. He lifted his backpack up from the asphalt where Sophie
had left it and settled it over his shoulder. His back where the
pool cue had landed gave out a throb of protest and he winced a
little.

“Ma Baker spreads a fine table and you
look like you could do with some decent food. Been on the road
long?” Gallenson dropped the question casually but Jack knew there
was a more serious intention behind the question than simple
curiosity.

“I spent most of the fall down in
Texas,” Jack answered. “Working with an engineering mob—Lone State
Engineering—working on a dam near Galveston.”

“Heard of ’em,” Gallenson muttered,
rubbing his jaw. “Well, you get along now, down to Ma Baker’s. She
shuts up pretty early.”

Jack nodded. “Thanks again.” He walked
across the asphalt to the sidewalk, heading down the road toward
the center of town.

He knew Gallenson was standing and
watching him out of sight. All the while the skin between Jack’s
shoulder blades crawled, as if he could feel the crosshairs of a
rifle lined up on his back.

A year after the accident, just before
everything had blown up on him and he’d hit the road, Jack had
contrived to find out about Sophie, working his enquiries back
through a series of cut offs. He’d learned she’d got married the
previous spring.

The news had hurt and kept hurting for
a long time but shortly after that he’d had his attention taken up
with the matter of survival. During the long days on the road with
only his own thoughts for company, he had managed to draw comfort
from the fact that Sophie was settled, happy and secure.

If he’d known then that the man she had
married was this Gallenson, he would have defied everything to go
back to her and protect her from him and from the inevitable hurt
he would inflict upon her.

What had happened to her? How had she
ended up here, this way?

Jack could no more leave town now than
fly, yet every drifter’s instinct he had was screaming at him to
leave before trouble got way out of hand.


Chapter Nine

By the time Peter got back into the
car, Sophie’s fury was a huge thing. She vibrated with it.

Peter didn’t even look at her as he put
the car in gear.

“What the hell do you think you’re
doing?” she cried. “How dare you!”

“What the hell do you think you were
doing in that bar? Beany’s, Sophie? What, are you stupid?” He
glared at her, the blue eyes shining with anger. “Who was that guy,
anyway?” he demanded.

His anger, the direct question, blew
away her indignation like a wisp of smoke. “I don’t know who he is.
I followed him into the bar because he looked like someone I knew a
long time ago. But it wasn’t him. Then Vince picked a fight with
him, for no reason except he’d got his nose out of joint. So I
helped him.”

“You helped him.” Disbelief hissed out
with Peter’s breath. He turned the car into the driveway of her
house, bumping over the crumbling concrete edging on the side of
the road. One day, the council would get around to fixing the
gutters. One day, when the money was there. They’d been saying
they’d fix them for three years now.

He braked the car next to his own
patrol vehicle, which sat on her front lawn, squashing the grass.
The tire tracks would stay there until next spring, now.

“How, exactly, did you help him?” Peter
asked. His tone was reasonable, curious.

“I jumped on Vince’s back. I think I
hit him a few times. Then he threw me away. Then I helped the guy
up and outside.”

“That’s it?”

She nodded. She wasn’t about to tell
him that her real strength in that fight had come from her
association with the town’s police chief. She didn’t tell him for
reasons different from those that had made her lie about Jack. It
had been automatic, completely without thought, that first lie.
Later, when she was alone, she would figure out all the reasons why
pretending Jack was a stranger had been so instinctive. For now,
she knew she had to let Peter think Jack really was Martin Stride,
a drifter with a passing resemblance to a man she once knew.

Especially Peter. She had sat in the
passenger’s seat, watching Jack and Peter talking. She had almost
been able to smell Jack’s caution, had seen the wariness in his
eyes, despite the jovial expression on his face. That had been all
the warning she needed. The reasons why would come later.

There would be a later. After eight
years, there would be a later. The novelty of a future with Jack in
it was heady. Frightening.

So she returned Peter’s thoughtful gaze
with relentless steadiness, not even close to letting her gaze drop
guiltily.

Peter pursed his lips and blew out a
breath. “It’s not one of your smarter decisions, Sophie. But, no
harm done. How come you called him Jack?”

She nearly jumped. Nearly. But her
heart was already racing, the adrenaline pumping. She rode out her
surprise without giving away anything. “Slip of the tongue. Jack is
the name of the guy I thought he looked like.”

“And they’re not the same guy?”

“Jack has been dead eight years.”

Peter looked out the window. “I
see.”

“Well…” She held her hands out for the
keys and opened her door. “I gotta go get ready. I’ll only be a few
minutes.”

“I’m going to have to cancel on you,
Sophie.” He grimaced. “Sorry. Something has come up.”

Just like that. After relentlessly
asking for dinner for two months.

“I see,” she said slowly, not really
sure she did understand. Was it something to do with Jack? Peter
had come to the house, parked his cruiser on her ailing lawn,
apparently to pick her up for dinner. He’d raced down to Beany’s,
using her car to keep it unofficial, the concerned boyfriend. And
suddenly, something had come up. It had to be Jack but she couldn’t
see what else Peter had to do. He’d scared the potential
competition away, after all.

Peter smiled, as if he wanted to take
the sting out of it. “I’ll make it up to you,” he promised. He
dropped her keys into her hand.

“Okay,” she agreed cautiously. She got
out of the car. Peter came around the hood and stood in front of
her. He was a tall guy and heavyset. He’d probably run to fat later
on when his metabolism slowed but for now he held off the excess
weight through the physical work of his job. The sweep of black
hair and Elvis Presley blue eyes made him good-looking. Too
good-looking for a law enforcement officer. The beauty of his
appearance hid any wisdom or experience. He looked like he had
never survived anything. Although plenty of women, even the gossips
in Sophie’s café, would willingly swoon over the Alec Baldwin charm
and lovely smile, Sophie easily resisted it. Suddenly, shockingly,
she realized why. He didn’t look like Jack.

Peter gave her another small smile.
“You know I care about you, right, Sophie?”

“You’re very patient with me,” she
said, skirting the direct answer.

“I’m just watching out for you, is all.
You’re all on your own—Jinnie couldn’t help you out of a barrel of
ale if you were drowning in it and it’s a tough old world out
there. Sometimes, I think you’re so focused on your own little
cosmos that you really don’t have any idea of what it can be like
out there.”

He was so wrong, so one-eighty degrees
off the mark that Sophie couldn’t even laugh. She just stared at
him. Is that how he saw her? A helpless single mom, ignorant of how
the world could beat up on her if she let it?

No, it’s what he wants me to be.

She cast about for a response. Found
one. “I think you’re overestimating Jinnie’s helplessness.”

“I know what I’m talking about. It’s my
job.”

There wasn’t much you could say to a
response that basically said you’re full of shit. Sophie shrugged.
“Well, okay. I’ll see you around.”

“Good night, Sophie.” He didn’t try to
kiss her for which she was deeply grateful. She wasn’t sure she
could handle a kiss. Their relationship hadn’t progressed that far
yet. Besides, he seemed to be fully preoccupied with his own
thoughts. He got into the cruiser, started it and wheeled it around
in a circle to the edge of the road, then took off down the hill
back toward Beany’s.

Just before the bar, Marsden Street
joined up with Lake Street and ran south, past the west end of the
Pumphouse Pool, a small elongated bay in the lake. The police
station was on Marsden, where the tiny commercial district was
centered. It was the “rich” end of town.

Peter lived in an old ranch house
farther down the valley, on the other side of the lake, a good
thirty minutes out of town. If he was heading home, he would have
headed west from Sophie’s place.

She watched as the cruiser turned right
into Marsden Street. He was going back to work.

Why?

* * * * *

They came for him just after midnight.
Even though he was expecting trouble, Jack was caught by surprise,
because it happened far sooner than he had anticipated. He’d only
been in bed an hour or so, after shutting the door on the smiling,
white-haired Ma Baker and hauling his backpack onto the bureau next
to the narrow bed.

Three of them, breathing heavily. Even
through sleep-fogged eyes Jack could see sweat glistening at their
brows and temples, as they leaned down to haul him from the bed.
Excitement or nervousness. Their faces were a blur in the dark and
they made no attempt to turn on the light.

It was their silence that told him this
was serious. They had no intention of waking up the rest of the
borders. Jack already knew Ma Baker would right now be temporarily
deaf and blind and would stay that way for as long as this
took.

One of them was shoving his stuff back
into the backpack.

“Get dressed, Drainpipe,” came the
single low command.

As he dressed, Jack focused on the
words. Drainpipe.

The heavy hands that had hauled him out
of bed were Vince’s, then.

When he was dressed, he was
force-marched out of the rambling old house, across cold paving
stones and shoved headfirst into the back of a Chevy sedan. A boot
was planted on his rear and he was shoved farther in and pushed
down onto the floor behind the front passenger seat.

The car’s suspension sank as two of the
shadowy figures got into the front and the third slid onto the rear
seat behind the driver.

“Just stay down and silent and all
this’ll hurt much less,” Jack was told. The voice was definitely
Vince’s but sober now and tinged with excitement.

Jack obediently stayed down, his mind
racing. The operation so far was well organized enough to seem
rehearsed. The other two men were totally silent, carrying out
their part with smooth efficiency. If they were taking him where
Jack suspected they were taking him, then he knew precisely what
was happening. But he couldn’t confirm it because Vince’s promise
wasn’t idle—if he stuck his head up, Vince would ensure he wouldn’t
want to do it a second time.

The drive was a leisurely fifteen
minutes. No speeding, nothing to draw attention to the car and its
occupants. Finally, Jack felt the tires bite gravel as the car
slowed to a halt. Doors opened, the men exited and cold air rushed
in to fan Jack’s face.

The door next to his shoulder was
opened. Vince’s heavy hands were on his arms, hauling him out
without ceremony. Jack scrambled to keep his footing as Vince
pushed him out onto asphalt.

They were outside town. The wide,
well-made road told Jack they were on the same highway he had been
walking along that afternoon, when all this had started.

“Hold him,” Vince’s voice said
shortly.

Hands grabbed his arms. A quiver of
apprehension shuddered through him. First would come the softening
up process.

Vince walked toward him. In the inky
darkness Jack could see his teeth gleam as he gave a quick smile.
At the same time, he buried his fist into Jack’s stomach.

Despite being prepared for it, Jack
folded over the fist as the air left his lungs in a rush. Pain
exploded in his abdomen. Even as his head fell forward, he poured
energy into lifting it up again, getting it out of the way of the
free-wheeling upper-cut he knew would come next. With Vince’s power
behind it the punch could easily lay him out cold.

He threw his shoulders back and hauled
his head up, just as Vince’s fist whistled through the air where
his face had been a fraction of a second before. The fist continued
to drive upward, throwing Vince forward when he didn’t connect. His
breath pushed out in surprise.

“Hold the son of a bitch, will ya?”

The arms tightened their lock on Jack.
Vince drew his fist back and went for a straight punch that landed
on the bridge of Jack’s nose. He saw stars for a few seconds and
felt blood start to flow but was cautiously confident about
surviving what was to come. If that upper-cut had connected, he
wouldn’t have been standing at all.

The next few minutes were bloody and
uncomfortable, as Vince took out his revenge. As beatings went, it
was mild. Jack had once been taken out into a dark alley and done
over with knuckle-dusters and chains. That particular episode had
landed him in hospital for a month, peeing blood and seeing
everything with a red film over it until the veins in his eyes had
mended. There had been other beatings. In his former line of work
being hit around was always a possibility and he had learned to
ride them out.

The worst Vince handed out was a
double-fisted blow to the sternum that made his ribs creak and his
heart shudder under the impact before settling down again. When
Vince delivered that, one of the men pinning Jack murmured,
“Remember he’s supposed to be able to keep on walking, Vinnie.”

Finally they dropped him to the
asphalt. His backpack landed next to him. A big pair of work boots
stopped a few inches from where Jack’s hands pushed against the
ground, propping his body up.

“You’re on the other side of the town
limits, Drainpipe. Don’t cross back over them, you hear? Or next
time it’ll be for keeps.”

Jack didn’t bother looking up. He
concentrated on keeping his breath steady, riding out the shock to
his body and marshalling his strength. It was over now.

He listened to the sounds of the men
walking back to the car, the doors closing and the engine starting.
The car pulled around and headed back into town, spitting sand and
gravel from its tires.

Then silence, like an old friend,
gathered around him. He heard wind sighing through the firs, high
overhead.

He got to his feet, moving slowly. He
picked up his backpack with an unsteady hand and moved to the side
of the road, down across the gully into the trees on the other
side. He found a little clearing where he could tend to his hurts
and lowered his backpack to the ground.

Fifty minutes later he was on the road
again, warm, dry, clean and more or less comfortable. His backpack
had emergency supplies he’d learned over the years to always carry
with him. They had done much to get him back on his feet again.
First, water to help combat the physiological shock, aspirin for
the pain, clean rags to mop up the blood and an instant ice-pack to
compress over the swelling on his nose and cheekbone. He knew he’d
have a black eye by morning.

Down at the bottom of the pack were
packets of freeze-dried food that were intended for occasions like
this. Jack lit a small campfire in the clearing to heat up water
and made himself a meal a king wouldn’t sneeze at if he happened to
come walking along the road and there wasn’t a restaurant for fifty
miles. Chicken curry, hot and spicy, rice with a dash of saffron
and chopped, green onions. Stir-fried reconstituted vegetables with
a honey-based sauce. Hot stewed fruit with custard sauce. All of it
was chosen for its restorative power, eaten hot to warm the belly
and get his mind back to civilized thought as quickly as
possible.

There was one more minor luxury—a tiny
measure of single malt scotch kept in a small plastic medicine
bottle. The scotch burned the back of his throat and lay warmly in
his stomach, giving him a contented glow while the meal cooked and
he’d tended his hurts with the miniature but well-packed medical
kit he carried.

He’d sipped coffee while he changed
clothes, putting on a warm, clean shirt and jeans. The
blood-stained stuff went back into the pack for the next time he
had an opportunity to do laundry.

Now, back on the road, he felt almost
human again. His stride along the road was close to its usual
rhythm. Now his mind was crystal clear and working overtime.

He’d been run out of town. Vince wasn’t
the mastermind behind the move. The men had hinted at orders from
someone else. Only one person besides Ma Baker herself knew Jack
could be found at the boarding house.

Gallenson.

The police chief had deliberately
directed him there, so that he could be found later. Even as
Gallenson had been sizing him up, he must have been planning
this.

Did Sophie know what her husband
was?

Jack knew she didn’t but he wouldn’t
tell her. Not yet. Not over this. It might simply have been
misplaced jealousy had prompted Gallenson to set Vince and his
buddies on Jack and run him out of town. Maybe he had let his gaze
linger too long on Sophie and Gallenson had seen something in his
eyes that had given him away.

Maybe.

In the end it didn’t matter, because
Jack recognized Gallenson for what he was. The type was to be found
in most small towns. Sometimes they held legitimate positions of
power—mayor, board member, police chief. Sometimes they didn’t. But
they all held a power that was invisible and invasive because most
people didn’t even know it was there. They were the quiet men who
went about calmly arranging events to suit themselves, affecting
and influencing people’s lives with an unseen hand.

They lived in towns that were on the
surface clean, law-abiding places with tradition and family values
as the mainstays of the community. Suspicion rose sluggishly there.
These little towns were their preferred territory.

Jack knew without doubt that Gallenson
was one of them. He’d heard it in his voice when he’d spoken to
Sophie and recognized it in his face when he’d studied Jack with
growing suspicion. It was in the way the features had hardened.
Just for a moment the real, unforgiving core of the man had shown
through.

So, now Jack was back on the road
again—and heading back into town.

He wouldn’t tell Sophie that the man
she had married was a corrupt, amoral viper. He only had one
fragment of proof and to most people that would speak only of a
husband’s jealousy. But he could stay around, keep an eye out for
her and watch her back.

As he walked, he found he was back to
prodding at the puzzle that had been nagging at him since he’d seen
her. What had happened to her? The Sophie he had come to know—and
love—had been a fighter. Independent.

Looked at in a less flattering light,
she was a control freak who was incapable of letting people help
her. She’d gone most of her young life pissing a lot of people off,
because she looked like she didn’t need them, when the truth was
she was really afraid of letting her need show.

He’d always comforted himself over the
years with the knowledge that she’d go on to succeed and be happy
because of her dogged determination to do it her way and get it
done.

What had happened to her to make her
allow someone like Gallenson into her life? What had kept that
remote sadness in her eyes? He’d recognized fear too—a low-grade,
permanent fear that she’d learned to live with. It had left its
mark. When Gallenson had told her to get back in the car, her
shoulders had hunched down, reminding Jack of a cringing animal
that had been kicked and whipped by too many masters. He had to
find out what had happened to her. Going back to town was a bad
move—bad for more reasons than Gallenson’s second-hand threat. The
reasons Jack had hit the road in the first place, the reasons he
had carefully avoided Los Angeles and the whole state of Colorado,
were still in force.

He’d known from the start that meeting
Sophie again would risk both their lives. He had made that decision
in the hospital. No, Isobel had made the decision. She’d even
executed it while he was in the operating room. Sophie had been
moved from the hospital, out of his reach, by the time he’d come
swimming back to consciousness. Isobel had refused to tell him
where she was. Once he’d calmed down enough to think rationally,
he’d had to agree with her hard-headed logic.

His intellectual decision didn’t make
him sleep any easier. He’d gone for months dreaming of Sophie and
waking up to find himself reaching for her, before he remembered
that she thought he was dead. He’d learned to live with it by
reminding himself that she was alive and free to live a full,
carefree life. If he hadn’t taken this course, made the hard
decision, she wouldn’t have had that opportunity.

Had his decision had anything to do
with the forming of the Sophie he’d seen today? It was that
possibility that kept him walking back into town. If he’d screwed
up her life, he had to try to put it right. He owed her that much,
at least.

All his drifter’s instincts protested
the decision, though. While he was in one place and halted, he
could be pinned down. Cornered.

So, he compromised with his warring
instincts with a promise. While he was here he had to watch out for
both of them, in case the fate he had been trying to outrun for ten
years finally caught up with him.


Chapter Ten

Sophie didn’t even notice him come
through the door. He just slipped inside—probably when she had been
trying to get her point across to Maurice that “pretty good” didn’t
cut the mustard. An electrical current that had the tendency to
quit just when you least expected it didn’t cut the bread, either.
Every day she had one hundred and thirty two rounds of sandwiches
to make before the noonday whistle went off at the factory. She
only just made it today.

Things were already tight enough
without having to deal with shit like wiring. Maurice should have
done it right in the first place. She had been so close to missing
her delivery today, she’d been seriously scared. Now she was
venting that fear and frustration on Maurice.

If she had any idea of how to fix the
wiring herself she would never have called in the town’s handyman
in the first place.

She’d believed Maurice when he said
he’d fix it but he’d let her down. That sinking,
legs-out-from-under-her feeling was one of the worse in the world.
She would go a long way to avoid that sensation in the future. In
fact, today’s scare had her seriously considering making the
fifty-minute drive to Kalispell’s library to dig up a textbook on
basic electrical know-how and doing it herself.

When she turned around, Jack was
sitting on a stool at the end of the counter, only a couple of
seats up from Cal. Sophie actually gasped with surprise. How long
had he been sitting there?

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I
didn’t realize you were there. I didn’t even see you come in.” Her
heart was hammering.

“Not a problem. You have your hands
full.”

He looked like he’d been through a
mincer. His left eye was black and swollen and the skin just below
the bruising was mashed and bloody. There was another bruise
emerging over the bridge of his nose. But he seemed almost
cheerful.

Then she noticed the patch of pale skin
under his right eye, over the most prominent part of the cheekbone.
Her heart skipped again. It was a scar. That was where he’d scraped
himself raw when he’d hit his head the second time.

If she’d needed any physical proof that
this was really Jack sitting in front of her, she had it now. There
had been moments last night when she had questioned her sanity,
wondered if her imagination had got completely out of hand. He’d
never once acknowledged he was Jack, she’d realized. He hadn’t
confirmed anything. She’d just assumed.

Then, in the parking lot, he’d given a
different name…

Sophie glanced behind her, where
Maurice was muttering to himself, prodding hopefully at the power
box. She turned back to Jack. He was watching her with a patience
that seemed learned—it wasn’t natural, she knew that much.

“Patience and I are business partners
and that’s all,” Sophie recalled him explaining, as he sat
cross-legged on their shelf of rock, coaxing the nearly dead coals
of the fire back to flames. “After hours, all bets are off.”

But something or someone had beaten
patience into him at some stage of his life since then.

She moved down the length of the
counter so that she was standing opposite him. “What can I get
you?” she asked softly. Keep it casual. Keep it cool. Wait ’til
you’ve figured out what’s going on.

“Coffee, to begin,” he replied.

Sophie assessed him for a moment. Would
he have changed? “Black, no sugar, not decaf,” she guessed.

One brow lifted and she caught her
breath. How many times had she seen him do that, those few and
precious days after the crash? The lift of the brow followed by
either a puzzled look, or the one that she liked best,
admiration.

“Well, I’m impressed.” The gravelly
voice still had that smooth lilt and rhythm to it. The hint of a
southern drawl she had heard in it last night was gone now.

After long hours tossing in her bed,
running those moments through her mind over and over, she was sure
now that he had been faking the accent, along with the name.

“I’m right?” Sophie asked, reaching
beneath the counter for a cup and saucer.

“Are you ever wrong?” he asked.

“Not often,” she admitted, pouring the
coffee. She put it in front of him. “Anything else?”

“Not right now, thank you. The coffee
is just fine.”

Sophie nodded and would have moved away
but found herself pinned to the spot. She had made a bargain with
herself in the early hours of the morning that if she saw Jack
again she would demand no explanations, would ask no questions. But
now, with him seated in front of her, she found all the hurt and
bewilderment of those few minutes in the parking lot last night
come flooding back. The need to ask why was like a silent scream
inside her.

She cleared her throat.

Jack looked up from the cup in his
hands. His eyes flicked across her face, measuring, judging. “I
guess you’re wondering why I’m here,” he said quietly, putting the
cup down.

“Yes,” Sophie breathed, her heart
suddenly beating all the more harder. Now she would find out
why.

“I came to thank you for what you did
for me last night. In the bar. Beany’s, isn’t it?”

Disappointment trickled through her.
“Yes, Beany’s,” she said stiffly.

“It was kind of you. Not many people
would have done that for a total stranger.” His eyes were locked
onto hers now.

Sophie felt a wave of unreality wash
over her. This was Jack. She knew it was him but at the same time
his denial made a small part of her wonder if somehow she hadn’t
made a ghastly mistake—that her mind hadn’t latched onto a total
stranger with a passing resemblance to someone she had once known
for a few short days and spun a fantasy out of fresh air as a
result.

But the scar! It was there. It was
real. She’d seen that wound for herself.

Confusion. Her confusion was going to
give her a heart attack, with the pressure of the endless play of
maybe, maybe not running around in her head.

Sophie grew aware that a response was
required of her. Through stiff lips she murmured, “It was nothing.
I’ve made a career out of rescuing dark-haired strangers.”

And she saw something flare briefly in
his eyes, deep down. Pain. Guilt. The expressions she had grown
used to seeing on his face all those times he thought she wasn’t
looking at him, when he had let the good cheer slide—and later,
when his hold on reality had started to slip.

Sophie bit her lip, fighting for
control. Jack sat across from her, silent, his eyes missing nothing
of the battle going on inside her. And for that moment Sophie’s
doubt fell away. This was Jack. This was the man who had haunted
her life, the dark man from her past.

Only he was not so distant right now.
And he looked very human with the cuts and bruises on his face. She
lifted a hand to touch the cut on his cheekbone. The other one. The
left side. “What happened to you?” she murmured.

And he jerked his head back away from
her touch, as if she were poison to him.

Sophie stepped back, letting her hand
drop and tears stung her eyes. What had she been thinking of?

She could feel Cal’s curious eyes
watching every move she made and there was the group of women in
the booth against the wall—they’d paused their gossiping to look
toward the counter, intuition warning them of drama happening in
their midst.

Jack sat there, his face the wary,
astonished one of a stranger.

Sophie couldn’t stand it. “Excuse me,”
she murmured and whirled away, walking almost blindly back to where
Maurice was working.

* * * * *

Jack saw the glitter of sudden tears in
her eyes as she spun away and while he stared at the pristine
counter top, his face studiously blank, he swore silently and
continuously at himself.

He’d known coming in here was bound to
hurt her in some way. Why had he done it?

Because of what he’d learned today.

He’d dutifully reported to Val Beaumont
for work this morning and while he’d been busy proving to Val that
he could handle the work—which had proved difficult with the aches
and pains he was already carrying from last night—Val had been busy
filling in Jack on the latest gossip of Serenity Falls.

It hadn’t taken much to steer Val onto
the subject of Sophie. In snatched moments in between the demands
of the shift, Val had been garrulous and frank. What Jack had
learned had made his decision to stay in Serenity even more
crucial.

Peter Gallenson wasn’t Sophie’s
husband. He wasn’t even a boyfriend in the formal sense. Val had
been puzzled about the relationship but it had been painfully clear
from Val’s hints that there was a relationship there. Because it
was Gallenson sniffing around her, most men in town considered
Sophie as strictly off-limits.

She’d come to Serenity about nine years
ago—about the same time he’d been hitting the road, never realizing
he’d be tracing the white line for so many years. She’d been the
bride of a man called Phillip Ryerson. They’d had two children.
After four years, they’d separated and a year or so later,
divorced.

There was been no public scandal. No
one was really sure what went wrong. Ryerson left town and shortly
after that Sophie went into business for herself. She had been seen
in the company of Gallenson once or twice and he frequented her
café on a regular basis. It was acknowledged that she seemed to
encourage his company.

Those were the facts that Val had
handed out. From putting together hints and clues from Val’s
conversation, Jack had been able to piece together even more about
Sophie’s life.

She was lonely. She had no close
friends except for a woman named Jinni, who helped her take care of
her children and who shared the Victorian house, which Sophie had
bought and was slowly doing up. Her business was in trouble. Cash
was tight.

Which was why she was dealing with a
handyman who looked like he wouldn’t recognize a circuit resistor
if it bit him on the nose. Ignorance came cheap.

Jack studied her out of the corner of
his eye, aware that the old man sitting two stools down from him
kept shooting curious glances at him.

She was dressed in jeans and a dark
sweater in some fine material that seemed to cling to her softly
and made Jack’s palm twitch to run his hand over the fabric, over
the curves beneath. She’d matured. The curves were all woman and
oh-so-sexy in a discreet, classy way.

And her hair! She’d grown it out. On
the ledge it had been stylish, cut in one of those short, sassy,
professional styles that went with power business suits. Now the
red-gold swung down nearly to her waist, thick and wavy. He just
knew it would be heavy and would slide over the back of his hand
like warm silk.

Jack thought of Gallenson running his
hands over her. Instantly his breath shortened and he let his eyes
close against the images. Now he knew Gallenson was not her
husband, the images had become a form of torture and the drive to
act, to do something to change the situation, was growing steadily
more difficult to ignore.

Why had he come to the café?

He settled for the truth this time. Now
that he knew some of the facts of her life, he wanted to see her
again, to look at her through this new perspective.

So, now he’d seen her, he should just
drink up his coffee and go. He had to find somewhere to stay
tonight too—Ma Baker’s was out of the question, even though she
owed him a night’s accommodation.

But his gaze kept straying back to
Sophie, as she stood arguing the toss with the handyman. Before he
knew he was going to say anything, he opened his mouth and the
words spilled out, “You know, the fault is probably in the meter
box.”

* * * * *

Sophie turned to look at Jack.
“Pardon?” she asked, unsure she had heard correctly.

“You’ve got a shop front tacked onto a
house, here. The meter box is probably an old one, put in place
when the original house was built. It’s not designed for commercial
current. If you check the meter box, I think you’ll find that’s
where the problem is.”

Sophie turned to look Maurice
accusingly. He pushed his toothpick to the other side of his mouth.
“What would he know? Is this guy a qualified inspector or
something?”

Sophie looked back at Jack. She knew he
wasn’t qualified.

His smile was rueful. “I’ve got credits
you wouldn’t believe but no qualifications that I can boast about.”
He stood up. “Thanks for the coffee, Sophie. How much—”

“Can you fix it?” Sophie asked,
overriding his farewell.

“Hey!” Maurice protested.

Jack turned back to face her and she
saw a light of hope flicker in his eyes. It was gone almost at once
but nothing disguised the warmth in his smile.

“I can fix it,” he said, his voice low,
magical.

That smile and that voice did strange
things to Sophie’s innards. They flipped.

“Hey, you gave me the job!” Maurice
said.

“And it hasn’t done me any good so far,
has it?” Sophie returned, her voice serene and at total odds with
what her insides were doing. You’re crazy! Crazy! She was a
total fool if she went through with the reckless idea that had just
popped into her mind.

“Did Val give you a job last night?”
she asked Jack.

“Morning shift. I started this
morning.”

Sophie nodded. She really hadn’t
expected anything less. Not with Jack. He could turn his hand to
anything and make it work.

“I can give you a bed and all the food
you can eat, if you find and fix the problem with my wiring.”

“That seems like overkill for such a
little problem,” Jack answered slowly. He hadn’t sat down
again.

“Not exactly. I’ve got an old house up
on the hill. It’s mid-nineteenth century. The wiring in that place
is part of the deal.”

“The whole house?”

Sophie nodded.

“Aren’t you going to ask for my
references?” he asked.

Sophie moved slowly down the length of
the counter toward him. “I don’t need to see your references. Val
gave you a job and I assume you’ve managed to hold onto it, so I
know you know how to work hard. The work you do for me isn’t
finished until the inspector certifies the work—and if it isn’t up
to scratch you either fix it, or pay for someone to get it right.”
She stopped in front of him. “Is it a deal?” She deliberately kept
her face pleasantly neutral, the face of a bare acquaintance.

Jack’s gaze swept over her features. It
was the same deep, assessing stare she had grown accustomed to
after the crash.

He seemed to hesitate for a moment
more, then moved back to the counter. “We have a deal.” He held out
his hand and Sophie took it. Her hand was enveloped in warm, smooth
skin and the contact sent sparks flitting up her arm.

“Sophie Kingston,” she said,
deliberately introducing herself as one would a stranger. His deep
brown eyes seemed to be growing larger…it was uncanny. “You said
your name was Martin, last night, didn’t you?”

“Yes. Martin Stride.”

“Hi.” Sophie offered.

“Hello.”

Sophie was aware that she had just made
an unspoken agreement to play along with Jack’s inexplicable game.
She had no idea why she had agreed to it, other than a desire to
keep him near.

Her hand was in his. Abruptly, she let
go and swallowed convulsively. “Ah…um…”

“Well, if you’re really going to let
him do this, I’m out of here,” Maurice said from behind her.

“Yeah, fine,” Sophie murmured
distractedly. Her heart was scudding along hurriedly and her skin
prickled. She heard the shop door shut with a slap.

“’Bout time you got rid of that
parasite, Sophie.” It was Cal’s voice. Sophie looked at the old
man, who winked at her. “Think you’ve made yourself a better deal
here, honey.”

She reached for his coffee cup and
under the counter for the coffee carafe, wanting to give her hands
something to do and somewhere to avert her gaze, because she didn’t
want Cal to see her hands shake or read panic in her eyes.

She slid the cup back next to him.
“Here you go,” she murmured and looked back at Jack.

He was looking at her, the brown eyes
patient. “If I’m to earn my keep, I’d better get going. If I can
have the run of the shop…?”

“Now?” Sophie asked, the panic swirling
closer to the surface.

“Now,” Jack confirmed.

Sophie stared at him mutely, the panic
raging through her system. She suddenly realized exactly why she
had engineered this situation. She wanted to get Jack
alone—somewhere where he was free to talk without fear of being
overheard. Somewhere where she could ask some of the questions that
had circled through her mind without cease since she had first
suspected that the stranger in town was indeed Jack.

And now she had managed it. She had
involved him in her life in such a way that time alone with him was
virtually guaranteed…and the idea frightened her. Did she really
want to know the truth?

“I’ll go check out the basement, first,
okay?” Jack suggested.

“Uh, yeah. Okay,” Sophie responded. She
watched as Jack walked to the end of the counter, pulled the flap
aside and headed back into the old house.

“Useful looking fella,” Cal commented.
“Looks like he’s skin and bone but I reckon that’s deceptive.”

“Mmm,” Sophie said noncommittally,
thinking about tonight. It was Jinni’s night off tonight. When
Georgia and Morgan were in bed, she would be going out with the
boyfriend of the season and Sophie would be alone with Jack.

Time to get some answers.

Eight years ago she had known Jack for
five whole days. She hadn’t seen him since and had been led to
believe he was dead, yet the effect he’d had on her life was
profound.

What if she got the answers to her
questions…and what if she didn’t like them? Was she prepared to
find out that she had based the decisions and judgments of most of
her adult life on a lie?


Chapter Eleven

Sophie found herself alone with Jack
much sooner than she had anticipated—barely three hours later, as
she was closing up the shop for the night.

For once she didn’t have to pry the
coffee cup from Cal’s hands, for Jack had somehow coaxed him out
the door. The two of them had been laughing at some private joke,
probably another one in the long series of one-liners they had been
trading for the last hour or so, as Jack had traced the wiring
throughout the shop. Cal had even slipped off his stool in order to
stay within speaking distance as Jack moved slowly around the
place, inspecting, testing, a screwdriver and wrench in his
hands.

When Cal had been gently shepherded
toward home, Sophie realized she was alone with Jack and would be
for the ten-minute stroll home. She shivered into her coat.

The first few minutes were silent. She
found herself tongue-tied and bashful, unable to form a sentence
that didn’t sound totally inane. What she really wanted to do was
look him straight in the eye and demand an explanation. This was
her big chance—now was the time to learn the truth. But she
couldn’t quite bring herself to open up the subject. The risk of
finding out things that she didn’t want to know weighed
heavily.

Instead she cleared her throat and
murmured, “Jack—” not sure where she was going to start but hoping
an avenue would open up for her if only she got some sort of
conversation going.

“Martin,” he corrected, his voice low
but perfectly clear.

Sophie looked around, sure he had seen
someone within hearing distance and was merely preserving the
illusion in front of strangers.

There was no one anywhere close. It was
dusk and the street stretched out before them, dipping down into a
broad, shallow slope before rising up again to the crest that
marked the town limits, where Sophie’s house sat within its copse
of pine trees. There wasn’t a single person to be seen along its
entire length.

Sophie looked back at Jack, studying
his face, looking for an explanation. He kept his gaze firmly on
the way ahead.

“Martin?” she repeated, letting her
disbelief color her tone.

“My name is Martin, remember?” he said,
glancing at her quickly before snapping his gaze back to the
sidewalk.

“I remember you had a different name
once,” she said, her irritation growing. “You’re not going to keep
this up when we’re alone, are you? Surely not.”

“Keep up what?”

Sophie stared at him, her amazement
growing.

“Jack—”

“Martin,” he said firmly.

“Goddamn it, just you stop for one
minute!” She grabbed at his sleeve and dug her heels into the
pavement, halting him. She stepped in front of him as anger and
bafflement swirled through her. “I don’t understand what game it is
you’re playing, even though I’ve played along with it so far but
enough is enough. Don’t do this to me. Not to me, Jack.”

He glanced over his shoulder and down
along the street past her head, then reached out and pushed her
gently around and tucked his hand under her elbow. “Keep walking,”
he murmured.

Sophie obeyed, keeping up with his
shortened stride. The fact that he didn’t want anyone to see them
standing in the middle of the street confronting one another gave
more weight to her conviction that Jack was playing a game for
reasons she didn’t understand and wasn’t sure she wanted to
know.

“Why are you persisting in this?” she
demanded, keeping her voice down.

“Persisting in what?”

“Damn it—”

“No, don’t fly off the handle. I asked
you a genuine question. What am I persisting in?”

“This…this game of ‘let’s pretend’!
This lonely-stranger-passing-through-town crap. You don’t really
expect me to believe you just happened to be passing through, do
you?” Her anger was swelling, pushing all the frustration and
puzzlement of the last twenty-four hours to the top. “Just why the
hell did you come here, Jack—”

“Martin,” he said again, his voice
flat.

“Martin, goddamn you!” His correction
ripped away the last restraints of her anger. “And don’t tell me
you were just passing and decided to drop into Serenity on a
whim!”

Jack could hear her anger shaking her
voice, her body. He could feel the tremors through the hand he had
on her arm. Although he didn’t like either, he much preferred
Sophie to be angry than hurt, or upset. Anger was the first step to
fighting back.

“As a matter of fact,” he told her, his
voice low, “That’s very nearly what did happen to me. I was passing
by. I saw the turn off for Serenity Falls and took a fancy to the
name. So I came into town.”

She shook her head. She didn’t believe
him. “That’s a pretty big coincidence.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence,” he
said flatly. “Not anymore.”

“Then how do you explain how you just
happened to turn up here?” she snapped.

“People meet new people all the time.
It’s not even unusual.”

“‘New people’,” she repeated
flatly.

He could hear the tired disbelief
creeping back into her voice and clenched his jaws together against
the wish to help her. The truth wouldn’t help her, he reminded
himself. And because he didn’t dare open his mouth in case the
truth slid out, he remained silent.

Sophie was staring ahead, frowning.
Jack could almost hear the cogs in her mind turning, seeking
another angle, another way out. When she finally spoke her voice
was casual.

“So…Martin…you just happened to be
passing and just happened to come into town on a whim.”

“That’s right.”

“Where were you before?”

“On the road.”

“How long have you been on the
road?”

“Nearly nine years.”

“Nine years?” She looked at him,
surprised. “That’s a long time to be always on the move. Why did
you go on the road in the first place?”

“I seduced the daughter of the town
mayor. He didn’t like it.”

Sophie suppressed a smile. “And he’s
been hunting you for nine years? That seems a
little…excessive.”

“I was caught in flagrante.”

Again the smile twitched her lips. “But
these are modern times,” she pointed out.

“Did I mention that the mayor’s wife
was there at the same time?”

Sophie gave a snuffle of laughter and
Jack hid his own grin.

“And so the Mayor has been chasing you
ever since,” she concluded.

“With a shotgun,” Jack added
flatly.

He felt her stiffen against his hand,
as the flatness of his tone conveyed more than the moral of the
tale he had spun. She turned her head to look at him, her eyes
wide, horror dawning.

“Oh Jack…Martin… Surely not?”

Jack mentally kicked himself. He’d
forgotten just how intuitive she was…or had he? If there really was
no such thing as coincidence, or accidents, then for reasons he
wasn’t aware of yet he had purposely let her glimpse that much of
the truth.

Sophie tore her gaze away from his
face, back onto the sidewalk in front of her. “This…mayor…if he
thought I knew where you were, would he come after me with a
shotgun too?”

Too damn intuitive. Too quick to put
things together. Jack cursed himself even more. He should have
remembered this about her. It was one of her facets he had admired
so much, one that had ultimately saved both their lives.

Desperately, he searched for a response
to her question, one that would wipe away the horror in her eyes.
Then he reconsidered. Now he’d let this much slip, she deserved the
unadorned, truthful answer.

“This mayor, he has connections
everywhere. He’d eventually learn that you’d met me and he’d want
to ask you where I’d gone.”

“And he’d bring his shotgun, wouldn’t
he?” Her voice was ethereal, distant.

“Yes, Sophie,” Jack answered gently.
“He’d bring his shotgun.”

* * * * *

From the outside, Sophie knew she and
Jack looked just like any other couple strolling along the road,
leaning forward a little to climb Lakeview Hill.

But chaos raged inside her and she
could vent none of it. The questions—dozens of them!—stewed inside
her in an unhappy mess. Why was Jack doing this? Why was he here?
Why did he not use his real name? Why was the unnamed man, the
“mayor,” looking for him and after so many years? Why?

Why, why, why?

What happened next was entirely her own
fault—entirely the result of listening to her thoughts rather than
watching her feet.

At the top of the hill, right in front
of the house where the sidewalk just began to even out, there was a
crack. One winter long past, the concrete had snapped and the
portion on the lower side of the hill had decided to sink, sharply
enough to leave a mini-step in the pavement. She knew that step
well. It was sneaky and it knew just when she wasn’t paying
attention. Often, when she walked home, she would be carrying
armloads of food or paperwork, or both and would be worrying about
the business, or something the kids were doing, or both. The step
would make sure she tripped, because she wasn’t watching where she
was going.

It didn’t fail tonight, either. It
caught the toe of her boot, just as she tried to bring her foot
forward to take her weight as she transferred it from the other
leg. She was leaning well forward, ready for her leg to thrust out
and take the weight and it didn’t happen. She felt her boot being
held, just like the pavement had grown hands and grabbed it.

She flailed with her arms, knowing she
was going to fall. She cringed, waiting for the colossal thud that
would follow.

And his arms were there, around her,
catching her and bringing her back upright.

Impressions bombarded her. The hard,
hurting panicky beat of her heart as adrenaline surged through her
and just how shaky she had suddenly become. The strength of his
arms. She was no lightweight and he had caught and pulled her
upright like a puppet.

Overall, though, were three
overwhelming sensations—the incredibly soft, sensuous feel of his
suede jacket against her fingers and the slightly yielding hot,
hard body beneath…and his scent.

She was wrapped in his arms and his
scent and it permeated her.

In the five days they had lain on the
narrow shelf in that rocky ravine, he’d never touched her for
anything other than necessary aid and assistance, except for one
brief moment. He’d disappeared from her life after that, gone like
a ghost. Even though her memory of him influenced every major
decision she’d made since then, even though she lay awake nights,
recalling his voice and the line of his jaw and the way he had of
smiling where it started at one side of his mouth, the lines
creasing, as if he was giving into the humour under protest, even
though she dreamed of him and woke to find herself crying…she
hadn’t felt this before.

Pure wanting. It whispered
through her.

The world, for a moment, was motionless
around them.

His dark eyes were studying her and
they widened a little. That single betraying reaction made her a
little giddy.

It was not just her feeling this swirl
of feelings, then….

She silently willed him to acknowledge
the feelings, to take the kiss she knew he wanted to take.

A flying vee of geese passed overhead,
so low that the rushing wind of their passage and their honks
startled her.

It restored time to its proper function
and the moment passed.

“Are you all right?” he asked and his
voice was rougher, lower than usual.

Sophie stepped back out of his arms,
which fell away from her without resistance. “Fine. I’m fine,” she
said hoarsely.

But she wasn’t. Neither of them was.
She could see the knowledge in his eyes and she was suddenly
afraid—not of the nameless dangers he had hinted at, but of him.
And herself.

I have asked him to live with us.

Unease touched her.

He was just standing there, watching
her, waiting for her to turn and lead him to the house.

She was on the verge of telling him the
deal was off. She opened her mouth to explain she had changed her
mind, that she didn’t think it was a good idea, when the screen
door on the front of the house slammed open and Georgia and Morgan
rushed down the path to greet her.

“Mom! Mom, I’ve got something to show
you!” Morgan shouted, tugging on her coat sleeve.

Georgia simply wrapped her arms around
Sophie’s waist and hung on tight.

Morgan turned to face Jack. “Hi. Who
are you?”

“I’ve come to fix the wiring in your
house.” Jack held out his hand. “I’m Martin.”

“Hi, Martin. Will you be using the
drill and stuff? Can I help?”

“Sure, if your mom agrees,” Jack
replied easily, a grin forming.

“Yes!” Morgan said, pumping the air
with his fist. With a yell, he was off down the path, toward the
house, jumping and skipping with the boundless energy that always
made Sophie feel exhausted.

Jack looked at Georgia, who was staring
at him, one arm around Sophie. “Hi,” he said gently.

Georgia just looked at him solemnly, as
she did with most strangers. Although she was deeply affectionate
with Sophie, Jinni and Morgan, she was always reserved to the point
of shyness with others. Then Georgia smiled, her face lighting up.
“Hi.”

“Come on!” Morgan shouted at the door,
holding it open.

“Come on,” Georgia said, grabbing
Jack’s hand and tugging him toward the house.

Sophie realized then it was too late to
renege on the deal. She looked at Jack. “You’d better come in and
meet the rest of the family.”

“There’s more?” He seemed startled.

“Just Jinni, who isn’t really family
but she might as well be.”

* * * * *

Jack followed Sophie down the path
toward the front porch, deep reluctance dogging each step. He knew
exactly what the problem was. This was a family. People who cared
about each other, people who protected each other, kept each other
warm, safe and nurtured. It was all the good things he had
carefully avoided for the last eight years.

He avoided it for the simple reason
that contact with families, becoming involved and laying down
roots, only to have to pull them up again, along with all the
accompanying anguish when he was forced to move on, drove him mad.
Even the smallest contact reminded him of what he could not have,
what would never be his.

But it was too late, now. Sophie was
already on the porch. She briefly rested her hand on Morgan’s head
and he grinned at her before bringing his gaze back to rest on
Jack, anticipation shining in his eyes.

Sophie stopped at the open door and
looked at Jack herself, the green eyes softening as she smiled.
“Come on in,” she told him, waiting for him to step past her into
the hallway opening up from the door. Warmth fanned his face and
along with it, good smells of food cooking. He smelt meat of some
kind and…god, yes! Fresh bread.

Jack hesitated. Could he afford to do
this? Dare he risk it?

He looked at Sophie. She was watching
him, her eyes narrowed a little. Did she see what was gnawing at
him? His fear?

His gaze fell to her lips and a brief
echo of the tension that had grabbed at the pit of his gut out on
the sidewalk flared. For one insane, shining moment out there he’d
known he was going to kiss her. The knowledge was as inevitable as
the sunset and his whole body had ached for that first taste of her
lips.

Forbidden fruit, he thought,
looking down at her lips now.

“Come on!” Morgan insisted from just
inside the door.

Then it struck him. If things had
played out a little differently after the crash, this could easily
be his family that he was coming home to.

The idea jolted him like the touch of a
live wire. His heart seemed to stop and his mind hung suspended
over the void. Then life returned with a thud. He was trembling. He
knew he could not afford to take that step inside the door.

Morgan tugged at his sleeve again.

He took the step. Then another and
another.

He found himself on the edge of two
polished wooden steps that led down into a cozy lounge room. There
were candles on the mantelshelf and a crackling fire in the
fireplace. Georgia was already curled up on a loveseat, reading
something that looked far too advanced for a child her age, another
book tucked beneath it. Automatically, he catalogued her. A
reader.

His heart thumped frenetically. Knowing
panic was close to the surface now, he shifted his gaze away from
the picturesque bay window with its heavy velvet drapes. He found
he was staring instead at the long wall of the room opposite where
he stood.

The whole wall was covered in
bookshelves and each shelf was stuffed with books.

Books. His soul sighed.

The front door thumped shut behind him.
He followed Sophie down into the room itself, heading for the fire,
knowing all along that he was making a terrible mistake staying
here.

Probably the worst mistake of his
life.


Chapter Twelve

Sophie found her hands were digging
deep into her pockets, curling into fists there. She turned around
so her back was to the fire and forced one hand from her pocket and
waved around. “Make yourself comfortable,” she told Jack.

He was standing in the middle of the
room, his backpack slung over one shoulder. She had never seen a
person who looked so out of place in a room as he did. The
backpack, the well-worn clothes, didn’t help but mostly it was him.
Jack looked like he was ready to bolt at any second.

Again, she reconsidered her offer, only
this time, she knew she must speak it aloud, or her conscience
would not leave her alone. She cleared her throat.

“You know, if you’ve changed your mind,
if you don’t want to do this, or if you want to change the terms of
the agreement—I’m willing to listen.” She grimaced a little. She
was making it sound like he was the one having second thoughts.

Perhaps he was. Uneasiness was pouring
off him in almost visible waves.

But his glance had shifted just a
little, so that she knew the focus was not entirely on her. Behind
her? At the books?

He shook his head. Slowly. “I’m here,
now,” he said. His gaze refocused on her once more. “You were going
to introduce me to Jinni.”

“Sure. Yeah.” She waved toward the
narrow arch that led to the kitchen. “Jinni’s probably in the
kitchen.”

He was just staring at her. Had he even
heard her? Sophie swallowed dryly. She felt as awkward as a
schoolgirl and knew that she was close to blushing. “Martin?” she
said, hoping to prompt him. The name came stiffly, awkwardly, to
her lips.

He blinked and seemed to mentally shake
himself. He nodded toward the door she had pointed to. “Through
there?” he asked.

“Yes, through there.” She yanked her
sweaty hands from her pockets and walked stiffly to the doorway.
Morgan bounced up from his perch on the arm of the lounge chair,
ready to follow them, but Sophie held up her hand. “Have you
finished your homework?”

His face fell, which was answer enough.
“Well, kinda…”

She shook her head. He sighed
theatrically and threw himself into the lounge chair with a sulky
expression.

Perhaps it was that touch of normality
which helped steady her. Perhaps it was because Jack took off his
jacket and laid it on top of the huge backpack, which he propped up
against the arm of the love seat. Now he didn’t seem like someone
who was just about to leave. He ruffled his hair and looked at her
expectantly.

Sophie pushed open the door and walked
into the kitchen.

As always, chaos seemed to reign here.
Sophie knew it was an illusion, that the appearance of disarray had
an inherent orderliness. The kitchen was mostly Jinni’s territory.
She kept Sophie and her family well fed and healthy, which proved
the clutter did its job.

The range was burning steadily, giving
off a solid heat that baked Sophie’s calves before she moved
farther into the room to give Jack space to enter.

Jinni was standing at the central
worktable, carving a baked chicken. She looked up briefly, with a
smile and was about to return her gaze to her task when she saw
Jack.

She nodded, as if Jack’s presence had
been entirely expected. “Hi.”

“Hello,” he said back.

“You like chicken?”

“Love it.”

“Good. Dinner’s in five minutes. You’d
better get washed up.”

Sophie waved her hand toward Jack.
“This is Martin. He’ll be staying a while, to do the wiring.” But
Jinni apparently already knew that, she realized.

Jinni smiled at Jack. “Useful as well,
hmm?”

“I aim to be,” he said.

She put down the knife and walked
around the table to the high cupboards next to the window over the
sink, her braced foot clicking and dragging, her hips swinging
wildly to compensate for the useless foot. “Then, can you bring
down that big mixing bowl for me?” she said, pointing to the
ceramic bowl they used for salads and which lived on top of the
cupboards.

Sophie saw Jack’s gaze flick down to
Jinni’s oddly angled foot and the calliper, then up to the
cupboard. He walked around the table and reached for the bowl,
barely lifting himself off his heels.

“Would you like it on the table?” he
asked Jinni.

“Thank you, yes.” Jinni was a little
pixie next to him. She barely came up to Sophie’s shoulder, so Jack
towered over her. But she didn’t seem cowed by him.

Jack placed the bowl on the table for
her and stepped back. He glanced at her brace again.

“You know, if you rub graphite on the
hinges, your brace won’t click so much.” He added, almost
awkwardly, “And graphite won’t ruin your clothes, like oil
would.”

Jinni considered his suggestion with
pursed lips. “Yes, I’ve heard that before. But I don’t have
graphite and don’t know where to get it.”

“I’ll get you some.”

“Thank you,” she said solemnly. Then,
“You’d better hurry up and wash if you want to eat.”

“I will.” He looked at Sophie.
“Where…”

“This way.” She took him upstairs, to
the small bedroom at the back of the house. There was a narrow
single bed there, the mattress frankly bare beneath the old yellow
chenille cover. A low stack of assorted cardboard boxes lined the
wall under the high window, filled with kids’ clothes and toys,
possessions that had passed their use-by date. Looking at them now,
Sophie realized she had been telling herself for five years that
she would get around to sorting them out. Had she ever really
intended to do it? Or was the promise to take care of them enough
to get her off the hook?

There was no other furniture in the
room—not a picture or cupboard. The polished floorboards had no rug
over them and there was a water stain on the wall under the corner
of the window, a legacy of a storm that had swept down out of the
north last fall and threatened to take off the roof of the
house.

She grimaced. “As you can see, I hadn’t
exactly planned on bringing a guest into the house this week. I’ll
have to make up the bed for you and dig up a lamp, or something.
There’s a spare one in Morgan’s room…”

Jack stepped past her, looking around.
“Just give me the bedding. I’ll take care of it.”

“All right,” she agreed reluctantly,
fighting off a memory of her mother’s voice, nagging that one
didn’t allow a guest to make their own bed. If Jack insisted on
being Martin Stride, then he was simply an employee who happened to
board here.

“The bathroom is across the hall—you’ll
have to share it with Georgia and Morgan but if you’re working the
early shift at the mill, then there shouldn’t be too many traffic
jams. I’ll get you some towels too.” She pushed at the mattress,
hoping it wasn’t as uncomfortable as its thinness hinted.
“Somewhere around here we must have an old bureau we could bring up
too. I hadn’t realized how little there was in here. But the room
is nice and warm, that’s something you won’t have to worry
about—you’re right over the range here and Jinni keeps it roaring
through most of winter.” She realized that she was babbling.
Nervous.

Jack held up his hand. “It’s fine.
Really. For me, it’s luxury. Warmth. A bed and hot running water.
Anything else is pure cream.”

What’s to be nervous about,
Sophie? she asked herself.

And the answer came straight back.
He’s here. In my house. I don’t care if I have to call him Jack
or Martin. It’s him. Here. What happens tomorrow? Or the next
day?

“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “Even the
view isn’t a good one.”

He looked out the window at the row of
mountain summits visible beyond the tops of the scraggly firs at
the bottom of the backyard. “I think it’s a great view,” he said,
staring at them with a small little smile that made her think he
was reminiscing about something.

“I’ll leave you to sort yourself out,”
she told him and escaped before her tongue got loose again and she
said something really stupid.

Maybe it’s a good thing I have to
call him Martin, after all, she thought, as she hurried back
downstairs to get Georgia and Morgan ready for supper.

* * * * *

It took three days for the gossips to
spread word that Martin Stride was living in her house. Sophie knew
it took that long because it was three days before Peter showed up
at the café. He arrived just on closing time, the crease between
his brows and his distracted air promising trouble for someone.

That someone turned out to be Jack, who
was dutifully tackling the power box, replacing the old residential
circuit breakers with big new commercial ones. The power box was in
the main part of the café. A previous owner had built the shell of
a cupboard around it, painting the disguising woodwork the same
color as the wall. Sophie normally pinned notices to the front of
the cupboard and kept plants with trailing greenery on top of
it.

Jack had the cupboard opened up, with
drop cloths beneath him and the nearest tables pushed out of danger
range. Because the mains would have to be switched off for most of
the work, he had only just got started—he would be working into the
night to get it done with minimum interruption to Sophie’s work in
the café.

Jack’s whole routine worked around
Sophie’s life with little interruption. He’d settled into it with
no discussion or negotiation and it had evolved almost overnight.
By the time she got up in the morning, he was already heading out
the door for his early shift start at the mill. Yesterday, she had
come downstairs to find that Jinni was also up and dirty breakfast
dishes were piled in the sink. She had made him breakfast.

Sophie had made the mistake of assuming
that Jack would take it easy in the afternoon before starting the
re-wiring but she arrived home the first night to find he was
already at work in the cramped corners of the basement, tracing the
wiring in the house, Morgan’s little flashlight in his mouth and a
pen and paper in his hands.

Jack was covered in the thick globules
of dust that had throughout decades of neglect coagulated in the
odd corners and pockets formed by the framing and supports down
there. Morgan was down in the basement with him and not a speck of
dust clung to him. Sophie marvelled over this minor miracle, until
she noticed a long rectangle drawn in the dirt on the floor. Morgan
stood with his boots right on the edge of the rectangle, quivering
with excitement as he watched Jack work. The waffle pattern of his
boots didn’t appear anywhere on the other side of the
rectangle.

Jack turned as she climbed down the
steep steps, holding onto the raw wood handrail with a tight grip.
“Hi,” he offered.

“You’ve already started?”

“Gotta earn my keep.”

She glanced at Morgan again. “You’re
also providing entertainment.”

“Mom, he said I could help!”

“I’m keeping him out of harm’s way,”
Jack assured her.

“I can see that. What I want to know is
what you used to make him stay behind the line. If it’s something
you can bottle, I want a crate of it.”

He smiled as he glanced at Morgan.
“Morgan’s a great kid. He’s very good at following instructions,
which is absolutely a must if you’re going to be an electrician
when you grow up.”

“Ahh…” She nodded wisely. “I came to
tell you dinner’s in ten minutes.”

“We’ll be there,” Jack said and Morgan
nodded agreement.

After dinner, Jack had asked her for
the keys to the café. He’d worked for a few hours that evening and
returned with a list of supplies and tools he’d need in addition to
the ill-equipped toolbox he’d found in the garage.

He’d shared a pot of coffee with her,
the conversation polite and distant, then gone to bed, leaving her
alone in the lounge room.

The same thing had happened yesterday
and almost the same thing today, except that Jack had come to the
café before she had closed up, wanting to start on the power box
and get it done in one evening rather than leave her stranded
without power the next day.

Whenever he was not working, he seemed
to spend his time sleeping, or reading his way through her
paperback collection. Any conversation she’d had with him so far
had been trivial and polite.

Her nervousness the evening he’d moved
in had been completely misplaced. Jack had been an absolutely model
houseguest and easily the hardest working man she’d met.

When Peter strode into the café, Jack
had glanced up once then gone back to his circuitry.

Peter, however, stopped short, his
hands on his thick black leather belt, glaring. When it was obvious
that Jack wasn’t going to respond to the glare, Peter came over to
the counter where Sophie was cleaning the coffee machine, her last
job every night. Only Cal was left at the counter and a couple of
teenage girls were in one of the booths, finishing up their
milkshakes.

Peter leaned on the stainless steel
counter, spreading his hands out. With his height and build, the
stance made him seem like he was towering over her. “So it’s true,
you really did hire the bum.”

Irritation darted through her but she
hid it and played dumb. “Bum? You mean Cal?”

Cal, who had the thinning strands of
silver and the gap-toothed smile of an old man, had all his
faculties intact and his hearing was often phenomenal. He was up to
par tonight, too. He wheezed a long chuckle into the dregs of his
cup. “Yup, I’m a bum,” he agreed to no one in particular.

“You know I’m talking about him,” and
Peter jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

“Martin?” She dropped the washcloth
back in the basin of soapy water and rinsed her hands of coffee
grounds. “He’s not a bum.”

“He’s a drifter.”

“He’s holding down two jobs. That’s a
lot better than some around these parts.”

Peter couldn’t argue with that, for
they both knew there were people in the community who got by on
welfare and handouts, content to feed off the system for as long as
it let them. Vince Baltonia was one of the more chronic examples
and like him, most of his kind hung out at Beany’s, playing pool
for beers, where Peter and his men spent a lot of time cleaning
them out and dumping them in the drunk tank on Saturday nights.

So Peter changed tactics—she saw him
switch mental tracks by the way he straightened up and hitched at
his belt. “Well, maybe he managed to score himself a job or two but
what on earth were you thinking by taking him into your home,
Sophie?”

“That is very definitely none of your
business,” she shot back.

“What about your kids?” he demanded.
“Didn’t you stop to consider the dangers in taking a stranger into
your house? Christ, did you even bother to get any references?”

Anger bubbled up in her veins, because
Peter was right on that score—taking in Martin, a stranger, looked
like an incredibly foolish undertaking. How the hell was she
supposed to explain that she’d trust Martin with her
life—had entrusted her life to him, in fact? That she had
felt more secure and happier about her kids’ welfare when he was in
the house with them than she had for the years when Georgia and
Morgan’s only guardian had been tiny, crippled Jinni?

I slept through the whole night without
once waking up last night, Peter. Not a creak, not a single scratch
in that old, ratchety house made me wake up with my heart in my
mouth and my hand reaching for the baseball bat under the bed.
That’s a priceless feeling but you’re not going to settle for a
feeling, are you?

Peter was shaking his head. “You
sometimes amaze me, Sophie. You do the craziest things. But I’ll
sort it out—”

“Sort it out how, chief?” Jack asked.
He’d glided over to the counter while Sophie had stood casting
about for an answer. Even Peter hadn’t heard him, for he spun
quickly, clearly startled. His hand did that odd back-and-down jerk
toward the baton on his belt. Then he thought the better of it and
settled for planting his hands on his hips again.

Jack’s as tall as him. I’d never have
thought that.

Peter was such an imposing figure while
Jack’s leanness deceived the eye. They were, in fact, eye-to-eye
right at this moment.

Sophie’s pulse gave a start. What was
this? Two dogs fighting over a bone? And she was the bone? Was it
that basic? That…medieval? If it was, she’d boot both of them
out.

Peter was the first to break the
man-to-man stare. He grinned, almost a sneer. “Sophie’s a sensible
woman, mostly. I have to wonder what promises you handed out to
make her take you in like that.”

“That’s between Sophie and me,” Jack
answered quietly. “Unless there’s a business relationship you have
with her that gives you an interest in my qualifications? Are you a
silent partner, perhaps?”

“And if I am?” Peter demanded.

“No, he’s not a partner,” Sophie slid
in.

Jack lifted a brow. “You’re not a
partner,” he repeated.

“I could make it my business,” Peter
said softly. He tapped the badge on his chest. “This gives me the
right to question anything I think is a threat to the peace of this
community.”

Jack smiled a little and crossed his
arms. It was almost like he had relaxed, as if he’d sensed he was
on safe turf now. How could Peter threatening to make him his
professional business possibly allow Jack to put down his guard?
Jack was a man of secrets, the mysterious dark man that she knew so
little about…

“Have I threatened the peace,
chief?”

“There’s time, yet,” Peter assured
him.

“Have I broken any laws that you know
of?”

“I bet I’d find plenty if I looked a
little harder.”

“Yes? Or no? Any laws, any obscure
by-laws I don’t know about. Ignorance is no defense anywhere in the
world and god knows there are some curly by-laws out there. Butting
out cigarettes on garden gnomes, for instance. Have I?”

Peter’s face was turning an interesting
shade of red. Sophie had never noticed the full extent of the
tracery of veins in his forehead before.

When he didn’t answer straight away,
Jack added, “Yes or no, chief?”

“You don’t want to get on the wrong
side of me, Stride,” Peter shot back.

“I thought I was already there,” Jack
said coolly. “I’ve got nothing to lose by clearing the air here, so
let me finish up quickly, because I’ve got a full night’s work
ahead of me and I want to get back to it.” He held up his hand and
touched the end of his forefinger. “One—I’ve broken no laws and
shattered no peace. Two—” he touched the next finger. ”I’m not
destitute, homeless, or a vagrant. I’m holding down two jobs as
Sophie pointed out. Three—if you were to make me your business as
you threatened a moment ago, then the only reason you’d be doing it
is because personally, I piss you off. Using your department’s
resources to take up a personal grudge is against the law, chief.
On top of that, it’s not ethical. It’s also an abuse of my rights
as a citizen to privacy and personal freedom. And finally, number
four, chief and this is the biggie for you—if you were to make this
personal grudge into an official matter, thereby breaking the law
and ignoring the constitution, you would be demonstrating to Sophie
here, to Cal and to the pretty young ladies sitting behind me
listening to every word we’re saying that you’re not an honest,
upright citizen of this community.” Jack smiled again. “I’m sure
that’s not the impression you want to give everyone. Especially
Sophie.”

The red in Peter’s face was now turning
purple. The extremities were white. Sophie held her breath.

“And lastly, chief,” and Jack’s voice
dropped very low, so that Sophie had to strain to hear it and the
pretty young ladies behind him would certainly not hear it at all.
“If you really do want to follow up on this personal grudge, then I
have absolutely no problems with that at all. I can accommodate you
at any time. All you have to do is give the word. Only, don’t send
your goons. Be a man and fight your own fights, huh?”

Peter vibrated. It seemed that he was
holding in an explosion that would flatten the whole store. He
straightened up—trying to be taller?—and pointed his finger at
Jack. His finger was shaking. “This isn’t the end of it,” he said
and his voice was thick and blurred.

“I’ll be here when you’re ready,” Jack
assured him.

Peter turned and strode out of the
shop. His hand hit the plate of the swing door with a thud that
must have bruised the butt of his hand. It made the door shudder
open to the point where the automatic closing arm was extended to
the fullest. There was enough momentum in the door that the abrupt
stop made the bell jangle sharply and bounce up to hook itself over
the bracket it hung from.

Peter climbed into the patrol car and
pulled out of the diagonal parking slot with a roar, spitting blue
metal everywhere. She watched him scream up the street. The force
of his exit hadn’t surprised her in the slightest. She had been
expecting it. It was almost a disappointment that Peter’s reaction
had been so clichéd.

Cal was chuckling again, an old man’s
breathless wheeze that went on and on as he shook his head.

Jack walked to the door and untangled
the bell so it could close properly.

“Martin, no offense but inviting him to
pick a fight with you… Peter must weigh fifty pounds more than you.
He’ll kill you,” Sophie said.

“He won’t fight.” He came over to the
counter and sat on a stool. “I’ll have what’s left in that
coffeepot, if I can.”

“It’s cold.”

“It’s room temperature. That’ll do,” he
answered.

She poured and pushed the cup over to
him. “Why won’t he fight?”

“Because for guys like that, it’s all
about face. Appearance. I just set it up for him so that he can’t
make a move without losing face.”

“What if he decides he can live with
the loss of face if he gets the fun of creaming you in a dark alley
one night?”

Jack smiled a little, that same wise
smile he’d used on Peter. “What’s wrong, Sophie? Do you think I
can’t look after myself?”

“No, it’s not that, it’s…” She bit her
lip. “Peter can be sneaky.”

His grin broadened. “So can I.”

“He handles mean guys all the time. He
knows tricks.”

Jack was nodding. “Not as many as I do,
I guarantee it. I’m not worried about Peter trying to take me on.
He likes other people to do his work for him, so I had to take that
out of the equation. He’ll leave me alone now.”

Jack’s confidence, his easy composure
in the face of an enraged law enforcement officer—it struck Sophie
with the brilliance of a thought that should have been obvious long
ago. Was Jack a cop, once?

But Jack was already turning away,
picking up his tools once more, saying goodnight to the girls as
they left. For as long as he was Martin, she couldn’t ask that
question.

Would she ever get to ask those sorts
of questions?

And how long would Peter be content to
leave Jack alone? She knew Peter, knew his doggedness. Look at how
long he persisted in asking for dates despite endless refusals and
prevarications she dished out. Peter had been ready to explode. If
it really was about face, hadn’t Jack just publicly humiliated
him?

No, Peter wouldn’t leave him alone for
long at all.


Chapter Thirteen

Sophie was in her favourite spot on the
back verandah, enjoying the minimal warmth of a sunny December
Sunday.

She sometimes came here to rest in the
quiet moments and lulls between kid crises and loads of laundry,
which wasn’t nearly as often as she would have liked. Life seemed
to speed up with each succeeding year.

Except that this year, the gears had
changed down a little. No, to be perfectly frank, the slowdown had
happened just in the last few weeks.

Since Martin came.

She sat on an old cane-bottom rocker,
which had been there when she’d bought the place. It was really
old, with enormous curving rockers and no arms. The kids had tried
it once and found its uncontrolled motion alarming and never been
tempted to play on it again. She found a gentle rocking on it
soothing. She had grabbed a blanket from the old linen closet at
the bottom of the stairs to cover her legs.

She was enjoying the peace, while the
kids were in the lounge watching The Grinch and stringing
popcorn. Or eating it, most likely.

The rocker’s reclined chair tilted her
back, so that the verandah railing was the perfect place to rest
her feet. She could look up into the sky above the firs without
craning her neck.

She gazed into the pale blue sky and
soaked up the small sounds of a quiet day—the firs whispering in
the tiny breeze that didn’t touch her in her sunny corner, the
muffled sounds of the movie and noises in the kitchen as Jinni went
about her business. The odd car on the street in front of the
house, the sound traveling down the gap between her house and the
next one, a good thirty yards to the right. She listened, her mind
in neutral, while she rocked.

It took a while before she realized
that the chair wasn’t squeaking the way it always did. Martin must
have oiled it or tightened up screws or something.

Martin had been here six weeks. Six
weeks. The time had slid by on well-oiled wheels. The lack of
squeak in her rocker seemed to be a good sample of how the rest of
her life had eased up, straightened out and just seemed to be
running smoothly.

In part that was why she was out on the
verandah, watching the wisps of cloud move by. She had very little
she had to get done today. That was such an enormous change from
what life had been like before. The small evolution that had made
it possible deserved recognition. Acknowledgement.

It wasn’t just the wiring that Martin
had silently taken care of. It was tiny things like this rocker and
the floorboard on the front verandah that for years everyone in the
household had learned to step around, or over or else risk a black
eye when it flipped up and slammed them in the nose. The basement
was now free of dust and grime, a well-lighted workroom where
furniture and appliances got fixed and beloved toys mended.

There was a small part of her that
wanted to be annoyed. She wanted to be offended that it had taken
the arrival of a man in the household for all these little
efficiencies to start to happen. Yet, in the drowsy warmth of the
sun, she found it was easier to face the truth squarely. The fact
was, she had been holding onto the reins of her life so tightly,
just barely keeping it on the rails, that she had been incapable of
taking care of the little things, like squeaky rockers. She just
hadn’t had time, or if she had found the time, she was so exhausted
from the endless round of her days that falling into bed was a much
more appealing alternative to digging out the oil can.

Life had speeded up and she had been
just holding on. If it had gotten any faster, her grip would have
started to slip. How long could a house stand up without even
minimal maintenance? How long before a health inspector came to the
store and shut her down because she hadn’t cleaned her freezers
that month? How many more blenders, hair dryers, microwaves, lamps
and space heaters would have joined the pile of broken, unusable
equipment in the basement before their lives became completely
unworkable?

If something essential began to play
up, like the refrigerator in the store which had mysteriously begun
leaking water and losing its chill, her reaction was always a
tired, sinking feeling of dark clouds closing in on her. She
couldn’t afford repairs and certainly couldn’t afford a new fridge,
even though she desperately needed one. And she didn’t know how to
start fixing something like that. So she would ignore it, working
around the inconvenience, like she worked around so many other
small inconveniences in her life, hoping it would not get
worse.

She’d learned to take care of a great
many things for herself that she would never have considered
turning a hand to when she worked in the law firm in Los Angeles.
That person was a completely different person. As a single mother,
she’d learned to fix toasters and change tires and oil, and sew and
repair clothes, tents and backpacks. She’d learned how to do her
own dry cleaning and had taught herself to lay bricks and mortar
out of a book. She had learned a great many things in the last few
years but the biggest thing she had learned was that there was a
price for all that frugal independence.

You started to run out of time.

If she’d had the time to take a course
on repairing refrigerators, she would have. If she’d had the
wherewithal to pay someone to do it, she would have. The wiring in
the shop threatened her livelihood, forcing her to attend to it and
that had been, in the end, how her life started to unravel. Her
time had narrowed down until she could only attend to the most
urgent crises. The minor ones were ignored.

What was that saying? The squeaky wheel
gets the oil.

How close had she been to losing it
all? No one would ever be able to answer that. She may have gone
for years holding it all together with spit and positive thinking,
everything marking time. And the car engine could have blown out
tomorrow and it all would have hit the fan.

Until Martin came along and suddenly,
things were being taken care of. The fridge had been fixed, toys
restored. The rocker no longer squeaked.

The screen door behind her opened. No
squeak there, either, she thought, smiling a little.

Martin stopped by her chair, holding a
cup of coffee and looking out at the firs.

“Sit a while,” she offered. “It’s nice
here.”

He pulled the old chrome and vinyl
kitchen chair closer to the railing and sat, staring out. “It is
nice,” he agreed.

The silence settled between them again,
a comfortable one. Sophie let her head drop back against the
rocker, looking up. Martin sat just in the corner of her vision,
sipping.

The mountains were starting to turn
blue already, she realized. The snow caps would drop soon and the
dark gray walls would get a sprinkling of icing sugar powder
clinging to the rough sides. She’d sat many times watching them
tower over her, so big and ageless…

Something grabbed at her throat then,
tight and hard. She realized she was within an inch of crying as
memory doubled her vision. She was recalling the guardians of her
five days on the ledge. Jack had sat next to her just this way.
When she had thought he was dying, she had drawn comfort from the
mountains that watched over her.

How long had she drawn comfort from
these mountains before her now, never realizing the parallel?

She looked at Martin, blinking back the
stinging tears and trying to clear her throat of the hard hot lump
there. Did he know? Had he seen it? Yes, he would have seen it. He
had missed none of the details of her life, had been there for her
for the last six weeks. There wasn’t a single other person on this
planet who could have slid under her guard the way he had. Had he
known that too?

You’ll have to let go the controls,
Sophie. Jack’s voice, a whisper in her memory.

Yes, he’d probably seen how tightly she
was holding on.

She looked away, at the long grass at
the back of the yard and the little hillock there that in winter
became Morgan’s favourite toboggan track. She should cut the grass
before the snow settled in for the winter. They’d already had a
thin layer drop the week before but it had melted and gone. Winter
was holding off a bit this year. Morgan was wild for snow, though
and even Georgia was praying for a white Christmas.

Gradually, the hot lump in her throat
eased and was gone.

She glanced at Martin and saw that he
was watching her. How much had he seen in her face? Well, there was
one way to find out.

“What’s up?” she asked, prompting him
to comment.

He shook his head a little. “Not a
thing.” He sipped from his coffee.

Stalemate.

She’d tried a few opening gambits like
that over the last few weeks. All of them had ended where they had
begun. Nowhere. It seemed the man who went by the persona of Martin
was more comfortable staying behind that façade. He was polite,
considerate, hardworking and laconic. He treated everyone with
respect and all women with a courtliness that seemed almost
southern in its universal application. It had the added benefit of
keeping people at a distance too. He treated Sophie no differently
from anyone else.

She had grown so used to this aspect of
him that she thought of him more often as Martin and her mind had
stopped tripping over the name.

So, while Martin went back to his
coffee, Sophie returned to her silent appraisal of the mountains.
Today, she decided, they were being standoffish. When the air was
just right, sometimes they seemed to be standing in her
backyard—big, warm, friendly neighbours who were in the mood to
reveal everything. The crevasses and crags close to the summits
were clearer, the snow caps brilliantly white. On those days, it
was even possible to pick out goats and sheep roaming the lower
slopes and birds swooping along the faces, catching thermals.

“Sophie.”

“Hmmm?”

When he saw her attention pull to him,
he lowered his head, as if he was suddenly unsure of himself.

“What?” she asked.

“Yesterday, in the shop. I wanted to
talk to you about…” He lifted his head and looked at her, his gaze
steady and unflinching. “It’s about Peter.”

Wariness flooded her. Yesterday had
been Saturday. This meant he could only be referring to when Peter
had come calling.

Upon reflection, it was hard for her to
pick out a more suitable expression for Peter’s unexpected arrival.
In all the years that Peter had been coming around, casually buying
a coffee and sliding in a request for date, which she usually
turned down, he had never once arrived on a Saturday. Yet he had
pulled his big, black truck into his usual slot at the front of the
café just after eight yesterday, making Sophie pause from flipping
eggs on the griddle to watch him make his way to the front
door.

Not only was it a Saturday but he had
traded the police cruiser in for his truck and he was wearing jeans
and a denim shirt under the thick sheepskin jacket. His western
boots hinted at his flatland origins out east of the state. His
hair had that just-washed-and-slicked-back look.

Cal whistled. “Well, he pretties up,
don’t he?”

Sophie felt herself stiffen a little.
Peter had come a-callin’. It was with effort she went back to
casually turning over the eggs, sausages and bacon.

Even the way he entered the store was
subdued. It wasn’t the first time he’d been around since Martin had
pulled his sting the first week he’d been here but it was clear
that Peter was upping the ante. He was just a little unsure of
himself without the shield and hat and the new role he was trying
on didn’t quite ride easy yet.

He settled on a stool at the counter.
“Mornin’, Sophie.”

“Good morning, Peter. Here for
breakfast?”

“I thought I’d have a bite,” he
volunteered, taking off his jacket and slinging it over the
backrest. “I’ve never had this Saturday Special of yours everyone
raves about, so…”

“It’s nothing that unusual. Brunch
stuff, mostly. Eggs, sausages, bacon, hash browns, toast, hot maple
syrup. You could get it at any diner between here and Helena.”

Which was true but the reason everyone
liked Sophie’s was because it was here and not somewhere else. On a
lazy Saturday, after a long hard week, lots of folk liked the idea
of heading to Sophie’s for a stomach bustin’ brunch that they
didn’t have to make themselves. The coffee cups were bottomless,
the newspapers on the house and Sophie never tried to coax people
out the door to free up tables as she might have during the week.
Saturdays were one of her busiest days as a result. She didn’t make
a lot from each customer—they could stretch endless coffee a long
way—but the happy, busy atmosphere and value for money they enjoyed
meant they would come back. Also, they would tell their friends
what a nice morning they’d had.

And they would come back in during the
week if they were looking for a bite to eat. During the week,
Sophie used the normal menu prices.

There weren’t any customers yet, except
Cal, who was chewing his way through bacon with what he had left
for teeth, enjoying every morsel he retrieved. Usually, people
started coming through the door closer to ten. Peter must have been
real anxious to get her on her own to arrive this early.

“What will you have?” Sophie asked,
fighting to keep her voice and words as simple and casual as she
always did.

“Coffee. Bacon and hash browns and some
scrambled eggs and toast. Are those tomatoes on the griddle,
there?”

“They are.” She scooped up a couple of
them and added them to the plate she quickly filled and placed in
front of him. She turned up a coffee mug and filled it and placed
the sugar bowl next to it. “Jam, syrup or something else?”

“I’ll let you know,” he said, looking
over the plate. “Looks good,” he offered.

“Bon appétit.” She dropped the
day’s thick Kalispell Inter Lake next to the coffee and
moved back to the griddle again.

When she glanced over five minutes
later, Peter was eating with gusto and the newspaper was open at
the sports pages. She smiled to herself. Peter may have come a
callin’ but the food had distracted him quite neatly.

She slipped Cal an extra-crispy bit of
bacon she wouldn’t dare put on a paying customer’s plate and went
back to cooking. Peter didn’t even look up.

When he had finished his plate, he
pushed it away a little and straightened up, his hand to his
stomach. “That was excellent, thank you.”

“There’s hotcakes if you want something
to finish it off,” she offered, filling up his coffee mug
again.

He blew a breath out, filling his
cheeks. “Hell, no. I’ll roll home as it is.”

She nodded and returned the pot to the
hotplate and set up the brewing of another potful. The rush would
start soon.

Peter had both hands around his coffee
cup, as if he were cold. Or nervous.

“So, Sophie—”

“Hey, Soph, could I have another
coffee, please?” Cal asked, pushing his mug across the counter.

“’Scuse me,” she murmured and took the
pot over. Cal watched her fill the mug and when she looked up, he
winked at her with his left eye—the eye farthest from Peter.
“Thanks, honey,” he said.

Sophie mulled over Cal’s silent
championship as she returned the coffeepot. Peter was waiting with
forced patience, his hands around the mug. He was watching her
steadily. She was reminded of a cat watching a mouse, nothing
interfering with its concentration.

She stopped in front of him. No way to
duck it now. “I’m sorry, what were you going to say?”

He smiled a little and the smile seemed
forced. “I was going to try passing the time of day but it’s not
one of my better social skills.”

“You could always try interrogation,”
she suggested lightly.

“I could just get to the point too,” he
said.

“You could.”

“As this is clearly not a day for
making you stand around and listen to long-winded
conversations.”

“Very true…” She smiled and waved at
the griddle. “Thirty seconds,” she promised and went back to turn
the bacon and sausages before they sizzled into charcoal.

When she returned, Peter had finished
his coffee but kept his hands wrapped around the mug. They were big
hands, each finger short and wide and the palm thick with flesh.
Together, they completely enclosed the mug and overlapped each
other. Martin’s hands were big too but his fingers were longer and
much leaner, the fingers quick and clever…

She realized where her thoughts were
going and shifted her weight impatiently to the other foot and
smiled at Peter. “Sorry but you’re right. This isn’t a day for long
conversations.”

“Then I’ll get to the point, like I
said.” He finally pushed the cup away, showing his relief at being
able to shuck off the delicate suitor approach. “Come out with me
tonight, Sophie. Shut up early, get yourself dressed up and we’ll
make a night of it. Anywhere you want to go, you name it.”

She couldn’t help her smile. “Dressed
up? Where could we go around here where I wouldn’t be completely
overdressed?”

“Actually, I was thinking of Kalispell.
Do you dance, Sophie? I bet you do.”

Not anymore. That had been one thing
even the best specialist in the country and the most rigorous
physical therapy had not been able to give her back. Her center of
gravity was no longer properly centered and as a result her balance
was at best a precarious thing. She had adjusted to it eventually
and under most normal circumstances she was fine. But the delicate
balancing and coordination in even the simplest sort of dancing had
been lost to her.

“No, I don’t dance,” she said softly.
“Thanks for the offer but—”

“Then we won’t dance. A movie then.
There’s that new complex in Kalispell, with the stadium
seating—”

“Sophie, sorry I’m late.”

Martin stood just behind Peter’s stool,
shrugging out of his worn parka.

Late? Late for what? The words
had bubbled up in her mind but she hadn’t spoken them. There was
something in Martin’s face, something in the eyes that held the
questions in.

Peter looked over his shoulder. “Ah,
fuck,” he murmured. It was low enough that Sophie was certain he
hadn’t intended it to be heard. His hand slapped on the counter as
he straightened up and turned the stool so he was facing
Martin.

“Don’t tell me…you work weekends
too?”

Peter had planned on him not being
here. Of course. Full courting plumage demanded nothing less than a
strategic battle plan that included scouting out the opposition’s
movements and deployment.

Martin looked him in the eye. “There’s
a bylaw about working weekends?”

Peter stood up. “You can work your dogs
off for all I care. Earn your keep, Stride. Get around the counter
there so I can take your boss aside and have a conversation with
her without being interrupted every thirty seconds.”

Martin stood for moment, considering.
“Sure,” he agreed amiably and moved around the end of the counter,
picking up an apron off the hat rack as he passed it. He smiled at
Sophie. “I know what needs doing,” he assured her as she handed
over the egg turner.

Suddenly, she wanted to stay on this
side of the counter. “You’re sure?” she asked, just as quietly.

“More sure than you are. I can
cook more than coffee and soggy cake, you know.”

The oblique reference caught her by
surprise. Her heart did a little flip and she wondered if she had
misheard. “Jack?” she asked, her voice almost bodiless.

He looked away quickly and she saw him
grimace a little. Then, he strode over to the griddle where an egg
was turning black around the edges and pushed it into the gutter
before it burst into oily flames. “Go,” he told her. “I’ll be right
here.”

Obscurely comforted by Martin’s verbal
slip, Sophie took off her apron and slid into the other side of the
booth Peter had settled into. He had threaded his fingers together,
elbows spread. As she sat down, he cracked the knuckles. She
wondered if the action was a truly unconscious one, or a mannerism
he had cultivated because of the physicality it implied. She didn’t
like it either way.

“Peter, I’d appreciate it if you kept
your nose out of my business. You’ve no right to order my staff
around like that. Even if you were wearing your uniform, it still
wouldn’t be your place.”

He looked a little startled. He
blinked. After a moment he took a breath, let it out. “You’re
right,” he agreed. “I’m sorry. But you’ve gotta know, I don’t like
that Martin guy. I don’t trust him.”

“You’re really going the right way
about getting me to agree to a date,” she countered.

“Ah, fuck the date. You know what,
Sophie? I so don’t trust that guy that I’ll willingly kill off my
chances of a date to tell you what I think of him.”

“That’s not a good idea, Peter—”

“He’s a drifter. In legal parlance,
he’s a vagrant. People don’t just hit the road because they feel
like it. That sort of thing went out with the sixties. People start
traveling because they’re running away. I don’t care how many jobs
he’s holding down, or how many toys he makes for your kids, he’s
running from something. You don’t have a clue what that is and
that’s what makes him dangerous.”

“Peter, he’s just—”

His hand came down on the table, flat
and with a sharp crack that made her jump.

“No, he’s not just anything!” he
hissed. He looked around, realized he had drawn attention to
himself and pushed back on the bench, trying to make himself less
intimidating. “Look, Sophie, I’m not stupid. I can see how the guy
is winding his way into your life, making himself indispensable. I
don’t know how you think it’s going to end but with a guy like him,
there is no happy ending. It never works that way.”

“And the point to all this
edification?” she asked, keeping her voice even and light. She
wanted to see how far Peter would push it.

“Cut the ties. Fire him, kick him out.
Whatever it takes. Get him out of your life. You don’t want to be
around when whatever he’s running from finally catches up with
him.”

Peter had unwittingly pointed out a
truth that she did not want to face. She didn’t know what Jack was
running from and even Jack himself had hinted that if he stopped
for too long, if it became known he was here, it would find him
again—the mayor with the shotgun.

In the past few weeks, she had
forgotten that. Having Peter point it out made it harder to
acknowledge. Righteous anger was easier to hide behind and as she
jumped to her feet, she felt it crackle through her. Her thighs hit
the edge of the table with a solid thud and she almost fell
straight back onto the bench but her indignation was too
powerful—she pushed at the table and scrambled to the floor where
she could stand up.

“Let me tell you what I think of you,
Peter. Tit for tat. You’ve had your turn. Now it’s mine. I think
you’re an unethical, jealous bastard who will stoop to anything,
anything, to grab my attention. If that means destroying
everything around me to get it, you will.”

“You’re wrong,” Peter said calmly, one
arm resting along the back of the bench. He seemed stoical, ready
for whatever she dished out and that made her fury complete. She
wanted him wounded, dammit!

“Martin is none of your business! Stop
being a cop for once and back out of my affairs. I don’t want you
busting in here and telling me how to run my life. I’ve got along
perfectly well without you until now and I’ll be just fine from now
on. I don’t need you and I don’t want you.”

“You’re angry because you know I’m
right,” Peter said.

“Just stay the hell out of my
life!” she screamed.

Of course, the whole shop came to a
stop behind her. It was rapidly filling with Saturday trade and no
one could possibly have failed to hear her, for it felt like she’d
blown a blood vessel as she had strained her vocal chords.

Appalled at her lack of control, she
just stood there, her chest heaving. The leftovers of her
adrenaline surge had given her the shakes.

Peter picked up his jacket from the
back of the table. “Fine,” he said quietly. “I guess even I can
understand that one.” He slid out of the booth, which put him right
next to her. He paused, his head down. “Just one thing, Sophie. I
never did search his name. I’m not wearing my uniform now. I could
have kicked him out of town any time the last few weeks and no one
would have said dick about constitutional rights or abuse of power.
They would have applauded me and you know it.” He looked up then,
straight into her eyes. “I’m not the enemy you should be
watching.”

He walked out, not looking back, not
looking around, while her customers stared at their plates, afraid
to catch his eye.

Then she remembered Martin’s assessment
of Peter. He’s all about face, he’d said.

Hadn’t she just humiliated him again?
She’d rejected him on a personal level, in the most public way
possible.

For the rest of the day her mind had
turned over the kernel of truth in Peter’s warnings, though, unable
to leave them alone.

“I’m not the enemy you should be
watching.”

Sophie looked at Martin now, the scene
in the shop yesterday with Peter flicking through her mind in a
quick flash. The highlights were already well engraved in her
memory.

“What about Peter?” she asked.
Weariness crept through her. She didn’t want to talk about this.
Not now. Especially not with Martin. There was that nugget of truth
Peter had handed her, that indigestible nugget that weighed down
her conscience.

“He wasn’t expecting me there
yesterday—”

“Hell, I wasn’t expecting you,” she
shot back. “What made you pretend you were there to work,
anyway?”

“Peter being there. The lack of
uniform, the way he was leaning toward you. There was no cruiser
out the front, which means he must have come in his own car and I
watched him climb into that black truck when he left. All of it
pushed my hackles upright. He’s set his sights on you now,
Sophie.”

She snorted. “Not any more. Not after I
humiliated him in front of a shop full of people.”

Martin’s gaze was unwavering. “That
won’t stop him.”

“I made myself pretty clear, I
thought.”

His tone didn’t change. “It won’t stop
him. He’ll be back.”

“Would you come back after that?”

“You’d never have to hit me over the
head with it like you did with him,” Martin said. “That’s the
difference between him and me. He’s not going to take no for an
answer.”

“The whole town must know by now I’ve
told him to get lost,” Sophie pointed out. “He’s going to look
pretty stupid if he comes back for more.”

“Sophie, for god’s sake…” Martin pushed
a hand through his hair. “You don’t get it, do you? He thinks
you’ve made him look stupid. He’s not going to take that lying
down. He’ll come back and he’ll keep coming back until he gets what
he wants.”

It’s all about face.

Sophie stared at him. “But…he was calm
at the end. Reasonable. He just seemed to want to warn me…” She
tried to laugh. “Well, warn me about you.”

Martin pushed back in his chair, folded
his arms. He was smiling. “The aimless, no-good drifter?”

“He made a good point, though,” Sophie
said.

“He did?”

The weight of it was dragging at her
again. She needed to air it, speak of it aloud. Who else could she
speak of it to than Martin? “He said that drifters are always
running from something. That it didn’t matter what I thought of
you, for as long as you were here, sooner or later what you were
running from would catch up with you and I’d be within range.”

Martin’s smile faded. Sophie’s heart
started to hurry along as even his color faded and his stare turned
inward.

Say something! She silently
begged him. Tell me what I want to know.

After a moment his gaze turned outward
again and found her face. “I wanted to warn you about Peter,” he
said. “Even if he has some aptitude as a policeman, he’s a man who
works best by dark and stealth. You said it yourself, Sophie. You
said he was sneaky.”

What on earth is he doing? Why is he
back to talking about Peter. Why is he pushing the conversation
back? Away? Sophie stared at him, her mind floundering.

“Jack…”

“Martin,” he said softly.

She sat up suddenly, the rocker
scraping across a joint in the wooden floor. “No, we are not going
to do this—”

His hand snagged her wrist, halting
both her words and her rise to her feet. He was not gripping
tightly. His touch alone anchored her to the spot. His gaze bored
into her eyes, relentless in its focus. “We have to do this. It has
to be this way, Sophie. You know why. Even Peter had it right,
though he doesn’t know the details. You’re safe, as long as Martin
is here. As long as Jack stays away.”

“I want Jack.” It was the
uncomplicated, profound truth. It was the hard core of truth she
had carried for eight years.

“He’s dead, Sophie.” His gaze was not
letting her go, not letting her shore up her defenses. He was
reaching into her soul.

Understanding came to her slowly,
tinged with finality. Jack was gone. The man who faced her now was
all that remained.

She pulled her wrist from his grip and
it slipped free with little resistance. She got to her feet. Martin
was watching her again, the careful, neutral expression on his
face.

“Why are you here, Martin?” she
asked.

His answer was a moment in coming. “To
help out, I guess. To hole up for the winter, if you want a more
practical answer.”

The answer hurt, as she had expected it
to. “Then, Martin, as you’re a guest in my house, I’d thank you to
keep your nose out of my affairs and keep to your own.” She
deliberately locked gazes with him. “Do you understand me?”

The silence this time seemed to spin on
forever and for a moment Sophie hoped he would change his mind and
back her out of the dark, narrow dead-end alley they were in.

Finally, he nodded. “I understand,” he
said, his voice low.

This time it was he who looked away. He
propped his elbow on the railing and looked out at the mountains,
his hand holding his head.

There was nothing else left to say or
do. Sophie went inside.


Chapter Fourteen

“But I haven’t done nothing!” Dwayne
Gaffney said.

He’d said it at least a dozen times
since the deputy had pushed him into the back of the cruiser and it
got the same response it had the previous eleven times.

The deputy behind the wheel snarled
“Shut up, punk.” His gaze didn’t waver from the controls and his
voice didn’t shift from the monotone delivery.

Dwayne was twenty-two and liked to
think he was born for trouble. He would have given anything to be a
disaffected urban street punk and cursed the fate that had given
him rosy cheeks and the good, solid health of a farm boy. It was
hard to cruise the neighbourhood nosing for trouble when the
nearest neighbour was ten miles away and you need a four-wheel
drive to reach them in every season bar high summer.

He’d moved to Kalispell straight out of
high school and learned the basics from the small town criminals
who ran there. After two years he’d gone solo, shrugging off his
mentors when he realized their commitment to the life was a
hesitant thing at best. He did cocaine runs to Canada on a regular
basis and in between he learned his trade with the dedication of a
true professional. More house-hits for more sophisticated goods,
which required a competent fence—never too many because you didn’t
squeeze the tit that fed you and Kalispell wasn’t New York.

But what he liked best were the scams.
Some scams and schemes he figured had drawn marginal profits but
made him wise to the ways a sucker will con himself every time.
That was what fascinated him—the inevitability of the sucker drawn
to the flame. If you built the scam right, the sucker would do the
polka right into those flames with a smile on his face.

So far, he’d not acquired a jacket.
Although the police in Kalispell knew him by name and probably by
reputation, so far they were just nodding acquaintances. He’d
managed to escape even a misdemeanour charge, which was why being
stuck in the back of this shit-hole town’s cruiser was such a
fuckin’ pain-in-the-ass because he hadn’t done anything.

He was on his way back from British
Columbia and had stopped off in the one-horse town last night to
taste the brew at Beany’s, which had acquired a reputation across
north-west Montana as a place where some eye-popping deals went
down under the tables. He’d been caught on the edges of a fight
just before the bar closed down and got kicked out for wielding his
pool cue too easily—hell, he’d only been defending himself. So what
if the guy knocked out a handful of teeth on his knee? But the
skinny cowpoke deputy who had pushed him out the door hadn’t seen
it his way. Dwayne had managed to stagger and get the guy a good
solid elbow in the solar plexus as he’d “fallen” down the
steps.

He’d been run off into the night.
Later, he’d found himself a coke party at a shack parked just off
the edge of the lake. Normally he refrained from imbibing the
product but Serenity Falls didn’t have much to offer a fellow, so
he’d accepted the hospitality.

Then the cops had raided that party,
too, and who should show up but skinny Deputy Dawg, who was looking
gray around the gills from Dwayne’s parting love-tap. They’d traded
dark looks just before Dwayne went out a window with corrugated
iron sheeting for glass and found himself rolling across crisp,
frosted grass into the bushes that hung low around the shack. He
stood up and brushed himself off and realized he’d got clean away
again. He took off then, hoofing it back to the downtown area to
bed down in his rented truck for what was left of the night,
laughing to himself all the way back. Goddamn but this place was
fun!

He’d slept most of the day away and
woke in a good mood, enough to decide to try Beany’s again tonight.
The coke they’d been handing out at the party had been pretty good
stuff. He might be able to find the supplier at Beany’s.

Beany’s wasn’t as busy as last night.
It took Dwayne a while to recall that it was Sunday night and most
straight people were home in bed so they could get to their jobs in
the morning. But the people in the bar remembered him from last
night and he was welcomed like a lost son. He was basking in the
glory when the belated thought occurred to him that in this shitty
little one-horse town, he could be king in a way he’d never manage
to achieve in New York.

Drunk on ambitious dreams, Dwayne had
found himself facing Deputy Dawg. Deputy Dawg had his stick out and
wasn’t too full of good cheer, despite the offer of a round on
Dwayne. He grabbed Dwayne’s arm and force marched him out to the
cruiser while Dwayne had screamed protests and kicked out a few
times. But he didn’t try too hard and the protests were mostly just
for form’s sake. He knew they had nothing on him. At best he was
going to get his marching orders out of town and he would be back.
Oh yes, he would be back.

Dwayne rested easily on the backseat,
offering his token protest, aware that he had to keep up
appearances. This would be a chance to check out the cop
station—numbers, alertness, etc. Field research.

Then he sat up, taking notice for the
first time that the town was falling away. The washed out trees and
undergrowth were rising up in the headlights, glittering with frost
in the sharp light, which the deputy had clicked up to high.

They were heading out of town.

“Where the hell are you taking me?”
Dwayne demanded. This wasn’t okay. It wasn’t by the book and cops
were sticklers for doing it by the book because if they didn’t, the
poor slobs they picked on got a free walk.

But all he got back was the standard
answer. “Shut up, punk.”

Dwayne sat back again, alert and
watchful. Something was going down here, something he didn’t
understand yet. But he would, if he was patient. There would be
something in this for him if he just waited.

He didn’t offer his protest again and
the deputy didn’t seem to mind. After twenty minutes by the green
digital clock glowing in the dashboard, he turned the patrol car
onto a road that was really a parallel pair of ruts dug a foot or
so into the ground.

Bet they don’t plough this come snow
time, the farmer’s boy in him thought.

Deputy was fighting the steering wheel
as the car tried to climb out of the ruts. The undercarriage banged
and scraped itself over the high mound between the tracks. Bracken
and low branches slapped at the paintwork as they passed.

It’s a helluva lonely spot,
Dwayne realized with his first pang of fear. Anything could go down
here.

The headlights picked out a wider
opening in the trees ahead, a dark spot bigger than the tunnel of
light the beams illuminate. The cruiser swung around, highlighting
the edges of a clearing and then lit up another cruiser with a
bulky shadow standing behind it.

The car stopped and the lights went
out.

Dwayne blinked furiously. He had to get
his night vision set in real quick here. He had to be able to see
what was going on. He didn’t know what was going to happen but
whatever it was, he’d better be on his toes.

The door opened next to him and a rough
hand hooked him around the elbow. “You. Out.”

He scrambled out and was pushed closer
to the other cruiser. The darkness in the clearing was almost
complete. Only a quarter moon was up there to shed light and there
was no snow to bounce it back up. The ground crunched under their
feet. The crisp sound of their steps and the ticking of the cooling
engine were the only sounds Dwayne could hear above his own rapid
breath.

Then the big bulking shape moved around
the cruiser and came toward him.

“Dwayne Ellerson Gaffney,” it
intoned.

This was his moment, Dwayne realized.
This was what he was made for. He looked up at the shadow with a
sneer and the perfect response rolled off his tongue. “It was the
black prick who did it. I was with my mother having a turkey
dinner.”

In the dark, he didn’t see it coming
until it was almost on him. He heard it—the rushing sound of fabric
and flesh whistling through the air. The fist—it felt like it was
the size of a six-pack—slammed into his temple. As he staggered,
something else rammed into his stomach. His legs went out from
under him and this time it was the ground that hammered him. The
air pushed out of his lungs and his ribs wheezed a protest. His
hips turned into instant white fire.

His mouth was mashed against the icy
ground and he tasted dirt and rotting leaves. The push of his
whistling breath sent grains of sand up flying, some of it into his
eyes. He cried out. The loss of his sight, even temporarily, was
not a good thing. Not a good thing at all.

His stomach was doing little butterfly
things that didn’t feel so wonderful, either.

A hand caught the hair at the back of
his head and hauled. Dwayne pushed with his hands, trying to keep
the tension off his hair. “Goddamn fucker!” he cried, his eyes
streaming tears. His head was forced back even farther, bowing his
whole back like one of those Indian contortionists who looked like
they had rubber bones and ball bearing joints.

“Language!” the voice chided him.

His head was released and a boot
slammed into his hip, rolling him over and over across the cold
dirt, to come up against the wall of a tire. His hand was flung up
to rap against the ice-covered rocker panel of the cruiser,
scraping the knuckles raw in one easy pass.

He didn’t notice the knuckles too much.
He was more worried about his churning stomach. “Sick….” he
muttered and turned his head enough to clear his own shoulder. He
heaved, bringing up all the free beer he’d scored at Beany’s.

“Hope that hit your boots,” he
muttered, wiping the spit from his mouth with a shaking hand.

A hand came down on the back of his
head and forced his head downward. He splayed out his arms,
realizing what was intended. He was going to surf through his own
vomit.

“No, ah no, man!” he protested, pushing
back on his hands with desperate strength.

The powerful hand at the back of his
head relented. Dwayne knew he’d been let off the hook. There had
been more than enough power there to drive him right into the dirt.
His head was hauled around and he was dragged to his feet. The
shadow man loomed over him and he recognized the outline of the
same sort of hat as the deputy’s. But this wasn’t skinny Deputy
Dawg in front of him. This guy was bigger by a good foot and
carried easily an extra eighty pounds on him.

“You think you’re going to move in on
my town?” the voice asked. “You think I’d allow a little snot-nosed
creep like you to take up residence here?”

It was then Dwayne realized that he’d
never be king of the town. The crown was already on this guy’s
head. “Hell, no, man, I’m just passing through,” he said quickly.
“I’ll be gone by tomorrow, just a passing breeze.”

“You were talking to an interesting
crowd in Beany’s tonight. Quite a collection of characters. I might
be tempted to conclude that you were trying to put together some
deals for yourself tonight.”

“Hey, man, I was just blowing time,”
Dwayne said a little desperately, for it was dawning on him that he
was in deep shit here, miles from nowhere, no friends to call on
and the law threatening to do the funky chicken up and down his
spine.

“I’m glad to hear it. I’m going to
offer you some further inducement, Dwayne. Are you listening?”

“Yessir.”

“If you’re not gone by tomorrow six
p.m., my deputies are going to pick you up and shake you down.
They’re going to find twelve grams of that cocaine you were seen
sniffing last night in your back pocket. Even a cherry like you
knows what that means, don’t you?”

Dwayne knew. Twelve grams meant he’d be
hit with a charge for possessing coke in commercial quantities.
He’d be charged with dealing. That meant mandatory jail time.

Then he realized the voice hadn’t said
leave tonight. He’d said tomorrow night.

Dwayne smiled a little. “It means you
and I are going to do a little deal, right?” His window of
opportunity had just cracked open again.

“Clever boy, Dwayne. But there will be
no negotiating here. I’m going to tell you what to do. You will do
it and I will be watching you. If you deviate from the plan by an
inch, I will come after you with everything I’ve got. I’m sure you
realize by now that my resources are infinite and I don’t mind in
the least wasting them on your miserable skin if you try to cross
me. Do you understand me?”

“Oh yeah. I got it,” Dwayne assured
him. This was not New York, oh no, but a scam was a scam was a
scam. The only thing he needed to know now was the name of the
sucker.

* * * * *

Sophie was doing dishes in the big,
glazed stone sink that had probably been part of the original
fixtures and fittings. It was an enormous rectangle that took all
of the dishes that didn’t fit into the dishwasher and plunged
Sophie up to her elbows in suds in search of plates below.

Jinni had gone out for the night.
Sunday night was her formal night off, although Sophie was more
than happy to give her whatever time she asked for. Jinni rarely
asked for anything, yet for the assistance, security and peace of
mind she gave Sophie, she could have demanded the moon and Sophie
would have done her best to get it for her.

So Sophie always uncomplainingly
cleared up the kitchen on the few nights Jinni went off with her
fellow, a long laconic cowboy from out east by name of Gerald, who
picked her up in a white ’79 Continental Town car with red
upholstery.

It had been two years before Jinni
admitted Gerald took her dancing. The confession had made Sophie
blink, for she couldn’t understand how Jinni could dance with her
brace. If Sophie could not manage it with just a little
center-of-balance thing, then how on earth did Jinni do it?

But Jinni never had explained that fact
away. Her answer had been a glowing smile and a pat on Sophie’s
cheek and because Jinni always came home with a deeply contented
air, Sophie had never asked again.

So she was washing dishes, staring at
her reflection in the night-blind window when she wasn’t watching
what her hands were doing, her mind in neutral. It had taken her
hours to reach this point of mental equilibrium after her
conversation with Martin on the verandah and she had hidden in her
bedroom for most of the rest of the afternoon while she struggled
with it.

Finally, she had emerged for supper
when Georgia had tapped on her door. Perhaps sensing her distress,
Georgia had hugged her and held her hand as they walked downstairs.
Although always short on conversation, this time Georgia’s silence
had given Sophie the focus she needed to pull herself together.

You have to hold it together for
Georgia and Morgan. Remember the promise you made yourself when
Phillip left. Nothing will come between you and them. Nothing. That
includes any ghosts you may have dug up.

By the time she sat down at the table
she’d found the precious balance she had been fighting for and
could chatter normally with both of them and even speak civilly to
Martin, who took up his usual place next to Morgan.

It had been, she reflected as she
pulled out the last saucepan, a perfectly normal meal with a
perfectly normal ending. Dishes, then coffee in the lounge, then a
book or some television depending on how bad the reception was
tonight, then bed.

Martin crossed the kitchen, reflected
on the window in front of her. He pulled a tea towel from the
handle of the range where they’d been hung to dry in the heat from
the oven.

Sophie felt herself stiffen a little
and tried to let the tension go. Normal, she chided
herself.

He came over and picked up from the
draining rack the big stainless steel thermos cup he took to work
and started drying it.

“There’s no need. They can drain,” she
said.

“I don’t mind.” His voice was low. “I
don’t have anything else to do.”

He sounds tired.

Just like that, all the carefully held
tension in her snapped and scattered. It disappeared completely for
she had glimpsed the other side of the equation. Martin wasn’t
doing this on a whim. What sort of price was he paying for
insisting on this game?

As Martin went about drying and putting
dishes away she recalled, deliberately, the man she had got to know
on the ledge. He’d talked a lot, laughed a lot despite the severity
of their circumstances, got impatient, angry, frustrated. As
quickly as a deck of cards rippling through a dealer’s hands, she
recalled a whole catalogue of expressions she’d seen on his face.
Sleepiness, laughter, joy, pleasure, anger, pain, thoughtfulness.
The cocked eyebrow, the sideways grin.

Martin was a bleached, fragile version
of that man. He held everything in.

He didn’t reach out to people. How
draining must that be for the man she knew. How utterly lonely it
must be. Ten years of it.

She remembered again the tired way he’d
turned from her this afternoon, to rest against the rail.

Her silhouette in the window reflection
blurred and the spots of light danced as her eyes stung with hard
tears. Her hands had become still in the water.

“Sophie?”

She swallowed, trying to push it back.
God, how often had she been fighting off tears lately?

“Hey, don’t,” he said quietly, next to
her. He put the towel down on the draining board but he didn’t try
to touch her. Martin wouldn’t, of course. Jack would have, though.
Would have turned her chin and maybe even wiped her cheek with the
tail of his shirt, complaining about mascara ruining his shirt
while he was at it.

The difference in the two made the
tears roll even harder.

“I’m sorry,” she said, squeezing the
words past the restriction in her throat. “I shouldn’t have forced
the issue this afternoon. I should have seen how hard this must be
for you but I couldn’t get past my own selfish wants.”

“Sophie, don’t…”

She shook her head a little, frowning
hard to try to stem the tears.

She felt his hand on the nape of her
neck, the touch hesitant. She closed her eyes, taking a big,
shuddering breath. “I’m just not used to it the way you must be,”
she admitted.

Behind her, she saw him lower his head.
How many times had she seen that these last weeks? It was Martin,
pulling in the drawstrings, shutting down, controlling what emerged
with iron discipline.

“God, I hate it when you do that,” she
said with a violence that surprised even her. “It’s like Chinese
foot bandaging, or squashing out green tips. It’s stunting growth
and you end up with something that’s not natural, not…you.”

He gave a sound that seemed like a
groan, or a choked-back word. His arms slid around her waist and
she was held from behind, tightly. She could feel him tremble
against her, his breath quick in her ear. His cheek was against her
hair. The trembling told her what he had not been able to say. He
was fighting to hold it in, to stay as Martin.

She found her eyes closing as the
sensation of being in his arms swam through her, making her heart
race. She knew she could not move, could not encourage him in any
way. It would be so utterly unfair to do anything except push him
away. But she could not do that, so she remained quiet, holding her
breath and revelling in the short moment this might last.

But the moment spun out a little
longer. One of his hands cupped her hip but it moved restlessly
against her. His breath was hot on her skin, just below her ear.
Quite without meaning too, she found her head falling sideways and
backward, exposing her neck further. The back of her head bumped
against his shoulder. His breath caught a little.

For another moment they stood, caught
on the edge of a balance more delicate than the peace she had been
searching for this afternoon. It wasn’t just her breath that came
raggedly. She could feel his chest lifting against her back, just a
little bit fast.

Stop this now. At once! You know this
isn’t out of your control yet.

His lips, hot and gentle, pressed
against the skin of her neck and this time she really could not
stop the little gasp that pushed from her, or the arch of her back.
Her hip pushed into his hand and she heard his breath catch in a
little hitch that was one of the most profoundly erotic sounds
she’d ever heard.

Hot need swirled through her, wakening
the wanton.

His hand on her hip was pushing back
steadily. He was turning her. She knew then he was going to kiss
her and her whole body seemed to catch fire at the idea.

He pushed her back against the sink,
took the tea towel and dried her hands one by one, all the while
looking into her eyes. She began to tremble, the anticipation
climbing unbearably. She had no intention of stopping this now. No
idea where it would go. No cares where it might take them or the
wisdom in letting it happen. Her mind had narrowed in, focused
fiercely upon the approaching moment of pleasure.

In all the days on the ledge, even
toward the end, Jack had never kissed her, had never taken her in
his arms like a lover would and branded her with his lips. Since
then she had often, in the dark nights when her soul had soared
free and unfettered, fantasized what his kiss might have been like.
What making love to him might have been like. She had wept for the
loss she thought she would never be able to fully measure.

Until now.

He pushed her hair away, wiped her
tears with his thumbs and took her face in his hands. His gaze
dropped to her lips.

She held her breath.

His lips touched hers, so softly that
at first she thought she had merely imagined it in her state of
high anticipation. But then he kissed her again.

Bubbling joyful pleasure burst through
her, her body and soul revelling in the sensations of his arms
around her.

This is Jack. He’s here. He wants
me.

His mouth was against hers. It was
every bit as sweet as she had thought it might be.

Her thoughts petered out, driven away
by a frantic need to inhale as much of this as possible before it
was snatched from her again. Her hands pulled him to her, held him
tight, her fists gripping great bunches of his shirt. He was
kissing her face, her throat, her ears and his hands were holding
her hips against him. She could feel his heat, the good, hot
pressure of him. Her hips were arching, her back bending, as she
opened herself up to his explorations.

Don’t stop. Never stop…never, ever,
please god…this is Jack, finally, it’s Jack kissing me and I don’t
ever want him to stop.

Dimly, she was aware that their kisses
were growing more frantic, their movements hurried. His arm was
around her back now, an iron band pulling her against him, holding
her tight. She could feel her feet lifting from the floor as his
grip pulled her up to him. His hand was holding her head steady as
he plundered her mouth with the deepest kiss of her life.

She had no thought of halting this, no
need to slow things down. There were no barriers in her mind or
soul. If Jack lowered her to the floor to take her right now, she
would let him. She was his to do with as he pleased. She was
willing to go wherever he decided to take her, completely without
question.

The shock when he abruptly let her go
was physical and disorienting. Her heart thudding, her body wound
up to fever pitch, she blinked her eyes—my god, it’s suddenly
got bright in here!—and tried to pull her scattered mind
together, to string together coherent thought.

He’d lowered her feet back on the floor
and stepped away and now stood with his head down, one fist propped
on the old wooden table Jinni used as a workbench. He was breathing
heavily.

“Jack…”

Even with his head half-turned, she
could see him grimace and close his eyes.

The steady throb of unfulfilled need in
her soured a little. Adrenaline surged sickly. She understood, now.
Her head starting to ache, she set about repairing the damage.

“Martin,” she said, trying for a
normal, reasonable tone. “Don’t beat yourself up. I’m as much to
blame as you. I’ve wanted that kiss, dreamed about it for ten
years. I guess I lost my head a moment or two. I can’t presume to
speak for you but I do know that female company must be hard to
find out on the road, so perhaps I can guess.”

“Don’t…diminish it,” he said quietly.
“I can stand everything but that.”

Her heart thudded. “It won’t happen
again,” she said softly.

“No,” he agreed. “It won’t.” He
straightened up and looked at her, his expression bleak. “I should
move on, I think.”

She opened her mouth to protest but her
horror at the idea of him leaving took all the words from her.

He shook his head a little. “God, don’t
look at me like that. Sophie, I stuck around to help, to fix things
for you. If I stay, if I let what just happened happen again, then
I won’t be doing that. It won’t help. It won’t fix things.” He was
staring at her as if he was willing her to understand. “It might
even kill you.”

He picked up his coat from the chair
where he’d left it that afternoon and headed for the backdoor.

“Martin.”

He paused and looked at her.

“You’ve never asked me what I’ve wanted
in all this. You’ve always assumed I’d choose the safe path. Hasn’t
it ever occurred to you I might be willing to take the risk?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t want to
wonder. I’d rather be on the road and know you’re alive, than have
my moment of bliss. Bliss comes with too high a price tag.”

“Compared to what? A half-life of
memories and fantasies?”

“It’s not so bad,” he said, with a
small smile.

She shook her head. “Not your life,
Jack. Mine.”

His smile died. Moving sluggishly, as
if held down by invisible weights, he slung his jacket over his
shoulder and left.


Chapter Fifteen

Monday blues, Sophie thought. That’s
what it is. Just Monday blues. She couldn’t afford to name her mood
for what it really was but her interest in anything practical like
washing down cupboards had been dying all day and had completely
passed away when Martin went out into the back of the store to do
something mysterious, leaving her alone behind the counter.

Instead, she could feel her pulse in
her ears, thready and uncertain, while her nerves steadily wound
tighter and tighter. Hanging over her head was Martin’s suggestion
that he leave. She didn’t know if he was considering it seriously,
or not.

She’d been asleep before he returned
last night. The first time she saw him during the day was in the
early afternoon, after his shift at the mill was done. He generally
got lunch at the house and if he had work to do in the store, he
would walk down and get started. Otherwise, he’d stay at the house,
working there.

Already on edge, Sophie nearly bounced
through the old plaster ceiling when she’d turned around to answer
the doorbell’s ring, to find Martin striding down the length of the
long counter, removing his jacket.

“Just want to check the seal on the
fridge,” he said.

“Okay.” She went back to washing the
processor, working furiously, intent on getting it clean, all of it
clean, even the edges that never normally saw the light of day and
that scratch that had accumulated dirt for six months, she could
get that out….

The coffee machine was de-limed, the
griddle scoured and the range hood de-fatted, by the time Jack
reached over the counter to take the small silver key off the hook
just underneath. It was the key for the back of the house. Sophie
normally kept what was once the hall door locked against customers
who might wander into the back. In there she kept her
non-perishable supplies and most of the shop’s paperwork. Some of
the wooden flooring back there was uncertain at best, especially
upstairs. Jack had noticed it as well but it was the very lowest
priority item on a list of things to do that stretched a long way,
despite the dent he had made in it.

He headed back into the old house
section and Sophie breathed a sigh of relief. She had no idea what
to say to him that wouldn’t prod him into just upping and leaving
Serenity Falls forever.

Even Cal was not here today and that
was another unsettling factor in a life that seemed to be turning
itself inside out in swift revolutions. Cal had failed to show up
before, when the need for booze had outweighed the bottomless
coffee cup and warm perch Sophie held out in compensation. He’d be
gone for a few days, a week, then suddenly turn up again, unshaved,
bleary and reeking of stale whisky but sober and very, very quiet.
It always took a few weeks after that for him to return to his
usual cheery, cackling self. Today, of all days, she would have
liked the distraction of his caustic comments and imperious demands
for more coffee.

When the bell over the door tinkled,
she was more than glad of the need to focus on something other than
the black, paranoid fantasies she had been building. She looked up,
smiling, as a young guy in jeans and a sleeveless down-filled vest
walked in. He had a miniscule goatee, not much more than a few
hairs in the center of his chin. His hair at one time had been dark
but it had blond streaks now and stood in serried spikes that were
long enough to start leaning backward.

“How can I help you?” she asked.

He was looking at the slices and pies
under the glass. “You’ve got a pretty good collection going on
here,” he commented.

“Thanks,” she said simply.

He was sweating, despite the
abbreviated jacket. She saw the moisture collecting at his temples
like dewdrops. His eyes were red-rimmed too. Maybe, like Cal, he
was working off a heavy night last night.

She shifted her weight to the good foot
as her hip gave out a pang and suppressed her impatience. She had
just been praying for a distraction, for heaven’s sake, so
complaining was pointless.

His gaze was roaming around the shop
now and her pulse skittered a little as he looked at the cash
register. “Yeah, I’d say that’s what I’d like,” he said and reached
inside the half zipped vest. Calmly he pulled out a gun. “The cash
for a start,” he said, as if he was asking for a brownie slice.

Jack’s back there. Just scream.

She took a breath but the boy moved the
muzzle of the gun around in little circles, aimed at her and all
her words jammed up in her throat, unspoken.

“Tsk, tsk,” he said. He brought a
finger to his lips. “Hush now, sweetie. Don’t want that long drink
of water hurrying back here too soon, do we?”

She froze, unable to think of what to
do next.

He was moving up the length of the
counter, away from her. But the gun was trained on her and she
didn’t move. He transferred the gun to his left hand and picked up
the mop from the bucket where she had left it, in the corner by the
door into the back. He pushed the mop through the handle of the
door, streaming dirty water from the bucket. The heavy weight of
the wet mop dragged one end down and the stick jammed diagonally
across the door and frame.

Sophie’s spit all dried up, leaving her
mouth tacky and her throat clicking as she swallowed. How long had
he been out there watching? Long enough to see Martin go out the
back. He’d probably waited for him to go.

He was coming closer now, this time
behind the counter. He walked up to her confidently, as if this was
a regular occurrence, until the shiny silver gun was touching her
apron. Her belly crawled and clenched and she longed to step away
but didn’t know if she should.

“The cash,” he told her. “Get it.”

There was no question of disobeying. It
was just cash and damn little of it. Suddenly, despite her
accountant’s constant complaining, she was glad her business was a
credit-based one.

She moved to the register and opened
it, pulled out all the notes, slapped them in a pile and held them
out to him.

“Lift the drawer up,” he told her,
taking it.

She lifted it, demonstrating that the
space beneath the plastic dividers was empty.

“That’s it? That’s fuckin’ it?” he
demanded, shaking his fistful of money. His bloodshot, red-rimmed
eyes narrowed.

He must be on something. I don’t want
to piss him off any more. He’ll kill me.

“Sorry,” she said shortly.

“Fuck!” he said, his voice lifting.

Just a little bit louder, she
thought, glancing at the barred door behind him.

* * * * *

Dwayne stared at the red-haired woman,
wondering what the hell he was supposed to do now. His instructions
had been pretty complete, he’d thought but then, he’d never held up
a joint before. Even the gun felt strange in his hand, although in
his mind, it was an old friend he’d met for the first time.

The instructions had missed a lot of
vital possibilities, like, for instance, the whole thing would go
down so smoothly he’d actually run out of things to do before the
time was up. She was too cooperative, that was the thing. But then,
normally that was good.

He’d seen those shows on TV where
security camera footage had caught actual holdups. It was only now
he remembered a fact beyond the fascination of watching someone
walk away with a register full of cash—they always took about
thirty seconds, tops.

He glanced at the clock. Too soon. Too
early.

Think of something.

He realized he was clenching the money
with a sweaty hand and pushed it at her. “Find something to put
this in.”

She turned away, rifled under the
counter and came up with a zip-lock bag.

“Put it in,” he said, dumping the cash
on the counter.

She moved, the denim-clad hips swinging
sweetly and that was when the idea occurred to him. Why not get a
little pleasure out of this shitty assignment?

She pushed the bag toward him, zipped
up and bulging with the crumpled greenbacks.

“Good girl,” Dwayne told her. He waved
the gun around a little more. Each time he did it, he saw her gaze
lock on it and her whole body flinch. Now that was power. He was
achieving instant respect. He’d have to remember that.

“Now get on your knees,” he told
her.

Her eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Knees. Down. Now. That’s what.”

She knew what was coming. He could see
it in her eyes. Not a dumb broad at all. Those green eyes were
something else, man! He could feel the tingle and tension in his
belly. Oh, yes, this was a good idea.

He waved the gun, motioning her to get
down.

But this time she did not flinch. Her
face had tightened up, the fear fading. Slowly, she lowered herself
to her knees before him. She just looked at him.

Dwayne unzipped his vest and reached
for his jeans. “You’re a nice-looking lady. Bet you’ve got lots of
friends. Bet you know just what to do with this…” He unzipped his
jeans.

She was staring at him, her gaze
unmoving. Her face might have been carved from marble—it was
completely without expression and very white.

It was even better than fear, Dwayne
decided, reaching into his jeans—just as the baseball bat took out
the side of his knee.

Bright, iridescent bolts of pain shot
up and down his leg and exploded through his spine. He threw his
head back, a scream ripping from him. He staggered but his left
knee had been taken out and he fell to the side.

Behind him, he heard the door he’d
blocked being rammed.

“Sophie!” It was muffled but he could
hear the fury anyway.

She was getting to her feet, the
baseball bat in her hands, her face white and expressionless.

Dwayne lifted the gun up, overriding
all the agony in his leg to do it. “No,” he said. “You don’t get
it.” This isn’t what a victim does.

But the end of the baseball bat was
lifting, then whistling down across his wrist. The bone snapped. He
heard it and felt the wet, quiet crack that made his gorge rise. He
screamed again as the gun skidded across the floor behind him.

The old wooden-handled mop jamming the
door gave way with a splintering snap. Too late, Dwayne
realized.

He looked up at the woman who was
watching him, her determination to stand up to whatever he dished
out clear for him to read now in the clenched jaw and the flicker
of anger in her eyes.

Why hadn’t he seen that before, when he
first walked in? Why hadn’t he been warned about her?

The tall skinny guy he’d watched go
into the back of the shop before making his move was through the
door now. He was coming for him and the woman was watching
calmly.

Dwayne had wanted to know who the
sucker was in this scam. He had his answer now.

He was.

The blow on the back of his head was
expected. Dwayne embraced unconsciousness with a sigh of
relief.

* * * * *

Sophie could feel her control starting
to shake and jitter apart. She dropped the end of the bat and
leaned on it as Martin checked the guy’s pulse.

“I-i-is… Is he dead?”

“No.” He turned and picked up a pen
then carefully picked up the gun by the trigger guard. Sophie had
seen it done countless times on television and Martin looked
natural, doing it. He dropped it on the counter. “Don’t touch it,”
he said shortly.

“Not in a million,” she assured
him.

He was turning back to the guy. “His
jeans are undone.”

“Uh-huh.” Her knees were getting weak
now and even her mind was sluggish. She felt a little sick and very
shaky.

Martin turned to glance at her, then
strode forward and caught her as she sank to the floor, her
strength gone. She grabbed at his sweater as she was scooped up but
he didn’t stand up. He kept lowering her until he was sitting on
the floor, his back against the edges of the shelves on the
underside of the counter. She was cradled in his lap.

“I’ve got you,” he said.

The trembling had become violent
shaking and her teeth chattered a little. “H h e could
have k-k-killed me!”

“I know. I know.” His voice was
low.

She wanted to cry, could feel the sobs
building but this was too important, she had to get it out. She
shook the fistful of sweater she held for emphasis. “I could be
dead, don’t you see? You were here anyway, Martin. Not somewhere
else.”

“Shh, Sophie, I get it. I know.”

“No! You don’t! What good is it staying
away to keep me alive if I could get killed, anyway? What
guarantees are there, Martin? I don’t get it!”

He pushed back her hair and lifted her
chin so she was looking at him properly. “It’s Jack,” he said
softly.

She did cry then, the hot tears rolling
down her cheeks, scalding them. But happiness took away the sobs in
one bounding leap of her heart.

“Jack?”

He kissed her and she clung to him,
unsure of who was holding the other more tightly.

It was then they heard the car coming,
its engine screaming. It pulled up outside the store and footsteps
on the gravel sounded. The door was wrenched open.

“Sophie!” It was Peter’s voice.

She smiled at Jack, then lifted her
voice. “Here, Peter.”

He came around the counter. “There was
a call, a neighbour said—” He halted at the end and his jaw sagged.
“Jesus christ!” He was staring at the robber lying next to
them.

“He tried to hold me up,” Sophie told
him. “I’m pretty sure I broke his wrist. I heard it.”

Peter glanced at her, his eyes wide. It
was the first time she had ever seen him so shocked. “You took him
out?” he asked.

“Genuine antique Louisville slugger,”
Jack drawled and slid the bat along the floor toward the police
chief.

“Martin finished him off,” Sophie
explained. “With the broken mop. He had a gun. It’s on the
counter,” she added.

Peter glanced at the counter.

“I preserved the prints,” Jack
said.

Peter’s eyes narrowed a little. “You
did, hmm?”

Sophie nestled her shoulder into Jack’s
chest. She had no idea why she felt it was necessary to stay as
close as she could but she obeyed the instinct. She looked up at
Peter, waiting for him to take over. It was his job, now.

Peter was examining them both, not
missing a single detail, she was sure.

Then the man lying between them groaned
and his head rolled. He was coming around. That got Peter moving,
finally. He pulled the radio off his belt and called in for
assistance and an ambulance.

While he was talking, Jack spoke
quietly. “Time to go. Let’s ease out of here now or we’ll be here
for the rest of the day.”

They got to their feet. Jack kept his
hand on her shoulder. “I’m taking Sophie home,” he said as Peter
clipped the radio back on his belt. “She’s had a shock. She needs
rest.”

“I’ll need statements—”

“You can get them any time. You know
exactly where we’ll both be. Sophie’s not in a condition to stand
up to long questioning.” Jack indicated the man on the floor
between them, who was moving a little, but was mostly unconscious.
“It’s perfectly clear what happened, anyway. Armed robbery and
attempted sexual assault thrown into the bargain.”

“Sexual assault?” Peter’s eyes widened
enormously.

“Look at his pants,” Jack said.

Peter looked. His face darkened and his
eyes narrowed again. “The little prick,” he muttered. “Are you all
right?” he asked Sophie. “Did he…”

“She’s shaky. She needs rest,” Jack
intervened smoothly.

Peter considered this for a minute. He
seemed confused. The sound of a police siren reached them, coming
closer. Finally, he nodded. “Sure. Yeah. You go home and rest,” he
told Sophie. “I’ll lock up when we’re done.”

Jack steered her past Peter and out of
the shop. Outside, the siren was louder and as they stood there, a
deputy’s cruiser raced to the shop and braked hard, showering the
glass front with pebbles and blue chips. Duggie Brent, one of
Peter’s long-time deputies, jumped out. “Ms. Kingston, you’re
okay?”

“I’m fine,” she assured him. “I’m going
home. Peter’s inside.”

“Thanks. We’ll take care of it for you.
For crying out loud, can you believe it? A holdup? Here?” He shook
his head and hurried into the store.

Sophie watched the slim man head
inside. Duggie’s promise that they’d take care of it reassured her
more than Peter’s. She shivered.

Jack’s arm around her waist tightened.
“I can get the car, if you’d prefer.”

“No. I want to walk the shakes
off.”

They started down the short slope that
quickly started uphill again. Her mind was so full of what had
happened in the last few minutes that she could find no place to
even start organizing it.

Jack walked next to her, equally as
silent.

“Jack,” she began.

“Yeah.”

That simple acknowledgement. She
glanced at him, feeling a huge wave of happiness swell and burst
over her. Jack saw her expression and touched her shoulder briefly.
“Wait ’til we get home,” he told her. “I’m Martin to everyone
else.”

Acknowledgement. No more baffling
masks.

Sophie didn’t walk home. She
floated.

* * * * *

Jinni was in the kitchen, preparing
after-school snacks for Georgia and Morgan, who would arrive home
on the school bus at any moment. Jack pulled a kitchen chair out
for Sophie and pushed her into it with a warm hand on her shoulder,
then set about making coffee.

“The store was held up,” he told Jinni,
who had paused with her butter knife in midair, her brow lifting at
Sophie’s appearance.

“That so,” Jinni said. Nothing ever
seemed to ruffle her placid surface. Jinni went back to buttering.
“You dealt with him, of course,” she said to Jack.

“Sophie dealt with him. I just finished
him off,” he said, filling the carafe.

Jinni glanced at Sophie, then back at
Jack. “Who was it?” she asked him. “Anyone you know?”

Jack shook his head. “A kid. Out for
his jollies.”

Sophie stared at Jinni, surprised at
her oddly direct question. It was not something Sophie would have
thought to ask. How much did Jinni know about Jack, anyway?

But then, Jinni had a way of just
knowing things. She intuited them from the air around her, reading
more into a gesture or expression than most people could get from a
thick manual of instruction. Jack had been living with them for
weeks. Jinni would have guessed much, noticed more and would be
closer to the truth than perhaps even Sophie was. Her question
certainly spoke of an area of concern that Sophie had not
considered.

The front door opened and Georgia and
Morgan rushed through to the kitchen, yelling at each other,
dragging their bags and shedding coats, mittens, caps and scarves
as they went. It was the first time in a long time Sophie had
consciously noticed the amount of noise generated by two small
children. The level hitched up a notch or two when they realized
that Sophie was home too. They bounced over to her, full of news
about their day and the impending Christmas concert. She tried to
deal with them fairly and in the small quiet moment when they first
settled down to eat their snacks, she glanced over at Jack. He was
watching her and when she looked at him he smiled a little. It was
a good smile, reaching his eyes.

“Later,” he murmured.

She understood. Their time would come
later.

There would be a later. That fact was
enough, for now, to keep her glowing with an inner peace she had
not felt for…Go on, admit it, Sophie. It’s time now for
facts.

She grasped the prickly truth. This
sort of peace had evaded her for ten years.

Later.

She smiled and turned back to her
children.

* * * * *

Duggie came through to Peter’s office,
a clipboard in his hand. “Got some reports for you, boss,” he
said.

Peter sat back a little, putting down
his pen. His ability to fill in forms seemed to have disappeared
out the window, anyway. Not that paperwork had been the reason he’d
signed up as a deputy, all those years ago.

“Go,” he said.

“The perp doesn’t have a record but ID
says he’s Dwayne Ellerson Gaffney. Mitch says he kicked him out of
Beany’s Saturday night and saw him at that party we raided on the
lake the same night.”

“Yup.”

“Hospital says the guy barely has
concussion but they’ll keep him in for the night, for
observation.”

“Standard procedure.”

“I figure the charges will be armed
robbery and attempted sexual assault. Anything else you want to add
in there?”

Mitch had come to the door of the
office, listening. Peter exchanged glances with him. This hadn’t
been part of the plan. None of it had been part of the plan.
Certainly not Sophie getting up the guts to take an armed man out
with a baseball bat, for crissake.

Someone was going to have to wear it
though and it wasn’t going to be him. He had enough to deal
with.

For the thousandth time the image of
Sophie in Martin’s arms, the simple happiness on her face,
flickered through his mind too quickly to even notice its passing
in a conscious way, but it had the same impact. His gut tightened
and the acid ate a little farther into his chest.

“Book the son of a bitch,” Peter said.
“Whatever you can think up that even vaguely fits. Get it over to
the Walden DA’s office before you go home.”

Duggie looked a little startled, then
resigned. His shift had ended over an hour ago but Peter had just
given him more than an hour’s paperwork to deal with. “Right,
boss,” he said and went back to the outer office.

Mitch was watching.

“What?” Peter demanded.

“What if he says something?” Mitch said
quietly. “He’s not going to like being shafted. He figured he’d get
a free walk out of this.”

“Who’s going to believe him?” Peter
asked. “I want the prick off the streets. He decided to add his own
little frills to the deal and for that, he pays.”

Mitch, who had probably got the details
from Duggie, straightened up from his lean on the door. “Right,” he
agreed and went away.

Silence. Peter looked at his desk, at
the reports he would have to fill out as the first cop to arrive at
the scene. It had been years since he’d had to deal with routine
paperwork of this sort and he was rusty.

“Fuck it,” he said and reached into the
bottom drawer for the fifth of Jim Beam he kept there.

Her glowing face. The way she’d leaned
into him.

It was a good day to get totally
shitfaced, he decided. After that, he’d have to figure out what he
was going to do about all this.


Chapter Sixteen

Shock was a hard thing to ignore,
Sophie discovered.

As soon as the kids had settled to
their homework, leaving her to her own thoughts, she found she was
abruptly sleepy, to the point where she could have dropped her head
onto her folded arm on the table and slept right there.

Then Jack was there, pulling her to her
feet. “Come on, Superwoman. Time to put your head down.”

“It’s the middle of the afternoon,” she
said but the idea of snuggling under the covers made her protest a
token one at best.

“It’s shock,” Jack told her clinically.
“You need to sleep. Two hours and you’ll feel like a different
person.”

“Already do.” She realized the words
were slurred a little. It was almost like she was drunk. He was
walking her up the stairs.

“How come you don’t have shock?” she
demanded.

“You get used to it. Here.” He had the
quilt pulled back. She slipped underneath it, curled up on her
side. The quilt was dropped over her and tucked in.

She sighed and let sleep take her.

When she woke it was almost completely
dark in the room. She sat up, alarmed at the total silence and lack
of light. The bedroom door might be shut but surely there would be
light showing around the door, underneath it, from the passage or
the stairwell…

“Hi, there.” It was Jack’s voice.
Quiet.

He was sitting on the dresser stool,
his back against the wall.

She blinked. “Are you watching over
me?” she asked.

“Thinking, mostly. I didn’t want you to
wake and wonder what the hell was going on. It’s nearly midnight.
Everyone else has gone to bed.”

Instant orientation. Had he known she
would be confused when she woke? Yes, he probably had.

You get used to it.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“Starving.”

“Jinni left a meal in the oven for
you.” The darker patch of shadow against the paler wall rose. “I’m
putting the light on,” he warned.

She blinked as the overhead light came
on. Jack closed the door, keeping the light from waking anyone
else. “I’ll go get the plate out,” he told her and slipped out,
shutting the door noiselessly behind him.

Sophie changed into clean clothes,
washed her face and brushed her hair before going down. Jack was
right. She felt like a different person, now. She was fresh, rested
and the twitching, skin-crawling tension had gone. Even her
headache, which had lived at the back of her head for months,
emerging to scream at her on a regular basis and retreating to a
dull roar the rest of the time, had gone. There wasn’t even a hint
of it left.

Amazing. Taking someone out with a
baseball bat should be patented as the new millennium’s
Tylenol.

But she knew it wasn’t just that.

When she got downstairs, Jack had her
dinner on the table and fresh coffee already brewing. The rest of
the house was dark and silent. He was leaning against the sink,
dressed in black denim shirt and jeans, looking more like the Jack
she remembered than ever he had before.

Was it just because he was Jack now?
Was that what made the difference? Yes, probably. He wasn’t holding
it all in, the drawstrings pulled tight, any more. He’d gained
weight since he’d been here. Not walking off the calories on the
road. Good food, hard physical work and a comfortable bed.

Jack’s back.

She sat down to eat and he joined her
at the table, watching. The sensation made her a little uneasy.

“So, what are you thinking?” she asked,
cutting into the steak with relish. “And don’t tell me ‘later’.
It’s later, now.”

“For most things, yes,” he agreed.
“Some of it needs broad daylight.”

“Promise?”

He nodded. “I promise. There’s time,
Sophie. We’ve got time, now, I think.”

The qualification made her jump. “You
think?”

His mouth thinned a little. “That’s the
part for daylight,” he explained. He got up and poured coffee for
them both. He sat down again, added sugar and cream to hers,
stirred it and pushed it toward her. He sucked the drops off the
teaspoon and grimaced, putting it down.

There were so many questions pushing at
her. She knew simply plucking one of them at random would start the
trickle, encourage the flood. But she held back. There was
something else that must be done, first.

She ate quickly, anxious to get to it.
Jack seemed content with the silence, happy to just watch her. Even
the way he watched her had changed. There had been a brooding,
contained quality to his gaze before. Now she understood the quiet,
steady appraisal and responded to it.

She pushed her plate away, finished her
coffee in two quick mouthfuls and got to her feet. She picked up
Jack’s hand from its loose curl around the coffee mug and pulled on
it, coaxing him to his feet.

“Where?” he asked.

“My room.”

His eyes seemed to turn black. He knew.
He nodded.

She went back up the stairs and this
time it was she who led him. In the bedroom, she shut the door and
turned on the bedside lamp.

She intended to go to him, then, to
pull him toward the bed but he was already there, behind her. She
was turned and backed up against the wall. He was up against her,
hot, hard and hurried and she realized that the dam had already
broken and the flood was loose without any catalyst she might have
used.

His mouth was covering her face and
neck with hot kisses, his hands were everywhere, driving her
already heated need higher. She was pushed into a mental abyss
where thought deserted her and feeling, emotion and pleasure filled
the void. Her hands and mouth became her language.

Clothes were shed quickly, without
finesse. The need to reach bare flesh, to remove barriers, was
unspoken but they both understood it and welcomed the haste.

The first time his hand cupped her
breast, she bowed back, her whole body arching with a chord of
gratification. She realized that she was falling back but Jack was
there, lowering her to the bed, his head dipping to replace his
hand, his hand sliding down to pull her thigh up against his hip,
to bring the core of her into contact with him.

Then they were spiralling up, driven by
a decade of wanting, impatient now the moment was nearly here.

He slid between her thighs and her
breath caught. She gripped the back of his neck, encouraging
him.

“Jack…”

“Yes,” he growled and slid into her.
She arched again, hard, locked into the moment that spun endlessly,
endlessly on. His hand, gripping hers, clenched in answer.

Jack. This is Jack. He’s here. With
me.

As her climax gripped her, she already
knew it was only a beginning, that this wouldn’t be enough to put
paid to what had started on a ledge in Colorado ten years ago.

How much do I need? And close on
that thought, Will we be able to get what we want? Will fate
leave us alone, now?

* * * * *

Peter knew he was drunk. Knew he was
very drunk. So drunk that his own deputies, if they saw him right
now, would be tempted to pour him into one of the narrow cots in
the cells and leave him locked up for the night for his own
good.

But he was alone in the station,
listening to the silence. The deputy on duty had climbed into a
patrol car thirty minutes ago, to do a long slow cruise around the
sleeping town.

Peter emerged from his office and
negotiated the alley between desks, over to Mitch’s. He fell into
the swivel chair sideways and it tipped back. He grabbed the edge
of the metal desk and pulled himself upright.

The computer hadn’t been turned off
properly, of course. Duggie was the only one in the station who
logged out of the databases every time he finished a shift, then
went through the logging on process when he turned up again.
Everyone else just turned the monitor off, leaving the guts of the
thing under the desk running.

It was sloppy security but as Peter
himself couldn’t be bothered frigging around with closing down
windows and backing out of half a dozen programs that wouldn’t shut
themselves down, he wasn’t about to jump down anyone else’s throat
for it. Besides, even if a civilian did get access to the
databases, there was an even bet going they wouldn’t know what to
do with them if they did.

Peter figured it was pretty slick to
think of using Mitch’s computer instead of his own when he was this
drunk. But the fact was, his body was drunk but his mind was in a
silvered, calm place where all the circuits were working just fine.
Thought came easily and clearly. The jam started when he tried to
execute the thought. But for pure thought—for speculation,
analysis, conclusion—the systems were all clear and at optimum
strength.

He had finally decided what to do when
the bottle of J.B. had less than a half-inch at the bottom of it.
He’d finished the bottle while deciding how to go about it, then
staggered out here to Mitch’s desk. He looked for the monitor’s
power switch, then focused on it fiercely and watched his finger
waver its way over to it and depress it. He was rewarded by a small
electronic “poof” and the gradually cohering images on the
monitor.

Then he took a while to absorb what the
screen had on it. Mitch was still logged into the national
database. Good.

Now he was going to have to tackle the
keyboard. And the mouse, damn it. With deliberate, slow steps, he
let his hand fall on the mouse and pushed it until the pointer fell
over the “search” button and clicked.

Then he used a single finger to peck
out “Stride, Martin.”

He put his hand over the mouse and
reconsidered his decision. He couldn’t understand why he was
hesitating, that was the problem. He did searches, ordered traces,
pulled people’s records every day. Why did this one matter?

It came down to Sophie. What would she
think of him if she found out? Oh, Martin had pinned that one down
real well, hadn’t he? So well, Peter had struggled against the
temptation to pull his records for weeks, unwilling to risk seeing
disgust on her face, or condemnation.

When had it started, this compelling
need to have her? Why her? Sophie wasn’t the prettiest looking girl
in town, not by a long chalk. There were others, far more freely
available than her. He could have taken his pick of any of
them.

Women had always come easy to him. He’d
grown up on a ranch out east, on the dry plains by Wolf Point,
south of the Missouri River. Even in high school he had sensed that
his looks brought him a power that was denied most men. The way
even the older women had studied him, their eyes calculating, their
bodies speaking another language, had deepened the knowledge. He’d
learned to cultivate a certain smile that would make them pause,
breathless. After that, anything he wanted could be his for the
asking.

Men saw his power too. Most of them
resented it. This was the other side of the coin and he learned
that lesson just as quickly, especially when the more resentful of
them had explained their envy with their fists. He made moves to
put himself in a position outside their reach. Straight out of
college, he’d moved into law enforcement—it had been purely for
self-protection but he quickly learned that it gave him the same
power over men that his smile and looks did over women.

He knew he’d found his place in the
world, then. He’d spent his life so far moving around the state,
moving up the ladder in different town police departments,
including a two-year stint in the bigger Kalispell department,
learning skills and gaining experience that the little towns
hungered for. Finally he’d made chief of police here.

And met Sophie Kingston.

She’d been Sophie Ryerson when they’d
met but Ryerson had already left town and she’d reverted back to
her maiden name the same year. Peter had swung by the diner, in
search of coffee that was at least drinkable, as Beany’s sludge
always tasted like it had been brewing a month. He’d walked into
the diner and it wasn’t like he’d taken one look at her and known
instant love or even instant lust.

The truth was, she’d grown on him. That
first day she’d been pleasant, brisk and efficient. She hadn’t
fallen over herself to please the chief of police like so many
people seemed to do. She hadn’t been anything beyond professional
and contained. Distant.

Yet he’d watched her talking to Cal,
pouring him coffee and laughing at one of his wheezy wisecracks.
There had been a warmth in her face that was missing when she spoke
to Peter.

He’d gone a few days after that, not
really thinking about her but found himself abruptly pulling his
cruiser into her café for coffee three days later, wanting to see
her again, wanting to see if he could win for himself some of the
warmth she seemed to reserve only for a select few.

No, she wasn’t the prettiest but the
obsession had bit deep anyway, hadn’t it?

The whisky was pulling open doors he
usually kept firmly shut in his mind, anaesthetizing him to the
guilt lurking behind them.

That stupid stunt with the kid. The
holdup. What had he really thought he’d get out of it? He had been
desperate. If he’d stopped to consider the situation for one sane,
calm moment, he may have been able to predict that Sophie would
look after herself somehow. God, he’d been watching the woman for
four years. How could he have thought she’d just fall into his
arms?

But it hadn’t been his arms she had
fallen into, had it?

And now he was too late. Yeah, that was
it. He had watched them walk out of the café, Stride’s arm around
her and known he was too late.

Well, the game wasn’t finished yet.
There was overtime to play. Everyone knew games could be completely
reversed during overtime.

Completely reversed.

The team that was down for the count
just had to pull out a few extra stops, that was all. Take extra
risks.

So he clicked on the button that would
send the search request across the networks and bring back to him
the goods on Martin Stride. He knew with every pickled corpuscle in
his body that what would come back would be enough to turn the game
around.

It would be the little bit extra he
needed and it was worth the risk, now.

* * * * *

It was his turn to wake, confused.

For a minute Jack lay staring into
darkness that wasn’t quite dark enough, orienting himself. It was
her scent on the pillow that told him where he was. That and the
quiescent, satiated state of his body.

He took a deep breath, feeling it fill
his lungs easily.

The other side of the bed was empty and
the sheet was almost cool when he slid his hand over it. The tall
wardrobe in the corner of the room opposite the bed stood with a
door ajar and he knew it had been shut, before. More clothes?

He slid on his jeans but couldn’t find
his shirt. He went in search of her. The house was filled with
pale, diffused light. The light was puzzling. It was much too early
for dawn.

He found her downstairs, in the lounge.
She was wearing his shirt and nothing else, sitting on the edge of
one of the loveseats, staring at something on the coffee table.
There was a shoebox beside it, the lid upside down on the sofa next
to her.

That was what she’d got out of the
closet.

He glanced out the big bay window and
saw the source of the odd glow permeating the house. It was
snowing. Big fat flakes fell through utterly motionless air. It
must have been snowing for a while because the ground was
completely white. There was much more to come, because the sky was
thick and low. The light radiated from the clouds and the snow
blanket, then picked up, bounced, echoed and reflected endlessly
until the night glowed with a dull light of its own.

“It’s snowing,” Sophie said quietly.
“Georgia will get her white Christmas.”

He was drawn to the windows, held by
the sight, unable to pull away.

“I love watching snow fall,” she said,
behind him. “The muffled silence that comes with it. I don’t think
I’ll ever get used to it.”

“Give it time,” he assured her.
“Personally, I hate the stuff. The only time it’s nice to watch is
when you’re inside.”

“I guess you haven’t been inside too
much, then.”

He found the ingrained restriction
against talking about himself hadn’t left him. He thrust it aside
with sheer willpower. “It’s been too long since I was inside,” he
admitted.

“I never saw snow until I came to the
mountains,” she said.

He forced himself to turn away from the
mesmerizing snow, to look back at her. She was the reason he was
inside, now.

“You came back because of me, didn’t
you?” he asked. “You came back to the mountains.”

She nodded. “I didn’t know that until
the other day but yeah, I married a man who reminded me of you and
convinced him we would be better off away from the city, in a
little community and the one I found was here. Serenity Falls. Even
this house, the back verandah…” She shook her head. “Do you realize
that the mountains over the top of the trees out there look a lot
like the ones across the ravine in Colorado?”

He sat on the coffee table, facing her.
“I recognized them the first day I was here.” Then he saw what was
on the table next to the box.

It was his gun.

Shock slithered through him, coldly
dispersing all the peace and goodwill.

“Where did you get this?” he
demanded.

“You gave it to me.”

He reached for the memories but nothing
would come. Nothing around the gun.

“I thought it had been taken when we
got to Boulder,” he said, straining to recall details that were
blurred at best, or else wholesale accounts from other people,
which were all he had to cover the periods when he was
unconscious.

“You don’t remember, do you?”

“No.” He was surprised to hear his
voice was hoarse.

With no further encouragement, Sophie
told him of the last days on the ledge, how he had gradually lost
his grip on reality, how he had forced the gun on her and how she
had used it to draw the rescue party to their place on the
ledge.

He found it ironic that it was Sophie
who was doing the telling when it was he who owed the most
explanations. He had been preparing himself for it, knowing it was
time to tell her everything. It hadn’t occurred to him that there
were chunks of his own past that she would have to give him. Those
missing pieces had gone unnoticed because there was no one else in
this world he cared to speak to about that time, who would be able
to point to the absence.

She gave him the details in pragmatic
words, not highlighting, not dramatizing. But the unadorned words
carried their own weight. Gradually, his admiration for her lifted
to a new level, fed by her words. They outlined her courage, her
resourcefulness despite the lack of emphasis. She didn’t speak of
her grief when she had thought him dead but she didn’t need to. He
had seen the shape of it that first day here, when he’d seen the
mountains from her back verandah, when he’d realized that she
didn’t see the parallel.

Under normal circumstances, the chances
of them meeting each other again would have been so small a
statistician would have called them zero. But she had been pulled
back to the mountains just as he had answered the call every
October. Back to the mountains, back to the north.

Her tale went on. The operations, the
therapy. Jack looked at the long, fishbone scar on her thigh, white
against the pale skin, visible even in this light. She had emerged
from the therapy a different woman. “My job at the law firm had
evaporated but it was a relief. I think I had been looking for a
reason not to go back. L.A. was clogged, too loud and too dirty. I
found a job waiting tables at a diner in Venice Beach and that was
when I met Phillip. He was from Kalispell and I had to ask him
where that was. Montana, he said. The mountains. I didn’t want to
go out with him but he had a way of smiling, a little lift of his
mouth and he never quit asking. So I said yes.”

Jack realized she was going over this
not just for him alone. She was revising it, seeing it new. “We
ended up in bed that night and it was so…frantic.” She looked up at
him then. He knew she was thinking of the furious speed of their
own lovemaking a short while ago. “It was cathartic,” she added
with a frank tone. “Afterward, I cried and the next morning Phillip
proposed. He actually said ‘let me take you home. Get you away from
the city,’ and I think that sold me on him more than any idea of
love.”

“What happened?” Jack asked. “Why did
it end?” Although he already knew the answer, he wanted to hear it,
to have it confirmed.

She looked up at him. “Phillip wasn’t
you,” she said simply. “That’s what it comes down to. At the time
it was like any other marriage break up. Tears, frustrations, money
problems. There may have been adultery but I wasn’t very
interested. If you were to ask Phillip he’d give you the same
answer every other divorced guy in the world would give—all the
myriad little problems that added up to it not working. But it
really was me that was the problem. I married one guy but wanted
someone else.”

Jack nodded. He’d known, somehow, that
first night in town that he’d screwed up her life. “My fault,” he
told her.

“That’s what you said on the ledge. ‘My
fault’.” She frowned. “Isobel said that the plane went down because
you were on it.”

His turn. He took a breath. “Sure
you’re ready for this, Sophie?”

Her answer was gentle but shocking. “I
think not knowing has done more damage, caused more problems, than
whatever it is you’re going to tell me. I want it over, Jack. I
want to know what I’m facing.”

“Okay.” He took another breath but the
words wouldn’t come. “I don’t know where to start,” he said at
last. “I’ve never had to tell this to anyone before.”

Her hand rested on his knee. “You were
a cop, weren’t you?”

“About a million years ago.”

“Chicago, I think,” she said, “and
something happened. The bad guys happened. The mayor with the
shotgun.”

“Yes, Chicago.” He could feel his chest
tightening up.

“Somehow, I know you weren’t
uniform.”

“No, I’d earned my gold.”

“Tell me.” A simple request.

He took another breath and this time it
came. “There was a crime syndicate there, run by a guy called
Patrick Callahan. Irish mafia, basically. Everyone wanted to bring
him in but Callahan had a charmed life. No one could pin him down,
though they tried.

“I was in Freeport, just south of the
Wisconsin border. I’d moved into Illinois to, well, get away from
my childhood, I think. I got in with the wrong crowd and could have
got into serious trouble if my dad hadn’t bailed me out. Him and
one of the cops in town, who had the patience of a saint and
long-term vision. He seemed to think I had potential when everyone
else had given up on me. That’s how I ended up becoming a cop,
because of him. But I went to Illinois to do it, because I needed
to make a clean break from all the people I knew who didn’t want me
to make that break.

“I joined the force in Freeport and
made detective grade in five years. Not long after, I was
approached by a Chicago deputy district attorney, who had been
looking for someone with my qualifications for a while.”

“Qualifications?”

“A cop who could be trusted but had a
shady background.” Jack winced a little. “I knew all the wrong
people.”

“Undercover,” Sophie said, leaping
ahead.

Jack smiled a little. He liked those
leaps of logic of hers. “Yeah, they wanted me undercover. A few
months after Dempsey contacted me, I publicly resigned from the
force and moved to Chicago and looked up a few old friends from
Wisconsin.”

“Just like that.”

“Not that easily,” Jack assured her.
“I’d already turned my back on them once, so they took a while to
thaw. I had to convince them that I’d joined the police to milk the
system from the inside and had left because they had been closing
in on me. Convincing records were put in places where they would
find them. Public records, and IAB reports that a small bribe would
get them a look at.”

“False?”

“Absolutely. Even then, it took a year
or so to move around, network my way to Callahan. Then I was part
of his organization, a trusted member with access to almost
everything. A few months after that, he was arrested.”

“Did it stick this time?”

“Dempsey had every intention of making
it stick. I had been the longest of long-term plans and that’s what
got Callahan in the end. His perspective wasn’t big enough.”

“Did he know it was you?”

“I was pulled in after the arrest.
Someone in his organization would have told him I’d disappeared and
I have proof that he knew it was me.”

She straightened, gasping. “The plane
crash? They were trying to kill you?”

He gave a dry laugh. “My fault.”

“Oh, god, Jack, it’s so obvious, why
didn’t I see it?” Then. “Wait, how did they know you were on the
plane? Why were you on the plane? You were in Chicago, weren’t you?
What were you doing in Vegas?”

“Hiding. They pulled me out of Chicago
and figured Vegas would be far enough away for even Callahan’s
reach.” He shrugged. “It wasn’t. I was flying back to Chicago for
his trial and we used the most unlikely airlines, the most
illogical routes, to get me back there. But he found out
anyway.”

“How?”

“Someone told him. That’s the only
possibility. There were so few people who knew. We kept it that way
to reduce the risk. But one of his people was in the group that
knew.”

“Who?”

“If I knew that, Sophie, I wouldn’t be
sitting here.”

“I don’t understand.” She seemed almost
angry at her own puzzlement.

“There’s a reason no one had been able
to get Callahan behind bars. He had someone in authority, someone
in a position where all sorts of privileged information came to
them, feeding it all back to Callahan. Someone with enough
authority to pull strings and dump him back on the street. We even
had a name for them—Silent Knight. The anonymous knight charging up
and rescuing Callahan in the nick of time. That someone told him
where to find me.”

“And you don’t know who it is?”

“No.”

“But…Callahan was jailed, right?”

“Yes. Thirty years, no parole.”

“Then you did get him in the end.
So…”

Jack could see the question coming.

“So, why are you on the road? Why are
you still running?”

“You know about witness protection,
right?”

“Of course. They relocated you?”

“Straight after the trial. Florida.
Miami. I could stay lost there. I…” He licked his lips. This was
harder than he thought. “I thought of you, figured you were safe,
free and living your life and tried to be happy for you. I tried to
get on with living my own life. To anyone I knew in Miami, I looked
like I was doing just fine too.”

“What happened?”

“About a year after the trial, someone
tried to kill me. It was a professional hit, out in public, with a
silencer. He was waiting in a car across the road as I was getting
into my car in the morning to go to work. The only thing that kept
me alive was dropping my car keys and bending to pick them up.” He
stopped, let her figure it out for herself.

“Silent Knight,” she breathed.
“Callahan couldn’t have begun to track you down but the Silent
Knight could.”

Jack nodded. “It took me thirty
seconds, lying in the gutter next to my car, to figure I was
busted. I got in the car and started driving. I knew the car could
be traced so when I got to Georgia three days later, I traded the
car in for cash and the cash for food and walking boots. I’ve been
walking ever since.”

Her silence was longer this time. “Do
you know Silent Knight is still looking for you?”

“Sophie, I’ve been too damn scared to
test the water. That hit man was good. It was pure blind luck he
didn’t hit his target and I don’t want to slow down and chance him
taking another shot because there’s no negotiating with a hit man.
They get paid to get the job done. Period.”

“But you know, don’t you.”

“Yeah. I know,” he agreed. “The hit was
a year later. A year. It probably took that long to find me
in the system—witness protection works well for most people. But if
you’ve got legitimate access to the government system, you can find
the backdoors. It just takes time. It took Silent Knight a year. In
that year he didn’t give up, he didn’t write me off as a lost cause
or a risk he could afford to forget about. He kept looking and when
he found me he hired the best to get rid of me. He may not be
actively looking for me after the nine years I’ve been on the road,
but if I pop up on any passive watch systems he’s set up—and I know
he’ll have them in place—then he’s going to come looking for
me.”

* * * * *

The big, double doors were shut, the
Indiana state seal on one of them gleaming in the dull light.
Spinetti hesitated a moment before the doors. The governor had
stressed that this meeting not be interrupted for anything, but the
message in Spinetti’s hand invoked an older, far stronger set of
conditions. Yet the very age of the standing orders may mean that
they could wait until this meeting was over.

The governor, however, could be
ruthless about bad judgment calls of this sort. Spinetti weighed it
up. A thirty-second interruption was a minor transgression compared
to withholding the message in his hand for what could be hours,
yet.

So. He knocked on the door and didn’t
wait for an answer. Governor Van Allen could be so engrossed in the
conference that the knocking would go unheard. He slipped in the
door.

Seven people sat around the large
conference table at the far side of the very large office. The
table stood near the glass walls that gave such a spectacular view
of downtown Indianapolis, twenty stories down. In the corners stood
an American flag and the Indiana state flag, on gleaming poles,
complete with gold cords and tassels. The governor knew the value
of symbols.

They were looking at Spinetti now, his
arrival noted. He hurried over to the governor’s chair and handed
over the slip of paper.

“What the hell is this?” the governor
demanded in an undertone.

“I think you’d better read it,”
Spinetti replied, even though fear prickled along his spine.

Governor Van Allen read the note and
looked up at the table. “Gentlemen, we’re going to have to adjourn
the meeting for today.”

“What the hell!” was the mildest of the
protests uttered around the table.

The governor held up a hand. “Mike,
Donald, we’ll get back to this, I promise but for now, I have
something I must deal with.”

Isobel Van Allen rose to her feet,
nodded to the assembled group and hurried from the room.


Chapter Seventeen

Sunday again.

Sophie sat on her rocker, wrapped in
the same blanket as last week, reflecting that the world had
changed on her again and in the space of five days too.

After three days of snow falling more
or less endlessly, it had quit on Thursday night and the clouds had
cleared. The cloudless sky had dropped the temperatures to a normal
December average.

They’d emerged from the house on Friday
morning to find the sun shining steadily on a transformed winter
world of dazzling white carpet and the peculiar muffled silence
that only came with the first good snowfall for the season.

Sophie had trouble getting Morgan on
the school bus after that. He wanted to stay home and get out his
toboggan. He was devastated when the radio didn’t announce a snow
day and told her he was sick and couldn’t possibly consider going
to school, anyway. He’d climbed on the bus with his bottom lip
pushed out and ignored her wave goodbye, but she knew she’d be
forgiven by the time he got home and had gone about her business
with a light heart, because everything seemed to be working
out.

Word of the holdup had, naturally,
passed around town in record time. Sophie wasn’t sure what the
gossips were saying about her role in it but she did notice there
was a marked upswing in business the next few days. Were the
diehards who considered her a newcomer even after nine years
finally relenting? Or were they just checking her out, uncertain
what to make of her?

But business showed no sign of slacking
off. Even Cal had returned to his perch with a new cut on his nose
and a four-day growth but filled with admiration for her. “You
showed ’em, Soph. You showed ’em all. Good on you, lass.”

And at night, there was Jack.

She sighed, looking up at the guardian
mountains.

How long until it changed again, ’til
it ended?

Jack came out of the house, his boots
unlaced and carrying two steaming mugs. He bent down to give her a
long kiss, then handed her one of the mugs and leaned up against
the railing next to her crossed feet.

It was hot chocolate.

She sipped. “Good.”

“Yes,” he said, looking directly at
her.

She smiled because she knew his “yes”
had nothing to do with hot chocolate. He was grinning back at her.
His hand slid under the leg of her jeans, stroking her ankle in
little maddening circles.

“Jack. The other night. You said there
were things to talk about in daylight.”

His hand stopped. “That’s right.” A
tiny crease appeared between his brows.

“It’s daylight.”

Jack looked around, almost like he was
checking the levels of light. Then she realized he was looking for
eavesdroppers.

“Morgan is at a birthday party and
Georgia is in the lounge crying over The Velveteen Rabbit.
Jinni has gone for the day.”

He nodded. Then he looked at her with
his square gaze that she had come to realize meant he was measuring
her ability to handle what he said next. Her heart gave a little
thud, then hurried on.

“Sophie, I don’t know how long this
will last. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to stay here.”

She nodded. It was something she had
been expecting since Monday. “How long?” she asked.

He considered it. “As long as I can,”
he said. “That’s the best answer I can give you.”

She sipped, letting the answer settle
in her mind. “Can’t you fight it, Jack? Isn’t there anything you
can do?”

“Don’t you think if there was something
I could do, I wouldn’t have tried it already?” he asked. “All I can
do is keep afloat, keep alive, until…”

“Until what? If there’s nothing you can
do, then you could end up running the rest of your life.”

He nodded. “That’s right.” He was calm
about the possibility but then, he’d probably accepted it years
ago. “But there’s always a chance something will happen.”

“What could possibly happen?” Sophie
asked. “You’ll never be in one place long enough to know if
anything has changed, if anything has happened that you can take
advantage of.”

“There’s ways of checking.”

“Have you ever used them?”

“No,” he admitted.

“You’ve just kept running,” she said,
her voice dry.

“I liked the freedom.”

“‘Liked’. Past tense.”

He was silent, not rising to her
goad.

“Jack, I…” She stopped, frustrated. She
felt his warm hand on her ankle squeeze a little in encouragement.
She tried again. “I want you to stay. I don’t know how to put it
any plainer. I’d go with you but I’ve got Georgia and Morgan to
care for and I’d never leave them. So you have to stay. I know you
want to. You said it last night. Nesting thoughts, you called
them.”

He looked a little startled. “I was
looking through the paperbacks. How did you know I was thinking
about staying when I said it?”

“Weeks ago, you said the one genuine
drawback to life on the road was that you weren’t in one place long
enough to get library membership and books were too damn heavy to
carry with you. You’ve read just about every book I have here since
you arrived and last night you were running your finger along the
spines and you shook your head and said ‘nesting thoughts’.” She
shrugged. “One plus one.”

He was silent.

“Can’t you make those checks? See if
it’s safe?”

He shook his head. “I’ll only do it
when I’m far from here. The checks will set off alarm bells and if
it’s not safe, I will have to leave. Straight away. Do you really
want to force the issue that way? Is having a definitive answer so
important you’d blow off what time we might have just to get
it?”

She swallowed, her eyes suddenly
stinging.

“I’d sell my soul to stay here. You
know that,” Jack added softly, his fingertips caressing her calf.
“But I’m already uneasy about the length of time I’ve stayed.”

“And now that I know about it all?”

He shook his head a little. “It doesn’t
change anything. I had to tell you to explain why it doesn’t change
anything. To let you know why I have to go.”

She looked him in the eye. “And us,
Jack? What about us?”

He simply looked at her, his hand on
her calf moving gently. Three times he opened his mouth as if he
were about to speak, then shut it again.

Georgia banged her way through the
screen door, taking one step onto the verandah in her socks. “Mom,
Mr. Gallenson is here.”

“Peter?”

“The police chief,” Georgia confirmed.
“He’s in the lounge.” She shivered and went inside.

Sophie got to her feet. Jack was
watching her.

“Peter has the worst timing,” she
said.

“I don’t know,” Jack said judiciously.
“His timing after the holdup was very interesting.”

She shot him a glance, startled. Now
what did that mean?”

* * * * *

Jack watched her walk back inside, the
red-gold hair swinging across her shoulder blades. He wasn’t
remotely tempted to follow her in and find out what Peter wanted.
He knew what Peter wanted. He also knew with utter certainly that
Sophie would deal with that with efficient ruthlessness and get him
out the house as soon as she could. He didn’t even feel the need to
go hover in case she needed his help to do it.

She was a fighter. On her good days,
anyway.

This last week had been filled with
good days. More of the Sophie of old was emerging and it was like
watching the sunrise.

How like her to lay her wants on the
table. I want you to stay. I’d go but I can’t, so you must
stay. There. The whole knotty problem sliced through in one
clean blow.

Again, he tasted the secret despair
that had been building in him. It had never been a question of
whether he should stay or go. The question was now whether he was
capable of making himself leave. Life on the road seemed bleak,
indeed.

Liked. Past tense.

He finished his chocolate and went
inside. He could hear Peter’s voice—could probably have heard it
clearly in the basement, for Peter didn’t understand the concept of
volume moderation.

“Not a single damn thing. Nothing.
Nada. Do you know how unnatural that is, Sophie? Everyone’s
got something on record somewhere. You can’t go through this world
without leaving a paper trail.”

That was enough to get his attention.
Jack found himself sinking down to sit on the bottom steps of the
staircase, listening.

“Even the most law-abiding citizen has
filed police reports, bought stuff on credit, visited the doctor
and had blood tests. But not Martin. Not a goddamn thing.”

Her voice, strident with suppressed
fury. “I don’t believe you even went looking for anything. Martin
was right. You break the rules when it’s convenient for you—”

“You’re not listening!”

Silence.

“He’s not who he says he is, Sophie. I
want to know who he really is. Don’t you? Don’t you want to know
who you have in your bed?”

Again, the tense silence.

“I think you’d better leave,” Sophie
said, her voice tight.

“Is that how it is, huh?” Peter asked
quietly. “Fuck him and you’re his for life? I didn’t think you were
one of those women who turned totally stone-blind when they fell in
love.”

There was a resounding crack of flesh
on flesh and Jack knew she’d slapped him. He couldn’t help his
smile but at the same time his grip on the newel post tightened and
his body tensed and he realized that he was ready to dive in there
and rescue her, after all. Even if she did resent it.

He repressed the urge and kept
sitting.

“Peter, it’s none of your business and
I’ve already told you once to back off and stay out of my life. How
many different ways do I have to say it?”

“I’m just concerned, that’s all.”

“Bullshit—”

The phone rang. It was right next to
Jack where he sat on the stairs. He nearly levitated off the step,
so startled was he. Sophie hurried into the hall and didn’t seem
surprised to see him there. She picked up the phone.

“Hello.”

She listened and Jack felt his guts
drop as he realized her face was turning white. She looked at him,
her eyes wide. Then, speaking with remote calmness, she said into
the phone, “Yes, Isobel. I remember you.”

Jack caught her gaze and shook his
head, while he scrambled to assimilate the news.

The first thought that struck him was a
rail against fate. How did they find me and why now? Why now and
not five, ten, fifty years from now?

Sophie pointed to the lounge door, then
jerked her thumb toward the front door. That he understood only too
easily. Get Peter the hell out of here.

He rose to his feet and was cynically
amused to find his legs were shaky. He forced himself to a casual
walk and drifted into the lounge.

Peter was standing in the middle of the
room, hat in hand, an angry red mark across his cheek. His eye on
that side was watering. When he saw it was Jack, he smiled. It was
almost a sneer.

“Figured you’d be here somewhere.”

“Didn’t seem to stop you spilling your
thoughts, anyway.”

“Yeah and I figured you’d be listening
too.” He looked at Jack speculatively. “Don’t suppose you want to
put me out of my misery by telling me who you really are.”

“I’m Martin Stride. I have ID that can
prove it.”

“Fake, sure.”

“It’s as authentic as you can get,”
Jack assured him, for it was. It had been issued just as any other
ID gets issued. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me something? Did
you really set up that holdup just to win Sophie’s approval?”

It was a stab in the dark. The timing
of Peter’s arrival at the café and his odd reactions when he got
there hadn’t felt right and this had been one possible solution
Jack had thought of.

Bingo! Peter’s eyes widened just a
little, the lips nearly parted, enough to hint of a sagging jaw
behind them, before he caught himself and his face hardened. “I
don’t have to stand here and be insulted,” he said, putting on his
hat and zipping up the heavy winter coat that Jack would give his
eyeteeth to possess when he was out on the road. Judging by the
look in Peter’s eyes, though, he knew he had given himself
away.

He left without another word, just as
Sophie was coming back into the room. “Bye, Peter,” she said, as if
he was in the habit of popping in and out and would be back soon.
She didn’t even turn to watch him leave.

Her expression was dazed as she looked
at him. “Isobel!” she said.

“Did you tell her I was here?”

“No. But Jack, she knows you’re in the
area. I don’t know how. She didn’t explain it just then. She’s
calling back in ten minutes. She said she had to get to another
phone.”

That sent a small wave of relief
through him and he sank to the chair, letting his hands dangle
across his knees.

“What?” Sophie asked.

“She’s worried about a trace. That
makes it more likely she’s on my side.”

“Yes but how did she find you?” Sophie
demanded. “Ohmigod!”

He looked up, his head jerked up by the
dismay in her voice. She was looking over his shoulder, higher, at
the shelves in the corner. He twisted around, bouncing to his feet,
expecting…something.

There was nothing there.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded.

She was moving toward the shelves,
frowning, reaching up. On the second-most top shelf was a white
cardboard box and Sophie pointed to it. “Peter opened that
box.”

He shook his head. “So? What if he
did?”

“Jack, it had your gun in it. I didn’t
put it away the other night. I forgot. Then I put it up high out of
the kids’ reach when I found it on the coffee table the next
morning. I didn’t have time for anything else. Then I forgot it was
there.”

He reached for the box and it was a
stretch for him but he got it without the clambering Sophie would
have needed to do to reach it. He lifted it and was reassured when
he felt the weight of it. “It’s still in there,” he told her and
opened the lid to assure himself it was. He put the lid on and
returned it to the shelf.

“See, the lid is the other way around,”
Sophie said, her voice without substance. “I tore the corner of the
lid getting it up there and when I walked in just now, the tear was
facing the wall, not face out like it was when I did it. Now it’s
face out again.”

Peter had been alone in the room for
several minutes at least twice. He could have spied the box,
reached for it and inspected it, then put it back all before anyone
came back into the room. To what end, though?

The serial number.

A cold chill went through him. The
serial number would lead Peter right back to him. To Jack. Not
Martin.

Sophie saw the fear cross his features
and grabbed his wrist. “Jack, talk to me.”

“The serial number,” he said, his voice
remote. “If he took the serial number he’ll trace it. It’s my gun,
Sophie. Jack Laubreaux. Not Martin Stride. He’ll get the name and
if he traces the name, someone will hear about it. They’ll hear and
they’ll come running.”

He looked at her, his expression
pinched. Bleak. “I think the flare just went up.”

It took a second for her to understand
the analogy. “You can’t leave just because you suspect Peter might
have taken the number. Jack, for heaven’s sake, Isobel might be
able to help. She might be able to do something. She’s in a
position where she could do those checks and not tip people off.
You know who she is now, don’t you?”

From his remote expression, it looked
like his thoughts were miles away. He wasn’t listening to her. “No,
who is she?” he asked.

“She’s the governor of Indiana.”

That seemed to register in his mind. He
focused on her again. “Governor?”

“Yes. Governor. Don’t you think that
puts her in a position to help us? Couldn’t this be the break you
were talking about?”

“What I want to know is how she got
your number.”

“I’m in the phone book.”

“How did she know which phone book to
look in?” he demanded.

“Does it matter? I’m out there, a
publicly recorded name, address and phone number. You could
probably spit up that information on me somewhere on the internet
in thirty seconds.”

He shook his head a little. “It’s
getting crowded and busy around here. I don’t like it.”

“She’s phoning back,” Sophie
warned.

“You can’t tell her I’m here,” Jack
said quickly.

“Jack…” She held out her hand. “Don’t
discount a possible means of help just because you’re feeling
claustrophobic. You’re letting your paranoia drive you.”

His glance was direct. “It’s the only
way to stay alive.”

The need to stomp her foot was almost
overwhelming. She clenched her fists instead. “Jack, for one
moment, just one moment, stop letting your instincts take charge.
Please. Just think about it. Logically.”

He took a deep breath and let it out.
Slowly, he sat down again. “There’s too many unknowns,” he said
quietly.

“True but this is something new that’s
happened. It’s a development. Surely it’s worth the risk to follow
it and see where it leads? It might be a way out of this.”

The front door banged open again, with
the little breeze of cold air that always accompanied it wafting
into the room.

“Mom!”

“Here, Morgan!” she called, wishing
she’d got just one more minute to convince Jack. Instead she felt a
tiny flutter of panic in her. Time was running out and she was
being forced into decisions and situations where she didn’t have a
chance to choose or shape to her requirements, or to even argue
that she didn’t want to participate at all.

Morgan came in, his cheeks glowing with
the cold and his eyes sparkling. He had candy stains on his chin
and cheeks and a grubby paper sack of candy in his hand. “It was a
great party! You should have seen all the presents Matthew got! A
whole Lego Star Wars set!” He hugged her and saw Jack on the other
side of the room and bounced over. “Martin! Look at what I made!”
He pulled something red out of his pocket and spread it on Jack’s
knee, as Jack smiled a little, mustering enthusiasm.

It was a Christmas stocking, cut out of
red felt. “See—I glued it together with hot glue. They gave us
glitter glue to write our names on but I’ve already got a stocking,
so look.” He pointed.

In wobbling, drunken letters, Morgan
had written “Martin” across the white portion at the top of the
stocking. He looked up at Jack, waiting for his approval.

Sophie put her hand over her mouth,
holding herself. The little gesture, the implications behind it,
was heartbreaking.

Jack tried a smile and made it. “It’s
great, Morgan,” he said.

“Gotta pin it up, too,” Morgan
insisted, whipping it away and scrambling around the coffee table
to the mantelpiece, where the rest of the family stockings already
hung. Morgan took a pin from the bowl on the mantle that Sophie was
using to pin up cards as they arrived in the mail and tried to
drive it into the wood.

Sophie got up and helped him push the
pin home, then gave him a hug. “There’s juice in the fridge, if you
want it.”

“Yeah, ’cause the candy makes my throat
dry and I ate lots of chips too.” He rushed into the kitchen.

She went over to the chair where Jack
sat like a stone. He looked shell-shocked. She crouched and picked
up his hand. It was cold.

“It’s not just me you’ll be leaving,
you see,” she whispered.

He closed his eyes.

The phone rang.

Stiffly, Sophie got to her feet and
went and answered it.

“Sophie, it’s Isobel again.” She
sounded hurried.

Sophie turned and saw Jack had followed
her out.

“Hello, Isobel.”

“I can’t stay on the phone long, so
let’s make this quick.”

“How did you get my number?” Sophie
asked.

“Excuse me?”

“How did you get my number?”

“Hell, I told my secretary to find it.
I don’t know…there’s probably a CD or a website out there somewhere
with the information on it.”

“How did you know which state to look
in?”

Isobel’s voice was very gentle.
“Sophie, I’ve known where you are since you walked out of Sinai. I
knew you had married and moved to that little place in Montana the
month you moved.”

“Why would you keep tabs on me that
way?”

“Jack would have wanted me to. I
thought, if ever you were in trouble, bad trouble, I could maybe
help. He’d have wanted it.”

“You told me he’d died.”

“I had too, Sophie. As far as you were
concerned, he may as well have been dead. You would never have seen
him again under normal circumstances. I’m sorry if that sounds
harsh but it was a kindness in disguise. You’ll probably never
believe me but it was.”

“How do you know Jack is in the
area?”

Isobel sighed. “I can’t give you a lot
of detail, except that there were certain records—police records,
credit checks, that sort of thing—I’ve had passive watches on them
for years now. If ever anyone searched certain names, I’d get to
hear about it. Five days ago, someone in your area did a search on
one of those names.”

“And that tells you Jack is in the
area?”

She could hear the hesitation in
Isobel’s voice. “Jack had another identity, Sophie. He went through
witness protection. I can’t give you details, so don’t ask me. He
was relocated and given a new name but they had found him. He ran.
He’s been running nine years now. A few days ago someone in your
area ran a check on his other name. They must have had contact with
him.”

“What have I got to do with that?”

She could hear Isobel’s impatience, her
fear, crackling through her words. “Look, I’ll have to go very soon
here. I don’t want to stay on much longer. Sophie, if I could put a
watch on those records so could someone else. They could be moving
into the area as we speak, looking for Jack. If he’s there, they’ll
find him. They’re relentless. They won’t give up. If you’ve seen
him, if you do see him, if by some miracle he finds you, you have
to warn him.”

There was the sound of conversation
behind her, a door closing. She had a hand over the mouthpiece for
the talk was muffled. Then it cleared.

“Just a second, Mike.” Her voice came
more directly into the phone. “I have to go,” she said quickly, her
voice very low. “Sophie, tell him I can help. I can bring him
in.”

The phone disconnected with a
click.


Chapter Eighteen

Peter hung up the phone and looked at
the name he’d written on the legal pad in front of him.

Jack Laubreaux. Chicago.

The name, without any searching at all,
told him many things. The gun wasn’t registered in Sophie’s name. A
minor issue. But if it wasn’t in Sophie’s name, then he would have
expected a gun in her house to be in her ex-husband’s name. Given
the current circumstances, he’d fully expected Martin Stride’s name
to come up. Maybe even Jinni’s.

But what he got was Jack.
Jack.

That was what Sophie had called him in
the car park at Beany’s.

Peter frowned, pulling up the memory.
She’d called him Jack and he’d spoken over the top of her,
introducing himself as Martin. Later, when he’d asked her about it,
Sophie had told him Jack was dead. Someone she’d known a long time
ago that Martin looked like.

It hung together very nicely.

It might even be true. The Walther he’d
taken the serial number from had been sitting in that box for maybe
years. It had shown no signs of maintenance or oil and there had
been no bullets with it.

But she had called him Jack and Peter
was now convinced that Martin was an assumed name. So, he pulled
the keyboard of his computer over to him and called up the same
national database he had plugged into a week ago. This time he
tapped in Jack Laubreaux and hit enter.

The answer came back to him so fast it
caught him by surprise, for he had been intending to go get himself
a coffee and had half-lifted himself out of the chair.

He scrolled down the return screen.
There were over three hundred and fifty entries.

Chicago, Freeport Illinois, Greenfield
Wisconsin, Colorado. Well, he’d already known the guy got about.
Then there were the entries listed under other names—the database
would spit up anything that had the name he was searching anywhere
in it at all, so some of the entry titles looked like they were
misfires. But Jack Laubreaux wasn’t a common name at all, so Peter
knew there would be a very good chance all the weird entries were
legitimate.

He kept scrolling down, reading
entries, getting an overview of the life of Jack Laubreaux. They
were in chronological order so the progression following his life
as it happened. The last entry was dated over ten years ago. Then
nothing.

Peter sat back, staring at the last
entries on the screen, thinking that one over. Just reading through
the list gave him facts. Laubreaux had been a cop. Only cops or
career-criminals tended to build so many entries so quickly. Some
of the entries in there had document codes that Peter recognized.
Police reports. They didn’t have “Laubreaux” as the subject. He had
done the reporting, then.

Then abruptly, ten years ago,
silence.

A few entries from the bottom was a
name that tickled Peter’s memory. Patrick Callahan. A court
case.

He opened the entry and had read only a
few lines when understanding blazed in his mind.

All this time Sophie had known.

Which begot another question; if this
Laubreaux had operated out of Chicago and Sophie was a west coast
girl, how did she know him?

Who was Sophie, then?

He stood up. Time to go get that
coffee. He’d be here a while.

* * * * *

It was just after nine p.m.

While Sophie was upstairs tucking the
kids into bed, Jack stood at the bay window, staring out at the
night, his mind bouncing around with the aimless frenetic energy of
a lion locked in its cage. It wasn’t constructive thinking. It
wasn’t really thinking. It was a silent litany of facts and fears
that were adding up to a conclusion he didn’t want to face. Time
had run out.

If he was honest, he was looking out
the window to see if there were any cars he didn’t recognize parked
on the street or cruising slowly by. That, right there, was a
frightening thought. He’d been here long enough to know what cars
were local and what weren’t.

It was Jinni’s night off, but even she
knew something was up. After dinner, she’d come through from her
downstairs bedroom into the lounge, dressed for her evening out,
her long coat over her arm. He’d been standing by the mantelshelf,
unable to sit down. She’d come straight up to him. “Should I stay
here tonight?” She kept her voice low, beneath the volume of the
television.

It had caught him off-guard and he
kicked himself a little. Their everything-is-normal act during
dinner had sold Georgia and Morgan but not Jinni. He glanced at
Sophie, sitting on the sofa between the two of them and pretending
she was watching the movie. She saw his glance but stayed silent
and he understood that. Her children were the priority right
now.

Jinni simply stood waiting for his
answer, the stoical patience forcing him to give it.

“You don’t have to stay here.”

“Then you won’t be leaving until I get
back?” she asked.

That made him jump.

“There’s trouble, isn’t there?” she
asked softly.

“Yes.” He gave the answer reluctantly.
How many more people would he have to drag into this before he
could disengage and leave them in peace?

“Then I stay,” Jinni answered.

“No,” he said, quickly. “Nothing will
happen tonight. If I leave quickly enough, nothing will happen at
all.” I hope, he added silently.

For that was another of the new
unsettling thoughts chasing around in his mind as he stood looking
out the window. Until now, simply leaving town had been enough to
leave a cold trail and keep those he left behind uninvolved in his
affairs. He could no longer say with any certainty that his leaving
would work that way, now.

All the while, he could feel a cold,
dark shadow reaching out from the east, racing across the country,
coming for him. The need to run was almost overwhelming.

Sophie came back into the lounge. She
looked tired. He held out his arm and she came over to him
willingly, sliding her arms around him and resting her head against
his chest.

“I’m scared, Jack,” she said
quietly.

“I know.”

“If I only knew what to do,” she said.
“This is all so totally outside my experience—most people’s
experience. I know what I’d like to do but don’t know how to do
it.” She stood straight, looking up at him. “I’m so angry with
these people, this Silent Knight, for what they’ve done to your
life. For what they’re putting you through right now. You’ve only
ever done what you felt was right and good and you’ve paid for
those decisions in ways I can’t even begin to imagine. You’re still
paying for them.”

Sophie is paying for it, too, but she
doesn’t see that.

“At least I can sleep at night, knowing
why I did it,” he said gently.

“How the hell do you sleep at night
knowing someone wants you dead?” she flared. Then she pursed her
lips tightly together and held up her hands. Control. Always,
control. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I don’t know how to beat
them, playing it their way. But if you pointed to a lever and told
me that if I pulled the damn thing, it would blow up everyone who
is looking for you, I’d dislocate my wrist yanking the lever.”

He smiled a little. “It seems to me
that you did a pretty good job playing by their rules, eight years
ago.”

She frowned a little. “Was I playing by
their rules? I was just doing what had to be done.”

“Exactly. That’s all you can do when
you haven’t got the controls.” He pushed her hair back, the thick
lock that always curled around her throat. “You saved my life that
day and I never did thank you for it.”

“Was it worth it, Jack?” she asked
softly.

“It put Callahan behind bars. It gave
me these last few weeks. It was worth it.”

She considered that for a long time.
“Okay,” she said at last. “If that’s the price, then okay.”

She had accepted what was coming and
was braced and prepared for whatever the outcome might be. Seeing
her acceptance brought him to a point of calmness. The churning in
his mind ceased, the dilemma he had been facing now became simply a
set of possible alternatives. One way or the other. Time would give
him an answer.

“I’m glad it was you on the ledge that
day,” he told her. He tried a smile and found it came easily.

She pushed his shoulder a little.
Playfully. “Don’t talk about me in the past tense. It’s not over
yet.”

The phone rang. They both stood for a
second, looking at each other. He could read her mind almost
perfectly. Was this it?

She hurried to answer the phone before
it woke the children and he followed her out into the hall.

“Isobel,” she acknowledged and
listened. “They were searching Jack’s name?” She looked at him, her
eyes wide. “You were watching Jack’s records too?” she said into
the phone.

The balance, the calm he’d found, let
him reach out to take the phone from her. Sophie bit her lip and
let him take it.

“Isobel, it’s Jack.”

The silence was profound.

“Oh god, Jack, I wasn’t sure but I
hoped….” Again, the silence. She would be sliding into professional
role now, embarrassed by the display of emotion. “She plays a good
game,” Isobel went on. “She didn’t give away anything.”

“I know. The search on my name, Isobel.
I know who’s searching. That isn’t the concern. It’s who it tips
off that has me worried.”

“Then nothing’s changed except they’ve
got an area to work in.”

“No. It’s all changed. Sophie’s part of
it now.”

“If that is true, then what on earth
were you thinking when you went and found her again? You had to
know it would get her involved.”

He considered and discarded a dozen
answers and settled for the truth. “Too late. It was too late, even
in Boulder, Izz.”

Isobel wouldn’t understand it, not in
her bones but it was a fact she could grip and deal with. “Okay,”
she said matter-of-factly. “Then let me bring you in.”

“And go through witness protection
again? It’s let me down once. The system hasn’t got a leak, Izz. A
whole pipeline of information has been tapped into and diverted to
the wrong people. I won’t come in until I know that pipe has been
shut down.”

“Then what, Jack? What’s next?”

He frowned. “Do you have any idea at
all who else is watching my records? How did you do it?”

She gave a little laugh. “A sweet young
boy who was caught hacking into the system. I let him off the hook
and he wrote me a subroutine that sits passively in the national
database until certain keywords trigger it. It sends out a signal
every time it’s activated. Up until five days ago, it hadn’t
twitched.”

“I see you’re still trading favours and
bending the legal system to suit yourself,” Jack said dryly.

“It beats the hell out of rubber and
whips, let me tell you,” she shot back. “But I don’t know how
Silent Knight would be—”

Jack didn’t hear the rest. There was a
dull roaring in his ears and his heart seemed to seize. He reached
out for the base of the phone, fumbling, until he dropped the phone
back onto it. His breath was short.

“Jack, what on earth…” Sophie
began.

It was all shifting. Moving. Everything
he knew had to be reconsidered. He walked back into the lounge, his
legs feeling like stiff tin man stilts. He dropped onto the sofa
and held his head in his hands, trying to work it out.

“Jack.” She was next to him, fear big
in her eyes.

He sat back, drawing a deep breath,
trying to calm his heart.

“Jack,” she said again. “What is it?
Tell me.”

He gave a laugh. “I don’t know where to
start. This changes everything. How about I just tell you my life
all over again?”

“What changes everything?”

He gripped her hand where it lay along
the back of the sofa and realized that he was shaking.

“When I moved to Chicago, it took me a
while to get close to Callahan. Remember?”

“Yes.”

“There was one thing that changed it.
One night. I was just a driver in the organization—fringe stuff,
nothing useful. I hadn’t even met Patrick Callahan. I was bringing
some of the boys back to the warehouse after a meeting downtown.
They’d all gone home and I was leaving and I took a call on the
shipping manager’s phone. It was Michael Callahan, Patrick’s son.
He was barely eighteen, then. He’d been steadily ringing around the
building, looking for someone, anyone. His father was out of reach.
I could tell by his voice he was in serious trouble. So I calmed
him down, told him I’d help. He gave me an address.”

Jack shook his head. “It was down on
the Southside, really sleazy, not a place you’d expect to find a
privileged kid like Michael Callahan. He was in a woman’s
apartment. She’d picked him up in a bar and brought him home. Their
entertainment must have been too much for her. She was lying on the
bed, dead. There was a leather cord around her throat and she was
wearing a bizarre rubber suit, cut away in all the interesting
places. Michael had been throttling her as they, um.” He stopped,
suddenly aware of just how alien this might sound to Sophie.

She was a little pale but nodding.
“It’s not something I’ll ever understand but I know it
happens.”

“Anyway, he’d held on too long, or
maybe she just wasn’t healthy enough for that sort of stuff and her
heart gave out. She was a part-time hooker when she wasn’t ripped
on smack and she’d pretty much been on the streets since she was
ten. Malnutrition was the least of her health concerns. I found out
all this later.” He ran a hand through his hair, feeling the
edginess of that night, the adrenaline overdrive it had imparted
rushing through him all over again.

“Why did Michael call for help?” Sophie
asked. “Couldn’t he have taken care of it?”

“He was chained to the wall, too far
away from the keys that undid the padlock on the leather collar
around his neck. He’d managed to hook the heel of his boot around
the cord of the bedroom phone and drag it to him. He wasn’t part of
his dad’s business. He was just a kid. He had no idea how to clean
up the mess and get out of it without repercussions.”

“So you did it.”

“Yeah. Michael begged me not to tell
his father or anyone else in the organization, so I did it all
myself. The hooker was found ten blocks away the next day, wearing
her suit, so the police figured out for themselves what had
happened. I got Michael out of the apartment, cleaned up any
evidence—fingerprints, semen, blood—”

“Blood?”

“Bondage,” he answered. “She was a
dominatrix and Michael got his jollies from being in the submissive
role, being ordered to do anything, being whipped. The harder the
better.”

“Ugh,” Sophie breathed.

“Anyway, I got him home, took the car
back to the warehouse and never said a word to another soul. You’re
the first person I’ve ever told this to.”

“Why?” Sophie asked. “Why give him the
break? The whole family was into crime, you said.”

“Because he was a kid. Because I
screwed up when I was a kid and a cop who thought I had potential
gave me a second chance.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

“A few days after, I got called into
Patrick Callahan’s office. He introduced himself, said he had a job
that needed doing he thought I’d be perfect for. That was it. That
was the break. I worked right next to Callahan up until they pulled
him in. He never once mentioned Michael or that night.”

“But he knew,” Sophie said.

“Yeah, I think he did. I don’t know if
Michael told him or if he kept close tabs on his kids and found out
another way. He was a smart guy. Street smart. Maybe he heard about
the hooker, knew about Michael’s predilections and put it all
together that way.”

“You liked him,” Sophie said.

“Yeah, I did. He had a sense of honour,
a code of ethics, if you like, that he abided by regardless of the
cost and sometimes it cost him millions in lost deals. He played
fair as much as he could. The only thing wrong with him was the
game he was playing in.”

“Why are you telling me this now? What
has it to do with Isobel? Why did you hang up on her?”

Jack blew out his breath, feeling again
the disorienting shock. “I said something about currying favours to
her—”

“You said, ‘I see you’re still trading
favours and bending the legal system to suit yourself’, or
something like that.”

“Right. And her response was, ‘It beats
the hell out of rubber and whips’.”

Sophie put a finger to her lips,
suddenly thoughtful. Her eyes focused inward. He could see her mind
was turning it over, considering it. Her eyes suddenly widened and
her mouth opened. “Oh lord! Jack, oh my…” She licked her lips. “The
last time Isobel phoned. Not just now. She was interrupted. Someone
spoke to her just before she hung up. It was muffled but I heard
her say ‘Just a minute, Mike,’ and then she told me she had to
go.”

His heart was hurting, beating too
hard. “There’s lots of Michaels in the world,” he said.

“And her joke about rubber and whips
might just be a joke,” Sophie agreed. “But she didn’t strike me as
the sort to make jokes that way. She’s the type of person who uses
the truth for irony. New York cynicism—she had it in spades. Speak
the shocking truth in such a way that most people think you’re
joking.”

“And now she’s the governor of
Indiana.” He shook his head. “Except, if she is the Silent Knight,
then why did she let Callahan get nailed in court? Why let me get
to the trial?” He felt a little shiver of shock run through him.
“Even before that, in Colorado, she set me up. She sneaked us onto
that plane and she knew it was going to crash. She knew we were all
going to die. My god…”

“Us?” Sophie asked.

“I had two bodyguards. They were on
board with me.”

“She deliberately killed seven people
just to get to you? What sort of human being can contemplate
something like that?”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t make
sense. Yes, she’s in a position where she would have access to all
the information Silent Knight would need to get Callahan off the
hook every time the law got close but she was never associated with
him.”

“How did she end up being your lawyer?”
Sophie asked.

“Public defender appointment, although
there was a switch right at the beginning. The first lawyer
assigned to me was in a car accident…” He looked at Sophie.

“But Jack, if you’re right, then why
didn’t she kill you in the hospital? She had every chance.”

Jack felt his lips curl down. “She
doesn’t do her own dirty work.”

“Arranged something then. You were
helpless.”

He rubbed the spot between his brows
that was throbbing. “I think, I don’t know for sure but I think
that because I came through the crash, I was suddenly an asset to
her. If you look at how she has manipulated things over the years
you can see the pattern. Put two pieces on the board and let them
sort it out and use the winner to further her own purposes.
Besides, she was in Colorado and possibly couldn’t find the sort of
hired hand she needed.”

“If anything had happened to you there,
then they would have known it was her,” Sophie added. “But how were
you an asset?”

“I think,” Jack said, feeling his way
through the labyrinth pathways of Isobel’s actions over the years,
re-examining them, “I think she wanted to use me to bring Callahan
down. She had to try to kill me before. Callahan had ordered it.
But with that attempt failed and Callahan not aware that I’d lived
through it, she could produce me in court, have him put away and
take over his empire.”

“I feel a little sick,” Sophie
whispered.

“Ditto.” He stood up. “If it’s her, if
she is the Silent Knight, then she’s got a five-day start on me.
Christ! They could already be in town.”

“Where are you going?” Sophie
demanded.

He held out his hands, mystified by her
question. “To pack.”

“No.” She got to her feet. “You’re not
going anywhere.”

“Sophie…”

“No. This changes everything. You said
it yourself. This is not something you can run from anymore.”

“If we’re right, if it’s Isobel, then
she’s controlling the Callahan organization through Michael—” He
stopped, hearing himself. “That’s why she let Patrick swing. She
couldn’t control him but Michael, he was the willing slave.
Literally.”

“There has to be someone who will
consider this enough to investigate her. There has to be someone
you trust. If you’re right, if she’s the Silent Knight, then you
know who to avoid. Who do you know, Jack?”

“Dempsey,” he said immediately.

She frowned.

“The deputy DA who got me into this in
the first place,” Jack explained. “Except I have no idea where he
is now.”

“Probably in Chicago.”

“Oh, he’s probably still in the DA’s
office. He was a career man. But Sophie, I can’t just phone him and
get straight through like that, not even with my real name. There
are layers and levels that will filter me off, because I’ll have to
use the public gateways.”

“Public gateways?”

“The public switchboard, with
secretaries and assistants and highly paid clerks, who have the
power to decide if you get passed up or not. I’m not going to tell
them who I am and I can’t reach through the phone and make them do
it.”

“You could fly to Chicago.”

“No. That’s what she’ll expect me to do
and the airlines are a natural bottleneck. And I don’t have time,
Sophie. We’ve got hours, I think. That’s all. She’s been playing
with us via the phone, making sure we stay put.” He rubbed his
temple. “If I was on the job it would be different.”

“Why?” Sophie said sharply.

“I’d have access to the backdoors.”

She nodded. “I can arrange that,” she
told him.


Chapter Nineteen

Peter’s office window had a corner
view, so when the black Mustang pulled up outside the station just
after ten thirty, he was able to watch the occupants go through the
complicated process of getting out.

He knew it was Sophie. It was the only
black Mustang in town, one of the few things the deadbeat Ryerson
had left her. But because of the lateness of the night and the
opinion-twisting reading he had been doing, he was able to watch
her like one would watch a stranger.

She and Martin emerged first, muffled
to the noses, for the thermometer had been plunging all night and
it was probably close to ten or fifteen below zero out there. Then
they pulled their seats forward, reached into the back and emerged
with a child each, a bed quilt dropped over each of them. Then the
one-handed door slam and test of the lock. Peter had seen dozens of
families go through the same routine.

Families.

He sat back in his chair, considering
that, while they trudged up the station steps and pressed the
buzzer that alerted the on-duty officer that someone wanted to come
in. As he was the only one in the building, that would be him.

He stirred himself and went through to
the outer office and over to the counter where the door release
switch was located and let them in.

They came through the double glass
doors of the entryway. Sophie saw him. “Peter, I need to talk to
you. But first—” She looked around. “Can I use a couple of
desks?”

“Sure,” he said, curious.

They put each child on one of the desks
and tucked the quilts around them. There was a sleepy stirring and
murmur from one and by the golden hair emerging from the top of the
cocoon, he figured it was Georgia.

“Jinni’s out,” Sophie explained,
straightening up.

He leaned against his office doorframe
and crossed his arms. “How can I help you?” he asked.

She came over to him, pulling off her
gloves and hat, undoing the jacket. Martin was doing the same. She
indicated him. “Peter, I want you to meet Jack Laubreaux.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed a little and he
shot a glance at Sophie. Then he looked back at him, the direct
gaze a challenge. Daring him to make something of it.

“I know who you are,” Peter told
him.

“Yes, I know you do,” Sophie said. “I’m
putting it out on the table where we can all see it. I’m through
with secrets for tonight.”

My, my. This should be
interesting. “I’m listening,” he said.

“Jack needs to reach a district
attorney in Chicago. He needs to do it without running the gantlet
of flunkies and secretaries. And he needs to do it without going
through public telephone networks.”

Peter had just finished reading all the
law reports on the Callahan case and all the documents surrounding
Jack’s part in it. The name came easily. “You’re talking about
Lionel Dempsey, aren’t you?”

Her eyes narrowed a little. “You’ve
covered some ground,” she remarked.

Peter considered it, looked at Jack.
“You’ve got a challenge there,” he acknowledged. “I don’t envy
you.”

“You don’t have to envy him,” Sophie
said. “Because you’re going to phone Dempsey for him.”

The grin came by itself. He looked at
her, feeling the warm mirth in his chest. “I am, huh?” He glanced
at Jack, saw his speculative gaze on Sophie and realized that he
didn’t have anything to do with this. This was all Sophie’s
running.

Sophie was watching him, waiting for
his attention to return to her. “If you don’t, Peter, I’m going to
contact the mayor and tell him how you set that kid up to hold up
my store.”

A frisson of shock touched him. He
couldn’t help it. His gaze slid to Jack, who was closing up his own
unhinged jaw. Jack shook his head and Peter understood. He hadn’t
told her.

“Don’t look at Jack,” Sophie snapped.
“Jack has nothing to do with this. I haven’t told anyone about the
store thing and at the moment it’s just you and me. That’s the way
it’ll stay if you help me with this.”

He straightened up from the doorframe.
“Why the hell should I? So you get to ride off into the sunset with
the other guy?”

Her eyes were focused on him, pulling
him in. It was uncanny the way she was growing bigger in his mind.
He outweighed her by nearly a hundred pounds, stood over her an
extra twelve inches but she was holding her ground.

“Is that what you’re going to bring it
down to? Childish spite?”

He could feel his cheeks warming.

She held up a hand, motioning for him
to stop, before he’d even opened his mouth. “Look,” she said
quietly. “I know you’re not a bad guy, Peter. Not really. No one
makes chief without some sort of ability. But this thing with
me…it’s gotten away on you somehow. I can see how that might
happen. It’s twisted your vision and made you do things that you
probably wouldn’t do under normal circumstances. You probably know
yourself that it’s getting out of hand. I think you got scared over
the robbery thing. I think you know it’s gone too far.”

He stared into her eyes and could feel
the loosening in him, the relief, as she named the black thing that
had been gnawing at him these last few weeks, that in moments of
clarity he wished he could reverse some of the things he’d said and
done. But it was too much to expect him to acknowledge it.

“Don’t handle me,” he said. “You think
I don’t know when someone’s trying to manipulate me?”

“Dammit it, Peter, I’m giving you a
second chance, you thick, stupid idiot!”

There was a tiny sound from Jack. He
whipped his head around to look. Jack was studying her, admiration
plain on his face. He was even nodding a little. He looked at
Peter. “She means it,” he said simply.

Peter snorted. “Who the hell says I
need a second chance?”

“You do. In your heart, you know it.
I’m telling you that every stupid thing you’ve done the last few
weeks, all the unethical, tyrannical and downright illegal things
you’ve done will be forgotten. Wiped clean. They never happened and
I’ll swear that on my deathbed. You and I are the only ones who
know about most of it. And I will forget it happened.”

“And what about him?” Peter said,
pointing.

“He can speak for himself.”

Jack spread his hands. “Already
forgotten.”

“If I help you with this
DA.”

Sophie studied him for a long moment.
“No, it doesn’t depend on whether you help me or not. It comes
gratis. Just because I feel like giving you the break.
Whether you help me, or not, is entirely up to you. But I would
like it if you chose to help.”

He shook his head and sighed. “You give
me no choice, put that way. What do you want me to do?”

She turned to Jack. “What is the
backdoor you wanted to use?”

He looked around the office, searching.
“You’ve got a national law enforcement directory somewhere?”

Understanding blossomed. Peter nodded.
“I know what you want,” he said and went to get it.

Sophie found she could step back and
let Jack take over after that, for he and Peter started conversing
using terminology that she couldn’t follow. Even Jack sometimes
faltered and would question Peter on the definition before they’d
be at it again, hammering out a strategy.

Finally, Peter went to his desk and
pulled one of two phones closer to him. “It’s a direct line,” he
told them. “All the others are logged.”

Jack sat on the opposite side of the
desk, the directory open in front of him.

“You’re not going to get anyone at this
time of night in Chicago, anyway. It’s one in the morning there,”
Peter said, checking his watch.

“There’ll be night clerks. There always
are,” Jack assured him.

Peter sighed. “What’s the number,
then?” He punched in the number Jack gave him and listened. “Hi,
this is Peter Gallenson, police chief in Serenity Falls, Montana.
Yep, Montana. Sure.” Peter gave him the phone number to the
sheriff’s office and hung up.

He hung up and both he and Jack sat
back.

“What’s happening?” Sophie asked from
her post by the door, puzzled by their satisfaction over a call
that went nowhere.

“They’ll go and verify Peter is who he
says he is and that the phone number he gave them is legitimate.
Then they’ll phone back,” Jack said.

“And that’s going to happen every
time?”

“Unless we start talking to people in
the DA’s office,” Jack said. “Then it gets a bit more complicated,
because they don’t follow security procedures this way.”

“This is what you meant by it being
easier if you’re on the job?”

He nodded and went back to waiting.
Sophie checked on Morgan and Georgia but they were deeply asleep.
The phone rang while she was out there and she hurried back to
Peter’s office to hear him saying, “Home phone for the District
Attorney. I have to reach him tonight. Yes, Lionel Dempsey.”

There was another long wait, with Peter
listening. “I’ll take her number then. Sure.” He scribbled on the
pad in front of him. “Thanks.” And hung up.

“Who could they give you?” Jack
asked.

He looked at the pad. “Francine Holin.
She’s an ADA that’s down there a lot.” He picked up the phone again
and shot Jack a sour look. “We’re going to be waking a lot of
people up tonight.” He started dialling.

“It’s better that way. They’ll be
sleepy and off their guard and we don’t have to work past the
baffles to get to them.”

It took six more phone calls, including
two to the same person, because the first referral they tried
wasn’t answered. Most of the phone calls were met with sleepy
disbelief, rapidly changing to hostility, to reluctant cooperation
when Peter explained who he was. The last call was to an assistant
district attorney that Jack knew.

Peter sat listening in silence for a
few minutes. Then he stabbed the mute button and held the phone
away from his ear and looked at Jack. “We could be here all night
with this guy and he won’t run out of breath and he won’t give us
Dempsey’s phone number, even though he knows it.”

“That’s Eddie Smith for you,” Jack
said.

“Do you trust this guy? Is he on the
right side?”

Jack hesitated. “Yes.”

“Right.” Peter jabbed at the mute
button again and listened for a minute longer. “Just lemme get a
word in here for a second, Mr. Smith and we can finish this off and
you can go back to sleep. Does the name Jack Laubreaux mean
anything to you?” He nodded as he listened. “Okay, that’s the
reason I have to speak to Dempsey. Tonight. Yes.” He started
scribbling. “Thank you.”

He hung up and sat back, grinning.

“You got it,” Jack said.

“Smith figured it was just a phone
call. If I was a crank, Dempsey would be pissed at being woken but
that was all the harm I could do.”

Jack gave a big gusty sigh and reached
for the phone. Peter pushed it over a little but held on to it.
“Put it on loud speaker,” he said.

“He won’t talk if he thinks someone
besides me is listening.”

“You can use the handset. The loud
speaker is one way. He won’t know you’re using it.” Peter tipped
his head to one side. “You and I, we’re never going to like each
other but we’re both on the job and I can help. Two heads are
better than one. I should listen to what he has to say.”

Jack nodded and Peter let the phone go.
He skidded the pad across the desk and leaned back in his tilting
chair.

Jack dialled and turned on the loud
speaker. The phone rang a few times, then the answering machine
kicked in. He hung up and dialled again. “Heavy sleeper,” he
commented.

This time the phone rang about four
times and was picked up. There was heavy fumbling, then a sleepy,
cranky, “Hello?”

“Lionel, I need you to wake up and
listen. Do you recognize this voice? Does it sound familiar?”

“What the hell… Do you know what time
it is?”

“It’s about three a.m., Chicago time,”
Jack answered. “I don’t want to give you my name unless I have to.
Do you remember my voice?”

“It sounds familiar. Where did you get
my number?”

“Eddie Smith.”

“You woke him too?”

“I’ve woken a few people
tonight—there’ll be speculation tomorrow in the office but they
weren’t told it was me, except Eddie—and I trust him enough to keep
his mouth shut about that.”

“Yes, I believe I know who you are,
now. You’re dead.”

“That’s right.”

“French Canuck bastard.” There was no
insult in the tone, just a statement of fact.

“Yes.”

“Prove it.”

She could see Jack’s eyes close as he
thought it through.

“You’ve got a big red Irish Setter
called Einstein. Dumbest dog that ever lived, would trip over its
own tongue running to greet you.”

Dempsey was cautious. “And…”

“She almost knocked me out one day. I
was playing catch with your kids out the back and she decided she
wanted the ball. Took my feet right out from under me. Took me five
minutes to get my breath back and she just sat there licking my
face. You were laughing so hard you spilled beer all over your
pants.”

“Okay, you’re who you say you are.
You’re in trouble, right?”

“Yes.”

“Bad?”

“Very bad.”

“Tell me.”

“I know who Silent Knight is.”

The silence was thick this time. Sophie
thought she could hear Dempsey’s mind whirling.

“Who?” he said at last.

“Isobel Van Allen.”

“What? Are you crazy?” the speaker
squawked.

Even Peter sat up in a hurry, surprise
skittering across his face.

“Izzy is the goddamn governor of the
State of Indiana!” Dempsey protested. “She’s one of the most active
anti-crime politicians out there, in either camp. Jack, you’re
nuts!”

“You know I’m not. Besides, you hate
her guts, so don’t give me any of that noblesse oblige shit.
Will you hear me out?”

“Not on this phone. I have another line
out in the cabana.”

“By the pool, where your daughter lived
for a year?”

“Yes. That’s the one. It’ll take me a
few minutes. I want to pour myself a stiff drink on the way out
there. Give me a number.”

Jack reeled off the number and hung up.
He pushed a hand through his hair. The hand was shaking. Sophie
went and stood behind him and rested her hands on his shoulders. He
gripped one of them tightly.

Peter was watching him. “He’s right.
You’re fucking nuts if you think Van Allen is…what, after you?”

“She and the entire Callahan operation,
which she controls,” Jack said calmly.

“Out of your tree,” Peter muttered.

“Then you’d better listen to the next
call too,” Jack said.

“I’d turn down first row tickets at the
super bowl for this. I’m not going anywhere.”

* * * * *

It took ten minutes for Dempsey to
phone back. “You’re a long way from home,” he said when Jack picked
up.

“I’ve been farther.”

“And you’ve made interesting
friends.”

“You looked up the number.”

“Of course.”

“Good.”

“Okay. I’m listening. This had better
be worth freezing my ass off, I warn you.”

“You’ll have forgotten the cold when
we’re finished,” Jack promised. He began with a summary of his last
seven years, starting with the hit man in Miami. Then he gave
Dempsey the details of the last few weeks. Dempsey asked few
questions on the way through. He would have known more to start
with.

Sophie had heard it only an hour or so
ago and found she was watching Peter for his reactions to the
unfolding story. He was following it carefully. When Jack came to
the part where the trace on his assumed name had tipped off Isobel,
Peter blinked. He reached for the bottom drawer of his desk and
pulled out a half-pint flask of Jim Beam, cracked the seal on it
and drank a good mouthful.

“It’s a good assumption that if anyone
was going to put a watch on my records, it would be the Silent
Knight and who should pop out of the woodwork when the alarm is
tripped but Isobel?” Jack finished.

“And that was five days ago?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t take off again?”

Sophie felt him squeeze her hand.
“There are complications. I can’t run. Not this time.”

“So, it’s turn around and bite
back?”

“I know who I’m fighting now, sir,”
Jack said.

“You haven’t offered me one shred of
proof, yet.”

“But you know I’m right.”

“I can’t investigate a governor based
on gut instinct,” Dempsey pointed out.

“But you’re going to, anyway,” Jack
said, sounding totally confident.

“Damn your eyes, yes. A little private
poking until I have something concrete to go on. It’ll be
difficult, as she’s not in Illinois but…oh hell. Let me tell you
something about Eddie Smith whom you woke earlier tonight. There
were always murmurs about Isobel—you couldn’t even call them
rumours or gossip because it wasn’t more than hints. But Eddie knew
something. Now, I don’t know if she made a pass at him, or if she
turned him down, or how it even works with those sort of people but
Eddie never liked her and never trusted her. He flatly refused to
work a case with her in second chair.

“I asked him what he had against her
and he wouldn’t say but five minutes later we were talking when she
walked by and he muttered something about a castrating bitch with a
whip. I laughed at the time. Everyone knew Isobel could be
intimidating and intimidating woman tend to be denigrated by those
they step on. But Eddie just shook his head and went back to work.
It wasn’t until much later that I remembered Eddie had never worked
with her. Not directly, not even in committee.” His sigh came
through the speaker clearly. “So here I sit on a pink princess
chair that’s too narrow for my middle-age spread, considering
taking on the governor of Indiana.”

“Check your records on Callahan first.
See if Michael’s sexual preferences were ever put on record. And be
careful,” Jack said. “She’s got information sources you wouldn’t
believe. If she rigged an alarm system on the national database,
you can trust that she’ll have alarms on other vital systems, like
the computer networks at the office. You hit the wrong button,
she’ll know you’re on her trail.”

“I can take care of myself. I’m more
worried about you, my boy. I can’t bring you in yet.”

“I know. I’ll just have to duck and
dodge until you do. Just don’t make it too long.”

“I won’t. I’m going to hang up now. Is
there a way to contact you?”

Jack looked at Peter, who nodded.

“Use this number,” Jack said. “Speak
only to Peter Gallenson.”

“He’s the chief there, right?”

“Yes.”

“Merry Christmas, Jack.” Dempsey hung
up.

“So it is,” Jack said, sounding
surprised.


Chapter Twenty

“Jack, get in here!”

Sophie’s scream had him running before
his brain had processed the message. It wasn’t until he hit the
door into the lounge that he realized she’d used his real name.

Oh well, no help for it now.

She was standing in front of the TV,
her big eyes filled with tears. She silently pointed.

Jack turned.

Images of ambulances, police cars,
yards of yellow barrier tape. At the top of the screen, a familiar
skyline he’d seen hundreds of times.

Chicago.

“...had been Assistant District
Attorney for ten years, running some of the most high profile cases
seen this century. He was the lead attorney on the Patrick Callahan
trial, which put one of Chicago’s most notorious modern-day crime
bosses behind bars. Building on that success, he ran for public
office, trading in his assistant title for the hot seat. He won the
race for District Attorney in 1998 and had served continuously
until his death. Lionel Dempsey leaves behind a widow and three
adult children. Police at this time have no leads.”

The images were replaced by the studio
anchors, smiling and assuring their audience they’d be back after
this quick message, while snow and static buzzed the picture.

“What happened?” he asked.

“They said it was a drive-by shooting,”
Sophie said. Her voice was strained. “Jack, that’s just like
Miami.”

He saw that Morgan and Georgia were
watching them both, puzzled and a little afraid. Sophie’s terror
was communicating itself. He had to put a stop to that. Now.

He got up and kissed her. “It’s fine.
Don’t worry.” The words were for the two children at her feet, for
he knew Sophie would never stop worrying. “I’ll take care of
it.”

He went out to the hall, picked up the
telephone and dialled a number he had looked up and memorized just
yesterday. The phone at the other end rang only once before being
answered.

“I want to speak to Isobel Van Allen,”
he said.

“Ms. Van Allen is in a meeting and
can’t be disturbed. Who is this please?”

“My name is Jack Laubreaux. She’ll talk
to me.”

“One moment please.”

He was put on hold but because it was a
residential phone, the hold didn’t run to elevator music. It was
just a dead silence.

Sophie had followed him out and stood
watching him. He wondered if she was aware that she was wringing
her hands.

“Jack.” Isobel’s voice. “You’re being a
bit casual, aren’t you?”

“You killed him, Isobel. I want you to
know that I know and I know you’re coming after me next.”

“Jack, what on earth…”

“Just shut up and listen. I won’t be
here when you get here. I’m leaving. If you find me on the road
somewhere, then fine. We’ll play it out there. But I won’t be
here.”

Silence.

“Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

There was a wealth of information in
that single word. Most importantly, it confirmed everything he’d
learned in the last two days. He was aware of the relief trickling
through him even as his hand gripped the phone in fury.

“Seven people on the plane and now
Dempsey. I sure hope you sleep at night, Isobel, because you’re not
going to sleep where you’re going when you die.”

“The body count stops when you die,
Jack. You might consider that before you start running again.” Her
voice was cool, impersonal.

“I’ll be gone from here in an hour. You
consider this, Isobel. While I’m out running, you don’t know where
I am. I could rock up on your doorstep one night and take you out,
now I know who you are. You’re a public figure. I can always find
you. After today, you won’t find me again.”

* * * * *

Isobel put the phone down slowly,
thoughtfully.

“He threatened?” Michael asked from the
depth of his comfortable wing chair.

“He’s scared,” she said. “He informs me
he’s hitting the road again.”

Michael smiled. “Trying to take the
heat off his woman.”

She considered this. “It changes
nothing. But you should go tonight. Catch him before he gets too
far. Are you all set?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t forget your long underwear. It’s
cold out there.”

“I won’t be there long enough to
care.”

* * * * *

Sophie caught at his arm as he hung up.
“You’re really leaving?” she asked, her heart thundering in her
chest.

“I want her to think that.”

“Will it work?”

“I don’t know.” His expression was
distant, his thoughts were far away.

“Jack, please, I’m scared. Tell me what
you’re thinking.”

She watched him pull out of himself,
focus on her. “I’m thinking that tonight we have to play it normal.
Cool. You’ve got two little ones to think of. It’s Christmas
Day—don’t ruin it for them.”

“Okay.” She could feel the calm seep
in, coaxed back by his common sense answer. “Normal. I can do
normal.”

He smiled a little. “I was cutting cake
when we were interrupted, right?” He took her hand and led her out
to the kitchen. “Why don’t we turn the TV off and stay in the
kitchen for the rest of the night? All of us.”

She let him shepherd her into the
kitchen, knowing he was taking charge, taking control, because he’d
seen hers slip. She was ashamed of herself and spent the next few
hours being as calm and normal and as spirited as she could be.

But when the children were finally in
bed and asleep, clutching their new toys, she felt utterly drained.
She trod lead-footed, back to the den.

He was at the window again. She
wondered if he was aware of how much time he spent staring out that
window. She went to him and put her arms around him and listened to
his heartbeat against her cheek.

“I have something for you,” he said and
drew her to the sofa.

“Another present?”

“A long overdue one,” he told her and
reached into his shirt pocket. “This is something I should have had
on me the day I stepped on that plane. Did I ever tell you I
watched you get on that plane and for one long moment wished I
moved in your of world so I could get to know you?”

She found herself smiling a little.
“We’ve come a long way from there, haven’t we?”

He uncurled his hand. A ring sat on it,
looking bereft and ordinary without a velvet box or wrapping. It
was a pretty ring, with three small emeralds clustered
together.

“Green to match your eyes,” Jack said.
“And there’s no box, because as far as I’m concerned, this ring is
at least ten years old and the box would have been thrown away long
ago.” He picked up her right hand and slid the ring on her third
finger. “I can’t ask, Sophie. I would do anything to change that
but life is what it is. So wear it, knowing that if I could have
asked, I would have put this on your other hand in Colorado, ten
years ago.”

Her throat was hurting, so tight and
closed down as it was. “I wish you had asked,” she said and her
voice wobbled. Just a little. “I would have gone with you to the
ends of the earth.”

“Shh.” He touched her lips. “No
regrets, okay?”

She nodded, mute. Then she remembered.
“I have something for you too.” She turned and reached into the
cupboard beneath the bookshelves and pulled out a large
gift-wrapped parcel. She put it on his lap.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have wrapped this,
either, as it’s also ten years old.”

He unwrapped the gift and unfolded the
dark blue sweatshirt and spread it across his knee. The white
University of Chicago badge was still whole and complete, none of
the edges flaking or turning yellow. Even the medieval book at the
top of the shield was clear, the fine Latin text on the open pages
still visible.

“It was yours all along, wasn’t it?”
Sophie said. “I figured it out later, when I got back to my
apartment in Los Angeles and finally got to sorting out the stuff I
brought home from the hospital.” She spread the back of the collar
so that the white manufacturer’s label showed in the lamplight. The
lettering, hand-written in black marker ink, was clear—J.L.

He was smiling. “Did you keep this in a
vacuum? It looks just like it was when I had it.”

“I’ve worn it and worn it. It kept me
warm, Jack, just as you promised it would. Now it’s your turn to
wear it.”

“Thank you,” he said, folding it
up.

“And there’s just a teeny question I
have,” she asked.

“What?”

“What did you study there? I looked it
up on the internet, to see what degrees they offer, trying to
figure out what you might have taken. But they offer so many.”

His smile turned into a grin full of
good humour, then a chuckle.

She found herself smiling a little.
“Share the joke,” she said.

“What would be the most useless degree
a Chicago cop could have?” he asked.

“God, I don’t know…animal
husbandry?”

“There are plenty of animals on the
streets of Chicago, both human and other species.” He shook his
head. “One-eighty degrees useless. Wilderness Management.”

She did laugh then, a small,
tension-releasing laugh.

* * * * *

Later, much later, when the house was
quiet and they lay together in the big bed, he stroked her thigh,
the one with the scar. The strokes turned to caresses and the
passion ignited again.

Until finally, she fell asleep in his
arms, listening to his heartbeat and watching the moonlight catch
the emeralds in her ring.

She woke the next morning to find
herself alone in the bed and wandered downstairs to get coffee,
knowing Jack as usual had risen before her and probably already had
drunk his first cup.

Jinni was sitting at the kitchen table,
her head in her hands. She looked up and Sophie came to a stop, her
heart leaping. Jinni’s cheeks were wet with tears.

“Jinni, what’s the matter?” she
whispered, but she knew, she knew already….

Jinni pointed to the end of the table,
where an envelope with Sophie’s name in Jack’s sprawling
flourish-filled handwriting sat propped up against the steel
thermos flask he’d used at the mill.

Cold gripping her, Sophie turned and
dashed up the stairs two at a time, pulling her robe up around her
thighs to keep it out of the way. She burst into the room that he’d
been using for the first few weeks, where he’d kept all his
belongings, including the big professional H-frame hiker’s
backpack, which hung on the wall, sagging and empty.

The room was as empty and lonely as it
had been before he moved in.

The backpack was gone.


Chapter Twenty-One

Sophie knew she had to pull herself
together but couldn’t. Shell-shocked, she sat at the kitchen table,
the letter in her hands, while Jinni fussed over Georgia and
Morgan.

The letter was simple.






Sophie,

I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what I was
planning but I had a hard enough time getting myself to leave—I
didn’t want to put you through it too.

This is it, Sophie. The moment we
figured would come sooner and hoped would be later.

I will always believe that fate was
smiling on me the day I met you and it gave me the chance of a
lifetime to see you once more before the end.

Love,

Jack.






“Sophie.”

“Yeah.” She roused herself.

Jinni patted her shoulder. “I’m going
to take the pair of them down to the lake to go skating. Get them
away for a while. I saw the Nieces’ kids and the Petersons go down
there, so they’ll have someone to play with. Okay?”

“Oh. Will you be okay? Walking?”

“I’ve got the WD-40 to deice with. I’ll
be fine.” Jinni shuffled away.

After a while there was silence and the
house was quiet.

Sophie stirred herself when her body
protested and went through the motions of showering and dressing,
her mind in a daze. She came downstairs and made toast and coffee
in the same mechanical, automatic way.

Then she sat at the table again, the
plate and mug in front of her.

The concept was too big, too awful, to
absorb. She could understand the idea that he was not here now but
then she would try to apply that to the rest of her life and drew a
blank. She couldn’t visualize it.

Jack wouldn’t do this to me. The
words kept sliding through her mind.

When the front doorbell sounded, the
toast and coffee sat untouched. The coffee was quite cold.

Sophie went to the door.

Peter stood there, in uniform, knocking
snow off his hat brim. She looked past his shoulder. “It’s
snowing,” she said, barely surprised.

“I saw the news last night and came
straight over this morning,” Peter said. He looked at her, his eyes
narrowing. “Jesus Christ, he left, didn’t he?”

“What?”

“Let me in, Sophie. You’ll freeze,
standing there.”

“Sure.”

She backed up and let him in and Peter
stripped off his jacket and hat and hung them over the newel post
of the stairs. He went into the lounge room.

“Where’s everyone else?”

“Skating.”

“When did he leave?”

“Last night.”

Peter’s lip curled a little. “Does he
really think that’s going to work?”

“Excuse me?” Sophie felt the stirrings
of indignation.

“He took off, expecting them to leave
you alone if he was out of the picture. But they already took out
seven people on a plane and a district attorney, just to get to
him. Does he really think running away will stop them coming after
you?”

She sank to the sofa, considering that
one. “No, he wouldn’t think that,” she said slowly. So why did he
leave?

“Uh-huh,” Peter replied. “So he ran
anyway, leaving you holding the fort. Brave guy.”

She looked up at him, her mind finally,
finally starting to work. “I don’t know why he left,” she said,
speaking slowly, picking her way past half-formed ideas,
suspicions. “But it’s not because he’s afraid.”

“Doesn’t matter, does it?” Peter said.
“You’re here. He’s gone. They don’t know that.”

“Yes, they do. He told them last night.
He phoned her. Told her…told her he’d be gone when she got here, so
don’t bother…”

“He phoned her?”

“Yes.”

“And said that?”

“Yes.”

“What else did he say?” Peter
demanded.

Sophie recalled what she had heard Jack
say and repeated it.

“He was angry,” she added. “So angry I
thought he was going to crush the phone with his hand.”

“Jesus Christ…” Peter whispered.

The front doorbell sounded again.

“Grand Central Station this morning,”
Sophie murmured. She answered the door.

There was a man there, in his twenties,
dressed in a suit and long coat, his hair slicked back. Black eyes,
black hair and fine white skin with high color on both cheeks.
“Sophie Kingston?”

“Yes?”

Even as he reached beneath his coat,
she knew. Horror burst through her and she backed up hurriedly,
trying to get her body to move, to run away. Her feet, wearing
socks only, slipped on the polished floorboards and she landed on
her backside, jarring her arms. The pain echoed at the base of her
skull.

The gun lined up on her on the floor
and he stepped inside, shutting the door. That brought him in line
with the arch into the lounge room and the gun swung around to line
up on Peter, who was standing in the middle of the room, staring at
Sophie where she sprawled.

“The police chief. How wonderful,” the
man with the gun said. “I’ve never done a police chief before.”

“Holy shit,” Peter said, lifting his
hands.

“Just stay real quiet for me, thanks.
Reach with your left hand and pull out your gun.”

Peter reached for his gun, slowly. “Who
the hell are you?”

“Who the hell do you think it is?”
Sophie demanded feeling a small spurt of anger. Her initial horror
had burst through her and dissipated, just like that. Now there was
a growing fury. All that worry, all that fear—now the moment was
here and she was confronted with the reality, all her fear had gone
too, because it was just as bad as she had thought it might be. It
was worse. He didn’t seem to care that Peter was here and had
calmly pronounced that Peter would have to be killed as well.

She sat up, brushing off her hands. The
man moved into the lounge enough to have both her and Peter in his
line of sight. Peter was holding out his gun.

“Toss it,” he told Peter. “Toward
me.”

Peter tossed it. The man leaned down
and picked it up, holding the gun on Peter. He glanced at the gun
then pocketed it. “Sit,” he told Peter.

Peter staggered backward until his
knees hit the rocker recliner. He felt into it, holding up his
hands. His face had gone gray.

“Don’t hurt me,” he said softly. “I
don’t know what you want but just take it and go.”

Disgust curled through her. “Are you
going to start crying now, Peter? Figure that might convince
him?”

The man looked at her. “You can come in
here too,” he told her.

She picked herself up and walked into
the lounge, past Peter. She sat on the coffee table, not sure why
she did so, except that she didn’t want to sink deep into an
overstuffed chair that was hard to get out of. She looked at Peter.
“You might as well quit trying to convince him you don’t know
anything. He’s going to kill you, anyway, just because you’ve seen
him.”

“Very astute,” the man said.

She looked at him. “My kids aren’t
here. They’re at the pond skating. They don’t know anything, the
older is barely seven. You can leave them out of it.”

He considered that. Nodded. “That’s
fair,” he agreed.

“Then you’d better get this over
with.”

“Sophie, what are you doing?”
Peter demanded.

“I want him to leave before the kids
come back,” she blazed. “If they don’t see him, they don’t have to
die.”

“You’re telling him to hurry up and
kill you!” he said, his voice high and choking.

“Yes, I know, Peter.”

His mouth opened and closed. Nothing
came out.

Her disgust was complete. She turned to
the man. “Come on.”

“First, where’s Jack?”

Not Jack Laubreaux. Just ‘Jack’. “You
know him, don’t you?”

“Where is he?”

“Under the circumstances, I’m guessing
that you’re Michael Callahan.”

“Very good. Where is he?”

“He’s not here. He’s gone. He left last
night.” She considered it. “He told you that last night.”

“He hasn’t left,” Michael said with
complete certainty. He pointed to the mantle shelf where all the
family pictures were ranged in small wooden frames. “He’s not going
to leave his family the day after Christmas.”

There were two new pictures up there.
One of Jack, Georgia and Morgan rolling on the floor, fighting for
one of Morgan’s stuffies that had spontaneously become the object
of the game. The other was a shot Jinni had taken of all of them
sitting on Jack’s knees.

Michael curled his lip. “He’s not going
to leave you,” he added, pointing the gun at her.

“There’s a letter on the kitchen table.
I was reading it when you arrived. Get it. It’s from Jack. You’ll
see I’m right.”

“You don’t look upset enough,” Michael
returned calmly.

“Right now, I’m too flipping
angry.”

“Sophie, what are you doing?” Peter
breathed.

Michael’s gun turned to him and his
hands shot up. “You might as well shut up, chief. The lady here
understands more than you do.”

Peter swallowed but didn’t speak.

Michael turned back to her. “We have to
wait,” he said.

“But…my children,” she protested.

“Sorry about that but if they turn up
before Jack does….” He shrugged. “Guess they’ll have to be
included.”

“He’s not coming back, for god’s
sake!”

Michael moved back to stand closer to
the window, so that he could see out along the front porch and
watch for anyone who arrived.

“We wait,” he said.

“For how long?”

“As long as it takes.”

“I can’t seem to make you understand.
He won’t be back. He’s gone.”

“He’ll be back,” Michael said with
complete confidence.

“And he’s right,” Jack said.

Michael spun to face the door to the
kitchen, bringing the gun to bear. Sophie turned, too, her breath
choking off.

Jack stood there, snow dusting his hair
and shoulders. He was watching Michael. “Hello, Michael.”

“Jack.”

“I see you’re still being slapped
around by women.”

Michael’s face darkened. “Careful,
Jack. I’ve got the gun here.”

“I noticed.” He took a step into the
lounge. “You know you did the wrong thing when you threatened
Sophie, don’t you? You just made the worst mistake of your
miserable life.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”
Michael demanded. His voice was growing strident but his face was
confused. Sophie could see that the balance of power in the room
was swinging to Jack. It didn’t matter that Michael had the gun.
Somehow, Jack was taking control.

“You don’t know about Sophie, do you?”
Jack said, taking another step. It brought him level with
Sophie.

Michael took a step backward. “Just
hold it right there.”

“Thing about Sophie is, she’s a
fighter. The other thing you have to know, Michael and this is
important for you—are you listening?”

“Just shut up!” Michael screamed.

“You’d better listen, because this fact
is going to make a difference to your life in the next five
minutes. The thing you don’t know about Sophie is that she was with
me the last time Isobel tried to take me out.” Jack took another
step. “Sophie’s the reason I’m alive.”

He was in front of her now, his arms
hanging at his sides. He looked relaxed. Casual. “I was down for
the count. Your boss, your mistress, would have had her way if it
hadn’t been for Sophie.”

“Just shut up!” Michael yelled. He was
standing side-on, legs spread, his arm fully extended, the knuckles
on the gun white. The gun was centered on Jack, who stood barely a
pace away. Michael’s face was working, fury and fear fighting for
room.

“Thing is, Michael, Sophie had it right
all along. I’ve learned to listen to what she has to say. You know
what she said last night? She said that Dempsey was killed just
like someone tried to take me out in Miami.”

“So what, man?”

“It wasn’t you, either time.”

“You don’t know shit, Jack.”

Jack tilted his head a little. “Yeah,
there’s a lot I don’t know. But I know more than you. I know that a
professional took out Dempsey. I know a professional tried to take
me. I know a professional would never have entered this house and
got into negotiations over who he takes out and who he leaves
behind. He wouldn’t have entered the house at all. He wouldn’t
stand around crowing, psyching himself into making the hit.”

Sophie saw Michael swallow.

“You’re not a professional,” Jack
said.

“I could kill you, no problems.”

“Go ahead.”

“Jack, no!” She scrambled to her feet.
But Jack held out his hand, forcing her to stay back. Then she
realized that Michael hadn’t taken the shot. He was staring at
Jack, sweat gathering at his temples and on his upper lip.

“There’s something else Sophie pointed
out too,” Jack went on casually. “She said that Isobel has New York
cynicism. There’s a thing about New Yorkers, Michael, which you
might not appreciate. They don’t suffer fools happily.”

“Christ, will you just shut the fuck
up?” Michael demanded.

“Soon, Mikey. Soon. If you can do what
you’ve been sent to do, I’ll be silent for eternity, so don’t rush
me. I’m going to show you something. I’ll have to reach under the
sofa here to get it, okay? But it’s not a gun and I’ll move very
slowly.”

“Bullshit, man.”

“I don’t own a gun. Not anymore. The
gun I used to have when I was in Chicago is actually sitting up on
the shelf above Sophie’s head.” He was leaning down, reaching
beneath the sofa frame as he spoke. “You can see the box from where
you’re standing. Even Peter, here, will confirm there’s a gun in
there. But I wouldn’t risk firing it—it would probably explode in
my face. See, I’m pulling this out now, it’s not a weapon and it’s
not even remotely lethal.”

What he pulled out was a single strand
of black plastic coated wire. At the end of it was a tiny round
nodule. The other end ran back under the sofa.

A microphone.

“There’s one of these in every public
room in this house,” Jack explained. “I know, because I put them
there last night. I’ve been listening all morning, Mikey. See?”
Jack tugged at his ear and revealed a tiny earplug, made of clear
plastic. “As soon as I heard it was you here and the deal you made
with Sophie, I knew I’d have to come in here and get the ball
rolling because as long as I wasn’t here, nothing was going to
happen.”

“That’s right man. You’re finally
starting to get it.”

“I got it as soon as I realized it was
you,” Jack said. “You didn’t really think Isobel would send you to
kill a man and any spare witnesses lying around did you? She’s
spent thousands of dollars on professional hit services. I can’t
even begin to think what the arrangements for that plane crash
cost. All of them failed. So when she finally tracks me down after
ten years she sends in…you.” Jack held his hand out, indicating
Michael.

“I’m the best.”

“You’re a kid who hasn’t learned his
way in the world. What’s more, you’re dangerous,” Jack answered.
“Dangerous in Isobel’s terms. Did you think it would all end
happily, Michael? Did she promise you a rosy future at her side
when you helped her arrange to get your father out of the way?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking
about,” Michael said but Sophie could tell by the way his hand was
quivering and the gun slightly lowering, that he was lying.

“Isobel sent someone to do the job,
Michael. It just wasn’t you.”

“I’m here!”

“You’re bait,” Jack shot back. “The
real killer is out there, watching us as we speak. He’s giving you
a chance to prove yourself. You have to shoot me, Michael, or he’s
going to kill both of us.”

“Bullshit.”

“She doesn’t trust you. You have a
weakness that can be exploited—we both know what that is. Isobel
won’t tolerate weakness, even if it’s something she can control.
She’s playing off two ends against the middle again. Don’t you see?
It’s the same pattern as ten years ago. Ten years ago she had me, a
witness who could put your father away and your father, a man who
controlled an empire that could give her the power she wanted. I’m
guessing your father wouldn’t have buckled under her influence
quite as easily as you and she wouldn’t have liked that.

“She shoved us both onto the playing
field and stood back to see who won.” Jack spread his hands. “I won
that one by the skin of my teeth and only because Sophie was a game
piece she hadn’t anticipated. So your father was sacrificed. She’s
tolerated you since then because you were the key to her empire.
But she wouldn’t have stayed quiet for all those years. She would
have consolidated her hold and made it as legitimate and totally
under her control as she could. Tell me, Michael, have you signed
any legal documents, contracts, powers of attorney, trust deeds,
anything like that, with Isobel whispering sweet nothings in your
ear and telling you not to worry about the legalese?”

Michael’s face grew pale. Sophie could
see his tongue working but no words emerged.

Jack grimaced. “You’ve been had, kid.
While she was nibbling your lobe, she was pulling the rug out from
under you. Then she sends you here. It’s the pattern again. You got
sent here, because she knew I wasn’t going to hang around waiting
for someone to come. You waltz into the house and threaten Sophie
and demand that I be produced. That pulls me in, because she knew I
wouldn’t let that happen, either.

“She’s got her hired gun out there
watching to see who goes down. If you actually manage to pull it
off, he’ll pick you off and any other witnesses and she’ll be out
of it, scot-free. The public will see that you came here to avenge
yourself and won’t look any further.”

Michael was starting to turn his head,
to look toward the windows.

“I wouldn’t look out there, if I were
you,” Jack advised him. “I’ve spent a lot of time looking out that
window and one of the things I was looking at was sight lines.
There’s a belt of trees that runs from the lake right up to the
side of the house across the road there. I figure he’s there, under
a tarpaulin, covered by snow and all but invisible. It’s an
unobstructed view of this house and through a good set of sights he
can probably see the dandruff on the back of your coat,
Michael.”

“Why shouldn’t I look? Is that a way of
making sure I don’t get to see there’s nothing out there?”

Jack shook his head. “If you turn
around to look, Michael, he’ll kill you.”

“What the… I’m supposed to take your
word for it?” Michael was looking very scared now and very young.
The gun was almost completely lowered.

“You trusted me once before. Did I let
you down?”

Michael had no answer for that but he
looked like he was on the verge of tears.

“You’ve got a choice, at least,” Jack
said. “You can pretend you’re herding us into the kitchen. On the
other side of that door, you’ll be out of the sight lines. It’ll
bring him out of hiding and he’ll come for us then but it’ll give
us a few minutes to reach safety. There’s half a dozen of Serenity
Fall’s finest spread out around this property and they’re listening
to every word we say. They’ll move in and get us out of this.”

“And then what?”

“You get to avenge your father,
Michael. In public. You turn the state’s star witness against the
governor of Indiana.”

“She’ll kill me!”

“She’s going to do that anyway,” Jack
said calmly.

“She had you running for years. Christ,
no.” Michael was shaking. “I couldn’t live that way,” he said and
spun around to face the window.

“Mikey, no!” Jack yelled, leaping
forward.

But it was too late. Before he could
move more than a step there was a tinkle of glass and a flat, quiet
‘whump’. Michael threw himself backward, arms up in the air.

Jack turned and lunged for Sophie and
held her against him, his back to the window. She was absorbing the
shock of Michael’s actions when she heard more glass breaking and
two more solid, low thuds. She felt them through Jack.

He was falling to the ground, bringing
her with him and her struggling mind at last gripped the truth of
what had happened. He had shielded her and taken two bullets in the
back.

She landed with Jack half on top of
her, which knocked the breath out of her.

There was a fourth shot, then from
outside the house she heard other gunshots and men shouting.
Someone went by the side of the house, swooshing through
unshovelled snow.

Jack groaned. “Oh, my aching back.”

“Jack, what…” She struggled to get up
but his arm across her chest tightened.

“Just keep still, will you? We’re
supposed to be dead.”

“He shot you!”

“Kevlar vest,” Jack murmured in her
ear. “Hell, Sophie, you didn’t think I’d stroll in here and dare
Michael to shoot me without one, did you? But just hold on a
minute. Let Duggie and his men do their stuff.”

She lay silent, listening. The shouting
was clearly across the road now. Then it grew quieter.

Jack sighed. “Thanks, Duggie,” he
murmured and she could feel him relax. “They got him,” he told her
and sighed.

The earpiece, she realized. It could
transmit signals. Duggie had sent a message.

She could feel herself go weak and
shaky. “I thought you were d-d-dead!”

“I was trying really hard to make that
impression. Glad to know it worked.” She could feel his smile even
though his arm prevented her from turning her chin to look.

“You son of a bitch, I’m going to kill
you!” she hissed. “And this morning, you let me think you’d gone
and then you listened. I’m going to kill you twice over, then roast
your gizzards and use them for garters, I swear.”

He really was laughing, then, she
realized. He rolled over and sat up, moving slowly. He put his
hands on the small of his back and arched backward, wincing. “I’ll
be bruised for weeks, feels like.”

“Good,” she muttered, sitting up.

He cupped her cheek and kissed her.
“The letter wasn’t for you, even though it had your name on it. I
didn’t know how they were going to come in. They could have come in
covertly and I wanted them to find that letter if they did. It was
designed to cause confusion and doubt. Misdirection. I wanted them
looking anywhere but where I was.”

“Where were you?” she asked, feeling a
little mollified. Only a little. There would be a full accounting
later.

“The police station. Along with every
deputy in the place. I was organizing this operation.”

“And fitting yourself out with a
bulletproof vest,” she added. “Was Peter part of this?” She looked
over at the chair where Peter sat, his head tucked behind the
wing.

“He’s fainted,” Jack said. “I heard him
pass out when Michael was hit.” He turned to look over the back of
the sofa and held Sophie back when she moved toward it. “No, it’s
not a pretty sight,” he told her. “He’s quite dead. Leave him.”

She sat back again. “Is this it, Jack?
Is it over?”

His smile faded. “Not quite yet.”

She nodded, the answer coming to her.
“Isobel.”

“This time puts paid to all of it,
Sophie. Ten years of waiting.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

The cars rolled smoothly through the
smart street lined with houses, whose stately affluence kept
Sophie’s gaze fixed firmly out the window, despite Jack’s hand on
her thigh. These were the sort of houses that sat on acre blocks,
well back from the road behind tall fences or walls and with
security panels on the gates. Hollywood, home to some of the most
expensive and largest private homes in America, had nothing on this
place.

They were sitting in the backseat of a
black, anonymous limousine, one of five traveling through an
outskirt community of Indianapolis. The satellite town had once
started life as a college town but the modern car had brought it
within commuting distance of downtown Indianapolis and its status
had swiftly risen.

There was a third person on the roomy
backseat, a painfully thin balding man. Back in Chicago, Jack had
introduced him to her as Eddie Smith. She knew the name from the
late night phone calls that had finally tracked down Lionel
Dempsey. She had learned his role in the Chicago DA’s office that
long day. He was a deputy District Attorney and was considered
Lionel Dempsey’s replacement. She had watched Eddie Smith take
charge of the operation that was about to take place and had known
they were in good hands. Her fear for their safety, for Jack’s
safety, in this trek into the heart of enemy territory, had receded
a little.

Jack had been adamant about coming. “I
have to be there, Sophie. But you have to come with me. For now, I
want you by me, no matter what.”

Her protests were practical, rather
than emotional. It was unthinkable that Jack not be there. But for
her to leave Serenity Falls without notice was out of the question,
even though she too, felt uneasy whenever Jack wasn’t in the
room.

Duggie Brent, who’d been acting as
Serenity Fall’s police chief until his appointment was confirmed,
had supplied the solution. He turned up on her doorstep with a
duffel bag over one shoulder and his double-barrel shotgun in the
other. “I hear you have a comfortable spare bed upstairs. Not that
I think you’ve got any reason to worry but…” he winked. “Jinni’s
cooking is almost as good as yours.”

So, Sophie threw clothes into an old
suitcase and dashed to the airport with Jack, accompanied by a
grim-faced state policeman in plain clothes and a tall man in a
suit who she figured from all her movie watching just had to be
FBI.

Jack confirmed her guess with a casual
shrug. “It’s a federal matter, now,” he said. “Of course, they’re
involved.”

During that long, sixteen-hour day in
Chicago, Sophie saw a different side of Jack. He sat and talked
himself hoarse, telling the story of his life on the road and
especially the last eight weeks, to a tightly controlled audience
of attorneys, ADAs and three judges, including a court of appeals
judge. There were also four detectives from one of the downtown
Chicago precincts, along with their lieutenant, who quietly sent
them off on errands and record retrieval as it was required. The
entire session had been on record, the court reporter sitting in
the corner of the room.

It was the first time Sophie had heard
a structured, cohesive account of the years Jack spent on the road
and the states and towns he visited. She wondered if he saw the
pattern in his wandering. Every year he crossed the continental
divide, just as it was turning to winter.

But she found his demeanour now even
more fascinating. She sat at the back of the room, almost as
forgotten as the reporter, watching Jack hold his own among the
suits and power mongers. It hadn’t occurred to her that people
might not approve of Jack’s decisions and actions in the last few
weeks, or even the fundamental logic that had kept him running for
seven years. Yet a few of them in the room shot questions at him
that sounded vaguely disapproving.

One of them was a dark-haired man with
gray eyes that reminded her a little of Peter Gallenson. She spared
a thought for Peter. He’d turned in his badge after Michael’s death
and retreated to his ranch house on the lake, a disillusioned man.
She wondered what he would have made of this rumpus. He’d thought
Jack a submissive and weak man. If he could see Jack now, he would
have more cause for locking himself in his house, bewildered by a
world that had suddenly leapt to a scale of perspective he couldn’t
cope with.

Jack was formidable.

The Peter look-alike, whose name was
Frank, was drilling Jack with a thoroughness that threatened to
miss nothing, to leave no details unexamined or without judgment.
Sophie would have withstood five minutes of it then thrown her
hands up in despair but Jack sat with his forearms resting on the
table in front of him, neither twiddling, nor fidgeting and
answered every question with an even, confident voice.

“There’s one thing that just isn’t
clear to me,” Frank said, sitting back in his chair. “Why did you
go to Serenity Falls in the first place? If Ms. Kingston thought
you were dead and you were, as you say, genuinely concerned that
contact with her would put her in danger, then why go there?”

“I didn’t know she lived there,” Jack
said.

“Yet you managed to keep up with the
major events of her life—marriage, kids. Why not where she
lived?”

“The LA Times classifieds don’t
run to private addresses,” Jack returned.

Sophie was startled. Her ex-husband had
insisted on running the notices in the LA Times, so all
their friends there would see them. She’d never thought of how far
away those notices would travel.

“It’s a big coincidence, isn’t it?
Waltzing into one of millions of towns in America and tripping over
Sophie?” Frank asked.

“It was a coincidence, sure,” Jack said
easily. “But not at nearly the odds you’re figuring. Both Sophie
and I were drawn back to the mountains. She stayed there, I kept
coming back to visit. Both of us avoided Colorado like the plague
and any farther south just isn’t the same. That leaves Wyoming,
Montana and parts of Idaho and Utah.” He looked at her then, as if
he was asking for her input. “I’ve learned since then that Sophie
wouldn’t have withstood living in a big city, or even a big town
after the accident and I was avoiding them too. Up in the high
Rockies, there aren’t so many small-to-middling towns to choose
from. Sooner or later we would have met or heard of each other. It
took seven years, as it was. They’re pretty reduced odds, even for
you, Frank.”

“But it’s a heck of a coincidence,” he
shot back.

Jack spread his hands. “What do you
want? A confession of a conspiracy? It was a coincidence.
Coincidences happen. If I’d known she was there, I wouldn’t have
gone in to town.”

“But you did and you stayed eight
weeks, despite the danger you knew existed.”

Eddie Smith stirred. “Frank, ease up.
Let’s move on. You can skewer him at the trial.”

“That’s not guaranteed, yet,” Frank
said. “I’m not happy about this governor business and his
accusations.”

“Frank, you’re just unhappy that yet
another authority figure has shown their clay feet,” Jack said. “It
doesn’t thrill me either and it thrills me even less that I’m the
one who’s going to have to do all the dirty work to bring her down
but it has to be done.”

“Ah, it just sticks in my craw,” Frank
muttered, dropping his elegant pen on the pad in front of him and
rubbing his temple. “America’s self-esteem could do without this
crap.”

Jack nodded and Eddie Smith gave Frank
a clap on the shoulder.

After a while, though, the questions
had turned to more practical considerations. What happens next?

By then Sophie’s rear was numb from
sitting and she’d drunk way too much coffee but she wouldn’t have
moved from her seat because Jack had evolved from the subject being
questioned to one of the leaders of the debate. His opinions and
responses were considered respectfully, as if he carried a wealth
of experience and wisdom that Sophie had barely been aware of.

Mainly, the discussion was between
Eddie Smith, the police lieutenant—another Frank—and Jack, with the
others weighing in as they saw fit. The subject was how to bring in
Isobel Van Allen and what the warrant should read.

That there was need for a discussion at
all surprised Sophie. She wondered what the big deal was about.
Arrest her, put her in a cell until her trial. Period.

Eddie Smith was adamant they get it
right, though. “This woman graduated fifth in her class at Harvard
Law School and has ripped judges to pieces on appeal. If that
warrant is not iron clad, she’ll have it tossed out before
breakfast and a judge on our tails for wasting his time.”

“It’s not just Isobel you have to worry
about,” Jack added. “She knows how to utilize talent. She’ll have
access to the best brains for the task at hand. Frank, Eddie, who
would you call in if you were being charged with criminal charges
like conspiracy? Who’s the best?”

Eddie and Frank looked at each other.
“David Moseley,” they both said at once.

An ADA threw down her pen. “Then we’re
screwed. He’s never lost a case.”

Jack shot her a look. “I’m sorry…what’s
your name? I missed it, first time around.”

“Carolyn,” she offered.

He leaned on the table, toward her.
“Carolyn, I don’t know how much you know about me—I didn’t meet you
ten years ago. Hell, you were probably in college, right?”

She dimpled a little. “Well, not
quite.”

He nodded. “Okay, I’m going to assume
you’ve never heard of me, which is a fair assumption because
material witnesses who go through the protection program have their
names shoved into footnotes wherever possible to help keep those
names and faces out of the public eye. But you’re not a stupid
woman, or you wouldn’t be sitting here. So, again, I’m assuming
you’ve paid your dues, done all your homework. You’ve heard of
Patrick Callahan?”

Her eyes widened. “Yes.”

“Trial date?” Jack asked.

She rattled off the year and month,
looking acutely uncomfortable.

“Very good,” he said. “How long ago was
that?”

“Ten years ago. Nearly eleven.”

“What were you doing nearly eleven
years ago, Carolyn?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Just indulge me a minute here,” Jack
said. “What were you doing?”

“Jeez, I don’t know. It was such a long
time ago.” She blinked. Sophie saw her move in her chair,
discomfort making her wiggle and hunch into her seat.

The men around the table were all
sitting back watching Jack pin her down, letting him do it.

“Eleven years ago, Carolyn. Come on.
What were you doing?” Jack laid his hand on the table in a soft
gesture of emphasis.

“I-I was starting my final year at law
school,” she said.

“And I bet that seems like a long time
ago too. Right?”

“Yes.”

“Want to know what I was doing?”

“Sure.”

“I was on the run, Carolyn. And for
every year since then, while you’ve been graduating law school,
doing your internship, falling in love, finding that great
apartment and diligently moving up the ladder in your chosen
career, I’ve been on the road. I’ve done nothing except move from
town to town and wonder when it was going to end or if someone I
didn’t know was going to outsmart me and I’d run into an unfriendly
stranger with a gun and it’d all be over.

“It’s not a comfortable feeling knowing
someone wants you dead. I can tell you from personal experience
that you do not get used to it, it doesn’t diminish over time. It
gets worse. It grows more intense with each passing year, as you
consider that the longer you’re out there, the more likely you are
to make the mistake that will bring it all down on top of you. Want
to know how many birthday presents I got in those seven years,
Carolyn? None. Want to know how many Christmas presents I got in
those seven years? Two. Both of them I got three days ago and I’m
wearing one of them.”

“Listen, Jack…Mr. Laubreaux,” Carolyn
began.

“No, I’m nearly done. The point I’m
trying to make here, is that Isobel Van Allen is as smart as a
whip. Brilliant, in fact. She’s worked with at least four people in
this room. You might want to interview them as part of your
preparation, later on. Those people will all tell you Isobel will
be one of the hardest nuts to crack and all the talent she hires
will be even tougher, including the unbreakable David Moseley you
just despaired over. But here’s the thing, Carolyn. I beat her. She
made a mistake with me. She’s human and she makes mistakes just
like the rest of us. If you don’t throw in the towel in the first
ten minutes, if you keep hounding her, keep the pressure up, keep
watching for her mistakes, you’ll get her.”

Carolyn bit her lip, blinking rapidly.
She nodded.

Jack’s hand on the table moved toward
her a bit, mollifying. “I’m sorry if you think I’m singling you
out. But you did show an alarming lack of confidence there and I
need your confidence. I need ruthlessness and tenacity. I need you
to give this everything you’ve got because I don’t want to spend
another ten years on the road. I’m just like you—I want a normal
life, with books and babies and a chance to love. I’ve been cheated
out of ten years of all the good stuff in life that you’ve taken so
much for granted that you can’t even remember how much of it you’ve
had. So don’t buckle under here, because I won’t go through it
again. I can’t. Do you understand me?”

She swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

Jack stood up. “I need five minutes,”
he declared, not looking at anyone. He strode from the room while
everyone around the table stirred and shuffled papers. Throats were
cleared.

Sophie hurried to go after him and she
saw Carolyn’s face as she passed. The woman was staring after Jack,
not upset, not angry. Thoughtful. Composed. And suddenly, Sophie
knew Carolyn would never again speak of giving up. On anything.

By midnight that night, action had been
decided and a dozen men, along with Sophie, Jack and Eddie Smith,
had been flown down to Indianapolis on a small plane. No one had
questioned her presence. The fact that she was with Jack seemed to
be authority enough.

* * * * *

The black cars had been waiting for
them at a small commercial airport and they’d climbed into them
just as daylight was breaking. The drivers pulled them out into
light traffic, heading north.

Thirty minutes later, they arrived here
in this millionaire’s ghetto and Sophie had shamelessly
rubbernecked.

The police lieutenant, Frank, sat in
the front seat next to the driver and was coordinating everything
by radio. As they turned the corner, the driver murmured, “This is
the street.”

The lieutenant picked up his radio.
“One and two, go. Three, four, come in behind. Go.”

The four cars ahead of them sped up,
leaving them behind. Sophie could feel Jack’s fingers dig into her
thigh, unconsciously echoing his tension but she stayed silent. She
was a small mouse inside very large wheels and feeling more and
more inadequate with each passing minute. Jack had a role here. He
was needed here. Why was she here?

The cars ahead of them sharply and
neatly braked, angling into the curb in front of a miniature
mansion of Georgian design, blocking the wide double driveway and a
white limousine sitting on the drive. There wasn’t a speck of snow
anywhere on the concrete.

The double doors in the middle of the
house were open and, as the cars spilled men out onto the road to
scurry over the low concrete wall and up toward the house through
the untouched snow, Isobel Van Allen stepped out onto the porch, a
briefcase in her hand and three men in suits around her.

She looked up as men ran across her
lawn, skirting the stone fountain and said something to the men
with her. Then, calmly, she took a step backward, behind them.

The suits were reaching under their
jackets.

Jack got out of the car and Sophie slid
across the seat to stand beside him.

The FBI agent, who had flown with them
from Montana, held up his badge. “FBI. Lieutenant Green. This is a
direct order to stand down.”

The suits standing in front of Isobel
hesitated.

“I repeat, stand down.” Green was
moving closer as he spoke. “Your standing orders to protect the
governor of Indiana have been rescinded.”

“Under what authority?” Isobel asked,
emerging half a step from behind them.

All the men from the cars had
surrounded them now, their guns out, while Isobel’s FBI men stood
frozen in a half crouch, their hands inside their jackets.

Eddie Smith stepped out of the car. “My
authority,” he called.

She looked across the lawn toward him.
“Eddie Smith,” she said.

“Isobel Elizabeth Van Allen,” he said,
climbing over the low wall and walking across the snow-covered
lawn. “You are being arrested for the murder of Michael Liam
Callahan. You have the right to an attorney. If you do not have one
or cannot afford one, one will be appointed for you. Anything you
say can and will be used against you in a court of law. Do you
understand your rights as I have just stated them to you?”

The FBI men around her were
straightening up. Moving away from her. Her face was
expressionless. She looked past Eddie, her gaze coming to rest on
Jack.

Sophie found herself stepping closer to
him.

“You think this ends it, Jack?” Isobel
called.

They were taking away her briefcase,
tugging at her hands to bring them behind her. Handcuffs were
produced.

“Do you understand your rights as I
have just stated them?” Eddie repeated.

“Yes, you moron,” she snapped at him.
“And in court I’ll wipe your face clean with them.”

They pushed her forward, leading her to
the driveway, then down toward the waiting car. As the bunched
group came up to where they stood by the car, Jack stepped aside,
leaving access to the backseat clear.

Isobel stopped in front of Jack,
creating a surge of concern as men lunged to keep her out of harm’s
reach. “You think you can put me away then get on with your little
life, with a little woman by your side?” she said.

Jack smiled. “You always were a sore
loser, Izzy.”

Sophie studied her. Isobel hadn’t
fundamentally changed. She was thin to the point of danger and her
manner still crackled with unspent energy. Her hair color had been
enhanced and darkened, coiffed to sit perfectly at all times and
her make-up was flawless. But it didn’t disguise the signs of
stress and aging. Her thinness gave her no resilience. The skin
around her eyes was loose and dark. Ten years had passed but she
had aged twenty.

She looked at Jack with something like
contempt. “You should have died on that cliff, Jack, decently and
neatly. Instead you’ve done nothing but irritate me. I promise you
this. You’ll go the rest of your life wondering when the blow will
fall, when I’ll come back at you.”

“Why bother, Isobel? It’s over,” Jack
said quietly.

She smiled. “Because I can,” she said
sweetly.

He shook his head. “They’re going to
try you for murder one. And I think they’ll get it.”

Her smile broadened. “You’ve never
heard of proxy, Jack? That’s ironic as you’ve been running under
its influence all these years.”

“In you go,” Frank said, pushing her
head down and forcing her into the car. One of the FBI men sat on
the other side of her. Frank turned to Jack. “You’d be better off
in one of the other cars, I think. I know I’m not looking forward
to the return trip.”

Jack nodded and shut the door when
Frank was in. The car pulled away, two more leaving with it. Two
cars were left and the men on the lawn seemed to be in no hurry to
go.

Jack dropped an absent hand on her
shoulder and let out a deep, gusty breath.

“What did she mean by proxy?” Sophie
asked.

“Isobel never did her own dirty work.
She hired people to do it for her. She figures even in prison she
can do it.”

Sophie shivered suddenly, despite the
bright sunshine. “Can she?”

Jack looked at her. “She was trying to
scare you.”

“Me?”

“Both of us,” he admitted. “Just a
final kick in the teeth.”

“She succeeded,” Sophie admitted.
“Jack, she was right in a way, though. How could you even consider
a…well, a little life, when you’ve been part of a world like this
one? When you fit into it so well?”

He looked at her, his gaze sharp, then
turned her to face him. “I was a part of this world briefly, eons
ago. Then for a long time, I didn’t belong anywhere. Now I do. And
this world isn’t it. You’ve been uncomfortable since we got here,
haven’t you?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “It’s crowded,
noisy. Everything I hated about L.A. when I returned there. It’s
the same here, only people talk more slowly.”

He smiled, even as he nodded. “Too many
years on the road has killed the charm for me. Even the streets
feel like tunnels here and this isn’t even the Southside.”

“And there’s no mountains,” Sophie
added.

“So, let’s fix that.”

“What about Isobel?” Sophie asked. “She
holds grudges.”

“Yes.” Jack grimaced a little. “That’s
something I’ve been putting off telling you…”


Epilogue

The small house squeezed onto a tiny
lot was unremarkable among its neighbours. In Banff, housing was at
a premium. Managing to acquire a whole house at all was considered
the best of good luck, at any price. The size of the house was
almost immaterial in comparison to its rarity value. Owners tended
to take care of their houses with an appropriate zealousness, so
there was nothing that marked this house as different. Even the
spectacular mountains that leapt almost vertically up from the
property line to stand over it were par for the course in
Banff.

Snow had been falling steadily for
three days and today, Sunday, it stopped just before noon. The
canyon street, lined with trees, was silent, muffled as only the
day after heavy snow falls can be. A family emerged from the house,
a father and two children, hauling a heavy cardboard box filled
with outdoor Christmas lights between them. Following them was the
mother, slow and awkward in the last stages of pregnancy. With a
lot of laughing, teasing and joking, the family set about stringing
the lights around and around the pine tree growing in the front
yard, from the top—which the father insisted on hanging—to the
bottom, which the children insisted on hanging.

Defeated, the mother protested she had
been left nothing to do. It earned her a snowball, which fell apart
before it reached her because the snow was too dry, and a kiss from
the father, accompanied by a lingering pat on her swollen
abdomen.

They were just finishing up when the
next door neighbour, Mrs. Elise Waddell, stepped out her front
door, intent on avoiding the tourist crush downtown by getting to
the shops early to do her Christmas shopping in peace. She saw her
neighbours in the front yard. The mother turned and waved
hello.

Elise Waddell waved back, with a small
smile of pleasure, as she crossed to her car. She was glad the
Andrews had bought the house next door. They’d turned out to be
wonderful neighbours. Jack had a respectable job as a senior warden
for the Banff National Park and Sophie seemed wonderfully content
looking after her family and her home.

Sophie and Jack Andrews had obviously
managed to keep their love alive and glowing throughout the years
and for a small moment Elise Waddell envied them. She chided
herself for such an uncharitable emotion and decided on the spot
that she would add the Andrews to her Christmas list. Something for
all of them and also the baby.

She waved as she drove by.

Such a nice, normal family, she
thought.

* * * * *

Appeared in Kalispell Daily Inter
Lake Announcements classifieds, January 18.

Gerald Asaro and Jinni Redbeam are
proud to announce their engagement. The marriage will take place in
Serenity Falls on February 10.






Appeared in Kalispell Daily Inter
Lake Public Notices, March 19.

Douglass Edward Kent has been appointed
to the position of Chief of Police of the Serenity Falls police
department. His appointment was made Dr. Michael Sumerix, mayor of
Serenity Falls.






Appeared in Kalispell Daily Inter
Lake For Sale classifieds, May 29.

Serenity Falls. 40acr lakefrnt prpty,
lge trad. rnchhse, 10 rms, open beam ceiling, f’place. Owner
leaving, must sell.






Appeared in the Los Angeles
Times and the Chicago Herald Tribune, February 22.

Andrews—Jack & Sophie, Georgia
& Morgan welcome Callan Douglas & Jinni Louise into the
family. Two bundles of joy long awaited. Both healthy and
happy.
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Right from the very start the intensity seeps off the
pages.  Night Owl Romance



A story that takes you to some very exotic places. You will want
to rush to the end.  Literary Nymphs


Dead Double was a thrilling read!! I love when an
author can keep you turning the pages furiously and trying to read
ahead.If you love suspenseful, fast paced thrillers with a little
romantic twist, than this is the perfect book.  I loved it and
i highly recommend it!! Bitten By Paranormal Romance
Reviews
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