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			1

			A spider crossed the white tablecloth, nimbly scooting over Sophie’s left hand. Genus Agelenopsis, she thought with disinterest. Family Agelenidae, Order Araneae. A common grass spider. She could list its habits and life cycle if anyone cared to know, and name the various species. A lot of good that did her. There wasn’t much call for spider experts.

			Unemployment sucked. Unemployment in a specialized field sucked even more. She was pondering the exact degree of suckitude when a footstep brushed the grass behind her. Before she could turn, a man’s hand darted past her shoulder and slapped the table. She jumped. The hand lifted, revealing a dark smudge with legs. “Spider,” the man explained, wiping his hand on the tablecloth. “One of the hazards of outdoor wedding receptions.”

			She frowned at the former spider, not bothering to look up at its killer. “They don’t believe in killing insects and spiders here,” she informed him. “The commune’s philosophy is live and let live.”

			“I won’t tell if you don’t,” he said, pulling out the chair beside her as he set a beer bottle on the table. “Mind if I join you?”

			He sat, angling toward her. She looked up, meeting a lazy smile and dark, penetrating eyes. The kind of eyes that made you want to inch closer and fall under their spell, and a smile that dared you to do it. A smile and a look that were too familiar.

			Her face went slack with shock. His smile disappeared just as fast.

			“Zane.” It was all she could manage to say.

			He recovered first, the corner of his mouth twisting with something more like a grimace than a smile. “Sophie. Long time.”

			Ten years. Not long enough. She licked her lips with a tongue that had gone suddenly dry. “What are you doing here?”

			“Friend of the groom.” Sarcasm edged his voice as he grabbed the beer bottle and took a swig. “Why, do you need to see my invitation?”

			Maybe she should. “You’re friends with Jase?”

			“You didn’t know your new brother-in-law mingled with the lower classes?”

			No, she hadn’t, and a little advance notice from her sister would have been nice. Zoe knew she had a history with Zane and must have known he was on the guest list. But she’d be damned if she’d let him see her discomfort. She looked away, wishing there was someone else to talk to, but she’d deliberately chosen a vacant table on the edge of the lawn in order to take a break from the festivities.

			He looked at the four empty chairs around the table. “Where’s your date?”

			He had to ask. “I came alone.” She supposed that made her look pathetic, not bringing a date to her sister’s wedding. It irritated her that she felt a need to explain. “I haven’t been back long enough to be dating anyone. I’ve been away at school.”

			“I remember. Improving your mind. Did it work?”

			She threw him a dirty look. “You should try it sometime.”

			“No time. I’m too busy wasting my life, hanging out at the Rusty Wire Saloon.”

			Her hackles rose, just as he’d intended. She happened to love the rollicking cowboy atmosphere at Jase’s honky-tonk saloon, but he probably wouldn’t believe it. In Zane’s mind she was forever branded as the private school snob who thought she was too good for the common folk. Too good for him.

			She was inclined to agree with that last part. “I’m sorry to hear your horizons haven’t broadened in the past decade.”

			“Must be all that drinking and carousing.”

			“No doubt. Still despoiling virgins in your spare time?”

			It just popped out of her mouth, and his sly smile caused a hot flush to creep up her neck. She swore under her breath. Ten years should have provided her with some immunity to Zane Thorson.

			“Virgins are harder to come by these days,” he said, letting his lazy gaze bore into her. Her lungs tightened, as if they couldn’t get enough oxygen. Probably because she’d stopped breathing. “And by the way, no one uses words like despoil unless they’re trying to appear better than everyone else. Just a tip, in case you’re trying to fit in again.”

			She tried to keep a cool expression. “Pardon my education.”

			“That’s okay. I suppose you can’t help it. You probably have a fancy degree to show off.”

			“A few of them.” It made her sound every bit as snobbish as he claimed, but she didn’t care. She wouldn’t downplay what she’d achieved while he’d probably been wasting his potential at some crappy job designed to take him nowhere.

			His steady gaze was as hypnotic as ever, but she could see the curiosity behind it, and waited. He finally gave in to it. “Got your master’s, huh?”

			Two, actually. But she could go him one better. “Ph.D.”

			She took satisfaction in the flicker of respect that crossed his face before he hid it. There had been something else, too, something that made his fingers tighten into a fist. Envy? More likely hatred. “In what?” he asked, as if he was merely being polite.

			“Entomology.”

			He blinked twice before the corner of his lip quirked upward. “You’re a bug doctor?”

			“That would be a doctorate in the study of bugs,” she clarified.

			He chuckled and took another sip from the beer bottle. “And what do you do with your fancy Ph.D. in entomology, Dr. Larkin?”

			Important research. Saving whole forests from invading pests, or finding ways to use helpful bugs to replace pesticides in farming. That had been the goal, anyway.

			She pursed her lips in annoyance. Trust him to find her weak spot. Well, her other weak spot, that is. From the way her heart was racing and her fingers itching to ruffle that unruly mass of hair, Zane Thorson was still her major weakness. Not something she was proud of. “I study bugs, obviously,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t ask for details.

			“Someone pays you to do that?”

			She looked away, picking at invisible dirt on the tablecloth. “Someone will. I’m currently applying for positions.” The ever-hopeful euphemism for unemployed.

			When he didn’t respond, she snuck a glance at him. He tipped his beer back, watching her as he drank. She wished she could read the thoughts behind those dark eyes. He’d always made her think of James Dean—a loner, defensive and closed off and liking it just fine.

			And sexy as hell, along with it.

			She’d like to pretend she was no longer susceptible to that dark, erotic quality, but her tripping pulse and flushed skin wouldn’t let her. The best she could do was keep her mouth shut.

			He considered her lack of employment without laughing, which she took as a small miracle. “So I guess you won’t be sticking around our little town.”

			She’d like to agree; to never have to worry about running into Zane Thorson again would be a boon. But with so many of the commune members—her only family—getting older and dealing with serious health problems, she couldn’t leave them. Pete’s mild heart attack and Feather’s chemotherapy had been a wake-up call; she wouldn’t have them forever. She’d seen little enough of them during the past ten years; nothing could make her leave Barringer’s Pass again.

			But positions in entomology were limited. The only possible employer was a small testing lab in Juniper that hadn’t responded to her application yet. Trying to make it sound more hopeful than it was, she told him, “I’m staying. There are lots of federal and state jobs in forestry, monitoring insect pests. No one’s hiring at the moment, but they will. I just have to wait.”

			He snorted softly at some inner joke. “Good luck. I’m sure I won’t find you flipping burgers in the meantime.”

			Her chest tightened as if he’d squeezed the air from her lungs. Her Ph.D. was supposed to confer prestige, not make her the butt of jokes. But she gave him an unflinching stare. “You think I wouldn’t? I’m not afraid to do an honest day’s work, whatever it is.”

			“Uh-huh. Have you applied anywhere?”

			“Of course.” She’d even gritted her teeth, sucked up her pride, and filled out the form at McDonald’s, knowing the pimply sixteen-year-old next to her had a better shot at getting a job there than she did.

			“Let me guess, no one’s interested, are they?” Her silence was answer enough. “It’s that Ph.D. What’s the point in training you in burgers and fries when you’ll just leave them for the first pine bark beetle that comes along?”

			She glared. “Go ahead, laugh. Ten years of higher education, and I can’t find a job. It’s hysterical, enjoy yourself.”

			He smiled, the stupid jerk. “It is.” He savored it for several seconds, taking another lazy swig of beer, watching her closely. “But I might be able to help.”

			She narrowed her eyes, sensing a trap. If Zane Thorson saw her floundering in a lake, he’d throw her an anchor. But she couldn’t afford to shrug it off. Job or no job, she had a car payment and rent, not to mention a heftier student loan than she wanted her family to know about. “How?”

			“I know someone looking for temporary help. It’s manual labor. Outdoors.” He ran his eyes over her, head to foot. Most of her was covered by the long, filmy dress Zoe had talked her into wearing, but it wasn’t as if he didn’t know what her legs looked like. Or any other part of her. She tried not to think about that as he did his private evaluation. “You look capable.”

			Curiosity made her sit straighter. He was serious, and damn it, she was desperate. “I’m not afraid to work hard. What kind of labor?”

			“Landscaping. Moving trees and shrubs. Maybe some heavy-equipment work. You ever do that?”

			She could learn to operate anything. “I played around with a backhoe once. It’s not hard.”

			“It’s not play.”

			“I can do it.”

			He nodded slowly. “Fine. The place is called Natural Designs, main highway west of town, you can’t miss it. Stop by Monday morning if you’re serious. I’ll tell them to expect you.”

			She studied his face, deciding the offer was real. But it had been too easy. This was Zane, and they’d parted on bad terms. He didn’t like her any more than she liked him. Besides, she knew his style—he played on people’s weaknesses, using them for whatever he needed. Or in her case, what he’d wanted. If he appeared to be offering help, she was missing something.

			“Who owns Natural Designs?” she asked.

			“What difference does it make?”

			She swore under her breath, finally understanding. “It’s your company, isn’t it?”

			Zane drained the bottle and set it on the table, giving her a long, assessing stare as he did. “Yeah, it is. And I offered you a job. Are you going to turn it down?”

			“I’m not working for you!”

			He shrugged. “Okay. Accept one of your other job offers. Or ask your family for money; I’m sure they’ll come through for you.” He rocked the empty bottle back and forth in a bored manner.

			She steamed quietly and reviewed her options: none. Falling back on her family for support was out of the question. Through clenched teeth, she said, “I want to know why you’re doing this.”

			“You distrust my motives? I’m crushed.”

			“You’ll get over it. I’m sure my feelings don’t matter to you.”

			“True.” His dark gaze bore into her. “Maybe I want to watch the exalted Dr. Larkin sweat and grunt for minimum wage.”

			No maybe about it. But she didn’t have to humble herself quite that much. “Bullshit. For manual labor, I get at least double that.”

			He laughed, but it had a bitter edge. “Deal. I use you to get what I want, and you use me to get what you want. Isn’t this nostalgic?”

			That was the Zane she remembered.
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			She shouldn’t have told them. Family members always felt free to offer unsolicited opinions, especially when family included the aging hippies of the People’s Free Earth Commune. The concept of a private life was fuzzy to people who shared everything.

			“It’s not a big deal,” she said, drying her four-thousandth plate and passing it to Feather. Even as casual as Jase and Zoe’s reception had been, no one here would have considered adding to the planet’s pollution by using disposable dishes, and she’d been on cleanup duty for two hours already. “It’s just a job.”

			Her mother stopped scraping garbage into the compost bucket. “What about your doctorate?”

			“This is just temporary, until I find something in my field.”

			Feather smiled kindly and nodded agreement, a circlet of wilted daisies flopping atop her frizzy gray hair. “You’ll be out in the fresh air, getting plenty of exercise.” She looked at Sophie’s mother. “It’s healthy work, Kate, you have to admit that.”

			The worry lines on Kate Larkin’s face didn’t go away, spoiling the effect of her cheerful dandelion-ring necklace and the tiny asters woven into her long hair.

			“But a Thorson. Zane’s father hated the commune. He harassed us in town for decades, and he even tried to have us closed down.”

			“He’s the one who injured those two goats from our first herd,” Pete added with a scowl. “Remember?”

			“That’s true,” Marcy agreed.

			Sophie could feel a hard wall of resistance form against anything to do with the Thorsons, a rare mind-set for people who were normally so gentle and accepting. “Zane isn’t his father,” she said.

			“Isn’t he?” Kate asked. “He comes from an abusive family. Didn’t his younger brother brutally rape some poor girl?”

			“I don’t know,” Sophie said, mumbling the lie. “What difference does it make?”

			“It’s part of the whole picture. For heaven’s sake, Sophie, Zane grew up with no mother, an angry, violent brother, and a father who was in and out of jail on assault charges until he finally took it too far. Nathaniel Thorson was full of hate, and practiced what he preached. That sort of upbringing has a lasting effect on a child.”

			“I know,” she muttered. She’d seen it for herself ten years ago when Zane told her with a voice cold as ice that she’d proved his father right—women were just out to use men. The accusation still made her blood boil.

			“I’m not dating him,” she said, biting the word out with disgust. “I don’t even like him. I’m just . . .” She gritted her teeth over Zane’s words. “Using him. For a job.”

			“I don’t trust him,” Maggie said.

			Sophie turned to shoot a disgusted look at her sister. “You don’t even know him.”

			Kate’s head snapped up. “And you do? I thought you’d just met him.”

			Crap. She didn’t want to have this conversation. “We met years ago when I was on summer vacation. He hung out with some friends of mine.” Another lie; he’d hung out with no one, and she’d had no friends in B-Pass. Her years in private schools and his family’s awful reputation had separated them from their peers, the first of many things they’d had in common. Oddly, it had been his unwillingness to try to fit in with the others that had attracted her. She’d recognized that strong sense of self, his refusal to compromise who he was in order to be accepted. She had a good-size portion of it herself.

			To divert attention, she turned on Maggie. “Are you just going to stand there complaining about my new boss, or are you going to help clean up?”

			Maggie wasn’t that easily fooled. “He hurt you,” she accused.

			Sophie faltered, nearly dropping a plate, then recovered, hoping no one had noticed. It didn’t matter. They’d all heard Maggie.

			Her mother had gone still and pale. “He hit you?”

			“No!” She glared at Maggie. “Zane never touched me.” Not that way.

			“Emotionally,” Maggie clarified, defending her position. “He broke your heart.”

			Sophie dismissed it with a derisive snort.

			“You cried for a whole day.”

			Kate didn’t even relax a little. “When was this?”

			“The summer between her senior year of high school and college,” Maggie said, ratting her out so fast she didn’t get a chance to deny it.

			Sophie said nothing. It was true, even though Maggie didn’t know the reason she’d been so upset. She was glad now that she’d never told her. She felt her mother’s gaze burning into the back of her head, and rubbed so vigorously at a plate she was surprised the pattern didn’t wear off.

			“That’s an impressionable age for a girl,” Kate said. “Teenage love affairs can shape the rest of a woman’s love life for both good and bad.”

			By affair her mother didn’t mean sex. At least Sophie hoped not, because they weren’t going there. But it was still too damn perceptive. For the millionth time she cursed the misfortune of having a mother with a degree in child psychology. She wished the UC Berkeley hippies who’d moved to the Rockies to start the People’s Free Earth Commune had spent more time smoking weed and passing out flowers rather than getting graduate degrees.

			Not saying anything just prolonged their curiosity, so she put on a condescending smile and turned to face them. “God, Maggie, that was just a silly crush. I barely remember it.” She glanced at her mother, and put it in terms she’d appreciate. “He had that bad-boy appeal, you know how it is. It was a phase. Typical, right? I got over it.”

			Maggie looked seconds away from calling her a liar, and her mother was definitely not convinced. “I haven’t seen you cry since you were six.”

			Handing Feather the polished plate, she surveyed the group in the commune’s large kitchen. Her mom, Feather, Marcy, Pete, Header, not to mention six other commune members outside—her family, every last one of them. Even if they weren’t all related by blood, they’d helped raise her and her sisters. They loved her. And on a practical level, they’d contributed a lot of money to her education and deserved an explanation for why she was wasting it working for Zane Thorson.

			“Look, guys, I appreciate your concern, but it’s just a simple job and it won’t last long. Zane was hiring, and I need something to pay the rent until I find a permanent position.”

			“You know you can live here,” Kate said. Several others seconded the idea.

			Sophie smiled. “Thanks, but the commune is too remote. I need to be in town, and I need to be on my own.”

			Pete spoke up, his gruff voice matching the rough look of his long beard and gray ponytail. “We don’t want to see you waste your education, Sophie. You’re a smart girl.”

			“I won’t be wasting it, I’ll still be looking for work as an entomologist. I’m taking the job. Don’t worry, I won’t lose any IQ points by working for Zane.”

			Just some peace of mind, and maybe some sleep. She couldn’t fool herself—a few hours with him would be enough to remind her hormones of that summer ten years ago, when she’d discovered the sensitive side of the brooding, twenty-year-old loner, fallen hard, and ended up naked in the grass, giving up her virginity.

			She’d broken up with him a day later. The emotional pain had taken much longer to forget.

			Leaving him had been the right decision. Unfortunately, it had never stopped her from wondering what would have happened if she’d been brave enough to make the wrong one.
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			Zane drove his pickup through the trendy downtown strip of Barringer’s Pass, Colorado, glad that most of the tourists were slow to venture out on Sunday mornings. It was the only time he could breeze through town without dodging pedestrians. He paid scant attention to the upscale specialty shops that catered to rich tourists and the Hollywood elite who used B-Pass as an escape. Some escape—everyone knew they were here, it was simply less convenient for adoring fans to follow them to the small Rocky Mountain town.

			The ridiculously high cost of living in B-Pass helped keep obsessed fans away. Shopping or eating at the restaurants here cost twice what it did in most other cities. Prices at the ski resorts were just as outrageous. Zane wasn’t complaining. The higher the prices and the value of the real estate, the richer the celebrities who chose to live here. And rich celeb residents meant that money flew around as thick as snowflakes in January. It was that surplus that supported local businesses like his landscape design company and the downtown specialty shop run by one of Sophie’s sisters.

			The local economy was thriving, good enough for even a Thorson to make a living. There were plenty of jobs available in retail, restaurants, and lodging. Just not, apparently, in entomology.

			He gave an amused huff—a Ph.D. in entomology. Typically elitist, exactly what he should have expected from Sophie Larkin. A degree that in Barringer’s Pass was good for only one thing—making others feel inferior.

			It wouldn’t work on him. Never again. Yesterday he proved he could talk to Sophie and know he was every bit as good as she was. It was something else entirely that made her dangerous to be around. It was the fact that, no matter how much he hated her, he still wanted her. Badly. He should have gotten it out of his system, but having had her for one night just meant his fantasies were that much more accurate.

			And distracting. He’d have to get over that.

			Leaving the commercial strip of stores that lined the center of the valley, he pulled into a generic-looking restaurant on the other side of Elkhorn Creek, the side not frequented by tourists. He preferred mixing with tourists who didn’t know him and had no grudge against anyone named Thorson, but his best friend liked this place. Will was already there ordering breakfast when Zane walked in. Zane added his order and settled into the other side of the booth.

			“You left the reception early,” Will said. “Did you hook up with someone?”

			“No. I didn’t know anyone there but you and Tracy.”

			“I saw you talking to Sophie Larkin.”

			He snorted in wry amusement. “Except her. I’d been hoping to avoid her.”

			“Sister of the bride,” Will said, pausing to flash a smile and a quick thank-you at the waitress as she brought their coffee, slid a wary look at Zane, and left again. “You had to know she’d be there.”

			Of course he’d known. He’d hardly been aware of anything else, constantly scanning the crowd for a woman with short blond hair. When he hadn’t spotted her, he’d been relieved, ignoring a vague pang of disappointment. The rich fall of long brown hair had taken him by surprise. “She looked different last time I saw her.”

			“When was that?”

			“Ten years ago.”

			Will studied him as he sipped the steaming coffee. “You two have a thing?”

			“Sort of.” Sort of an intense, mind-blowing thing that still haunted him. “It didn’t end well.”

			“Huh. I don’t remember you being with her.”

			“It didn’t last long.” And it hadn’t been the kind of relationship you talked about with your friends. Hey, I just figured out what girls mean when they talk about soul mates and all that shit. Because it’s not really shit, and the right girl can rock your world clean off its axis. Like he’d ever say that out loud. “Did you guys stay long?” he asked, trying to change the subject.

			“Yeah, Tracy likes to dance. I think it’s going to ruin our relationship.”

			Zane chuckled, then moved his elbows off the table to make room for the plate of eggs and hash browns the waitress set in front of him. They were quiet for the next couple of minutes as each put a large dent in his breakfast. He thought Will had dropped the subject until he asked, “So, what’s Sophie doing these days?”

			“She just finished a doctorate in entomology.”

			“Cool. The Larkin girls were all smart. Where’s she work?”

			“No place, yet.” He chewed a forkful of eggs, debating whether to tell him. Smug satisfaction with himself won out. “I offered her a job.”

			Will laughed. “Doing what, moving rocks? Driving a dozer? Like she’d do that.”

			“She starts tomorrow.”

			“Right.” His laugh died away as he stared. “No kidding?”

			Zane took a bite of his toast. “Nope.”

			“You’re not making her work with those two scumbags on your crew, are you?”

			He shrugged. “No choice.”

			“Damn. You hate her that much?”

			“Hey, it’s honest work. If it’s good enough for me, it’s good enough for her.”

			“It’s hard work and she’s not exactly a big woman. Plus, didn’t she go to some fancy private school?”

			“So?”

			“So she doesn’t hang around guys like that. She’ll quit in the first five minutes.”

			“No, she won’t. She won’t like it, but she’s not a quitter.” That was the beauty of his plan. The girl who had excelled at everything had never learned the meaning of defeat, at least not the girl he’d known ten years ago. He doubted Dr. Larkin was any different. He would enjoy watching her dirty her hands with some real work for a change. Let her see what it felt like to be looked down on by clients, or worse yet, to be so far beneath others that they didn’t even notice you. Day after day after day.

			But that every day part had him worried for himself, too.

			Watching her trim little body work up a sweat as she wrestled with heavy rolls of sod or hefted a truckload of potted shrubs was going to send his mind right where he didn’t want it to go, to the memory of a different sort of physical exertion. Hell, it had already gone there. He knew what that tight little body looked like without clothes, and with the sheen of perspiration slicking her breasts as she gasped his name and climaxed beneath him. He got hard just remembering.

			He’d been her first. Thankfully, he’d had some experience by then and had known how to make it good for her. The second time, an hour later, had been incredible for both of them. There was no way she’d faked those helpless moans or the startled cry of pleasure when she came. For one night, he’d been in heaven.

			He couldn’t think about it. Instead, he had to remember the day after, when she’d told him, with that remote expression they probably taught at her fancy private school, that she didn’t want to see him again.

			Will shook his head as he dug back into his food. “That’s harsh, Zane. She must have really pissed you off.”

			She’d done worse than that. That was why he’d impulsively offered her a job, and it was why he was going to enjoy every minute she spent laboring alongside his seasonal help, listening to their crude jokes and enduring their crass comments. He hoped her high-class sensibilities were battered until they were raw and bleeding. No one deserved it more.

			Ten years ago Sophie Larkin had used and humiliated him. It was payback time.

		

	
		
			2

			Sophie pulled into the gravel lot at eight o’clock Monday morning. Zane hadn’t given her a time, and eight had seemed early enough. Apparently it wasn’t.

			The yard behind the small office was alive with the rumble of heavy equipment and men’s shouts. She parked her Jeep Wrangler near the office, the little red truck looking tiny next to four hulking pickups and a minivan. Walking around them, she noted the name TERMINATOR TRUCK on a tailgate that appeared to be in flames, and a bumper sticker on another reading, BOOB MAN. Maturity didn’t appear to be a job requirement.

			She walked through the open chain-link gates, scanning the area for Zane. He wasn’t in sight, but the persistent roar from a large backhoe loader drew her attention. As she watched, it scooped up a boulder the size of a small car and deposited it on a flatbed trailer. The rock hit with a dull boom, shaking the trailer. Two men began passing huge chains over it, holding it in place.

			Sophie chewed her lip, realizing her original impression of Zane’s landscaping company had been wrong. It seemed unlikely that she’d accepted a job planting flowers.

			“You’re late, Larkin.”

			She turned to see Zane striding toward her. He wore a faded T-shirt, dust-streaked jeans, and scuffed work boots, and she sucked in her breath at a sudden flashback to the twenty-year-old Zane from ten years ago. His clothes had been worn then, too, and often greasy from his job as a mechanic. His arms had been just as tanned—she remembered how he’d looked that night on the mountain when he’d pulled his shirt off, his chest pale in the moonlight in contrast to his arms. His shoulders hadn’t been quite as broad and muscled then, but his face had borne the same expression, distant and guarded, as if constantly prepared to defend himself should things turn unpleasant. In his life, they often had.

			So he was hot, big deal. He was still a jerk.

			“I’m not late. You didn’t give me a time.”

			“We start work at seven. Go see Annie in the office; she has paperwork for you to fill out. Do it fast; I want you to go out with this crew when they’re ready to leave.”

			She resisted saluting and saying “Yes, sir!” Turning without a word, she headed for the small building by her Jeep, glad to escape his presence until she got her erotic memories under control.

			She’d already decided how to handle working for Zane. She would cause as few ripples as possible, keep her head down, do the job, and never question orders. She would do whatever it took to get along with Boob Man and Terminator, and she would most definitely stay the hell away from Zane Thorson.
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			When she walked out of the office twenty minutes later, Zane was standing next to an idling pickup, talking to the driver through the open window. The middle-aged man behind the wheel looked past him, grinning at her. Zane turned.

			She was prepared this time, and felt only a slight flush of heat as his dark gaze landed on her. The lock of hair that dropped onto his forehead tempted her to brush it back, so she stuck her hands in her pockets.

			He didn’t even smile, although serious was a good look on his sinfully curved mouth. “Sophie, you’ll be riding to the job site with these guys. I’ll meet you there. This is Hooter, he’ll tell you what to do.” While she was still blinking at Hooter, whose grin looked more like a leer, Zane walked away. She frowned at his back, then set her mouth in a determined line as she faced Hooter. Beneath unkempt hair, his face blended into his neck with little sign of a jawline, and she’d bet anything a large gut rubbed against the steering wheel. He looked her up and down, deliberately licking his lips. “You must be that bonus I was askin’ for.”

			So that’s how it was going to be—throw her in the deep end and walk away. Fine, she knew how to swim.

			“What bonus was that? You asked to get kneed in the balls?”

			“You got a sassy mouth, sweetheart. I like that.”

			“Name’s Sophie, not sweetheart.”

			“Come on around, Sophie baby, we saved you a spot up front.” He patted the seat next to him.

			She looked past Hooter to see a young man giving her a frank appraisal as he chewed on a toothpick. Behind him, she saw one man in the backseat of the extended cab. “Thanks, babycakes,” she told Hooter. “I don’t want to crowd you. I’ll sit in the back.”

			The guy next to Hooter snorted and repeated, “Babycakes,” as she grabbed the handle for the back door and tugged. It was locked.

			Hooter’s grin grew broader. “No room back there, sweetheart.”

			“Looks like plenty of room to me.”

			“Tools. But we can fit you in up front. Cory don’t bite, do you, Cory? Not hard, anyways.”

			The young man smiled slyly. “I lick,” he told her.

			Hooter chuckled in appreciation.

			She felt dirty already, and irritated by the juvenile initiation ritual. “Yeah, that doesn’t work for me, Hooter, so just open the back door and we can get to work.”

			“Can’t do that, honey, the lock’s broken. If you don’t want to come around here by Cory, I guess we’ll have to leave without you. Maybe Zane’ll give you a lift. Maybe not. Make up your mind, sugar, we’re running late.”

			She didn’t know if Zane had told them to give her a hard time, or if they were just naturally jerks, but either way she figured he’d find it amusing. Any gratitude she might have felt toward him for giving her a job plummeted to zero. But she wouldn’t back down from the challenge. There was no way she’d suffer Zane’s sneers for not managing something as simple as getting into a truck.

			Not to mention, she desperately needed the money.

			Stepping onto the running board, she leaned in the open window, close to Hooter. As expected, he didn’t look at all upset to get a close-up look at her. “Hey, baby, you want to sit in my lap, that’s all right, too.”

			She smiled at him, at Cory, and at the Hispanic-looking man in the backseat who was a good decade older than Hooter. “Hola,” the man said, grinning back.

			“Hola.” She gave Hooter a disappointed look. “Hooter, sweetie pie, I do believe you were pulling my leg about those tools. There’s lots of room in the backseat.” Before he could lose his stupid grin or decide her closeness was an invitation to touch, she whipped her hand under the steering column, turned the keys, and snatched them out of the ignition. A quick step backward landed her a safe three feet from Hooter as she thumbed the key fob, unlocking the back door. When she opened the door, the Hispanic man laughed and gave Hooter a friendly punch on the shoulder as he scooted over, leaving plenty of room. She got in, closed the door, and dropped the keys over the front seat. “Let’s go, Hooter, we’re running late.”

			He caught her eye in the rearview mirror as he picked up the keys. His expression was bland as he took her measure, the corner of his mouth curling up thoughtfully. Hooter wasn’t done with her.

			Sophie turned to the man beside her, wondering if he was friend or foe. “I’m Sophie Larkin,” she said.

			“Manuel Rodriguez,” he said with a slight Spanish accent. “You can call me Manny.”

			She smiled and nodded, leaving it at that. No friendly chitchat. This group might take it as an invitation to get personal.

			If they were curious about why she was there, no one asked. Hooter rolled onto the highway and took a winding side road up Tappit’s Peak. Cory started telling him about an eight-point buck he’d seen, and the two of them swapped hunting stories. She figured the detailed discussion that followed on how to properly gut and clean a deer was for her benefit.
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			Fifteen minutes later they paused for admittance at a security gate featuring a large letter R worked into the wrought-iron bars. Sophie looked out at the grounds, a groomed forest of pine and aspen, and asked, “Whose place is this?”

			“Carl Reznick,” Cory said.

			It sounded vaguely familiar. “Who’s that?”

			Hooter and Cory laughed as if it was the dumbest thing they’d ever heard. “Director of the Alien Invader series? The best sci-fi flicks ever?” Cory asked it as if the information might jar some sense into her head.

			It didn’t, so she just sat back and admired the lush estate the man had plopped into the middle of the Rocky Mountains. Hooter drove up to a brand-new three-story mansion, then veered onto dirt that had yet to be turned into lawn, curving around to the walk-out level at the back of the house. They parked off to the side of an excavated area and got out.

			Sophie surveyed the extensive backyard. Down a steep slope, a stand of trees nearly hid a large building that Manny told her was Reznick’s new movie studio. Between the house and studio lay Zane’s job site.

			A large pool and patio area graced the back of the house, or would once it was completed. Slate stones covered half of the terraced land around the pool, providing enough of an idea of the finished concept to make Sophie murmur a soft, “Nice,” in appreciation. Three levels of stone patio led down to the swimming pool, a secluded pond sheltered by trees, and rugged slabs of pink Rocky Mountain granite. At one end, exposed piping showed where a waterfall would tumble down the rock wall into the pool.

			Sophie suddenly understood the purpose of the boulder she’d seen loaded onto the trailer. It would complete the unfinished corner of the waterfall. The design was beautiful, with the stone terraces fitting perfectly between stands of ponderosa pine. When it was done, the pool would look like a natural pond, formed from a clear mountain stream. Zane was doing an amazing job of bringing the designer’s vision to life.

			“Sophie!”

			She was jolted out of her openmouthed admiration by Manny’s call. He’d already unloaded shovels, trowels, and smaller tools she didn’t recognize from the bed of the pickup. When she joined him he shoved two pieces of dirty rubber into her hands. The dangling, attached straps didn’t provide much of a clue to their purpose.

			“What am I supposed to do with these?”

			“Put them on,” he told her. “They’re knee pads.”

			She glanced at the tools. “What are we doing?”

			“Finishing that lower patio. Hooter and Cory will build the outdoor kitchen on the upper level.”

			A white pickup pulled up and Zane got out, striding up to them with a purposeful look. All business. It wasn’t an expression she ever remembered seeing on his face.

			“Sophie, you’re working with Manny. He knows what to do.” He looked at her hands. “Did you bring gloves?”

			She pulled a pair of gardening gloves from her back pocket, perfect for planting flowers. She offered him a weak smile.

			Manny gave a good-natured laugh; Zane’s smile was more disparaging. “Manny, you got an extra pair in there?”

			“Yeah, but they’ll be too big.”

			Looking at his large, work-roughened hands, she had to agree, but Zane simply shrugged. “They’ll do.” He looked her over, taking in her pink-polished fingernails, jeans, and tennis shoes. “You might want to buy your own work gloves. And I’d advise wearing your oldest jeans, and some sturdy work boots.”

			“You could have told me before.”

			He looked amused at her annoyed tone. “I’m telling you now.”

			He turned away as the truck and trailer pulled up carrying the granite boulder and a pile of paving stones behind it that looked like it would be part of the patio. As Zane waved and yelled instructions, she gathered her knee pads and a shovel, and followed Manny to the patio.

			[image: •]

			It was slow work, and harder than it looked. After two hours on her knees, her back ached and her fingers were damp inside the heavy rawhide gloves. Zane provided bottled water for the crew and she helped herself to a couple, then discovered using the Porta-Potty required walking past Hooter and Cory, and she tried to drink less. When work stopped at noon, she spent a full minute stretching from side to side and arching her back, working the kinks out. Hooter and Cory strolled past, nudging each other as they watched her.

			Cory stopped. “Hey, Sophie, do that arching thing again, where you stick your chest out. I’m getting turned on.”

			Boob Man, she decided. She stared pointedly at his crotch. “Good thing you told me, ’cause I couldn’t tell.”

			Hooter made feral, grunting sounds that seemed to imply amusement. “How about I show you how I stretch?” he said. “It’s just one part of my body,” he added, in case she didn’t get it.

			She couldn’t think of a clever comeback, at least not one that wouldn’t sound like an invitation to Hooter, so she just yawned. “Sorry, babycakes, not interested.”

			“Another time, then, sugar.” He and Cory walked off, grunting comments and snorting out laughs. Morons.

			Manny looked concerned. “Maybe better to say nothing.”

			“Maybe better to shoot him,” she replied. Manny shook his head over her hopeless attitude. To distract him, she pointed to the studio barely visible behind the trees at the back of the yard. “Is that where he films his movies?”

			“Parts of them here, I think. Parts in Hollywood.”

			She let her gaze wander. Down the hill, Hooter and Cory sat in the truck, looking suspiciously like they were eating. “What do we do for lunch?” she asked Manny.

			He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t bring one?”

			“No.” Another thing Zane had conveniently forgotten to mention. She sighed, thinking of the peanut butter crackers she’d stuck in the Jeep just in case. They were still there. “I don’t suppose anyone’s driving into town?”

			“Not enough time,” he told her. He made a helpless gesture over her bad luck, then walked off toward the truck to join the other men. She watched him go, putting a hand over her grumbling stomach. She could probably follow and beg a few bites. Manny might take pity on her, but starvation was preferable to Hooter’s taunting. Muttering curses at Zane, she sat on a large rock at the edge of the patio, slipped off her gloves, and flexed her fingers, surveying Carl Reznick’s half-finished backyard.

			It was going to be beautiful. She didn’t know where Zane had acquired the skill and the equipment to do this, but he obviously hadn’t been sitting around during the past ten years as she’d expected. She considered complimenting his work, despite his being a total prick, but he’d disappeared. After directing the placement of the boulder and unloading the paving stones, he’d spent a long time talking with a man who was working on the plumbing for the waterfall and pool. She wasn’t sure where he’d gone after that, and didn’t want to ask because really, what did she care? And if Hooter, Cory, and Manny thought she was looking to him for protection against the big, mean men, the harassment would move to a new level. It was better to stick to her plan and not talk to Zane at all.

			No one talked to her, either. Manny, Hooter, and Cory ate in the truck with the doors open and the radio blasting country music. After twenty-five minutes Manny returned, saying nothing as he handed her an apple. She refrained from hugging him, but just barely, then chomped into it, eating down to the smallest core possible. It wasn’t like he’d saved her life, but it quieted her stomach and placed him several notches above Hooter and Cory on the evolutionary scale.
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			Zane sat in his pickup, flipping through the papers on his clipboard. The supply orders needed attention, but he was more interested in the conversation going on thirty feet away where his crew was packing up for the day. The men either hadn’t noticed him in his truck, or didn’t care if the boss overheard the way they’d been baiting Sophie.

			Zane cracked the window—he wasn’t about to miss it. This was the ridicule he’d looked forward to, and the reason he’d hired her. They’d already done a nice job of making her feel inadequate when she struggled to lift the heavy bags of sand and mortar that the men hefted with little trouble. The damp spots under her arms made him smile; it was a sure bet Dr. Larkin had never broken a sweat studying spiders in a lab.

			He imagined she’d never had to ask for help with an assignment before, either. That was the best part, when she’d had to ask Hooter to help her lift a power saw into the truck bed. Her tight-lipped look of resentment was priceless. He hadn’t heard what she’d said afterward, but he hoped it had been thank you, because that would really stick in her throat. Not that he’d care to be in Hooter’s debt, either. The big man might be an expert stonemason, but his interpersonal skills were nonexistent, bordering on mean. He was probably giving her a hard time about not being able to do her share of the work, dragging down their progress with her inadequacy, and Zane was missing it. Lowering the window all the way, he shifted closer to the door as he pretended to scan his clipboard.

			Sophie was fooling with her ponytail, adjusting it higher off her sweaty neck, when Cory called out to her. “Hey, Sophie, get that tool belt, would ya?”

			With a weary nod, she walked over to the tool belt that was inexplicably lying in the dirt a short distance from her. Hooter and Cory stood beside the truck, leaning to the side for a better look as she bent from the waist to pick up the belt. Cory snickered and jabbed his elbow into Hooter.

			“Oh, baby,” Hooter moaned loudly enough for her to hear. “Hold that position, I’ll be right there.”

			Something hot trickled into Zane’s veins. How long had the tone of the conversation been sexual? He frowned and set the clipboard aside.

			“Great ass,” Cory said. “Ain’t that a nice ass, Hooter?”

			“Prime,” Hooter agreed.

			Shit. Giving Sophie a hard time about the job was one thing, but this crossed a line he didn’t bother to define, the sheer wrongness of Hooter’s possible fantasies being too obvious for words. Plus the legal factor—they probably didn’t even know she could have their asses fired for what they’d said.

			Hooter scratched himself. “I’ve been having a hard time all day, watchin’ her on her hands and knees with that sweet little ass pointed right at me,” he told Cory, putting a forceful emphasis on hard. “A real hard time.”

			“Kneeling on the ground, that’s hard work, all right,” Cory said, grabbing his crotch as if he’d suddenly taken up gangsta rap. “Fuckin’ hard.”

			Goddamn it! Zane grabbed the door handle. No woman should have to put up with that, ever, and it definitely wasn’t going to happen on his job site.

			He stepped out of the truck, but no one noticed. The men had their backs to him, and Sophie had her eyes on Hooter and Cory as she straightened. She walked toward them as if she hadn’t heard a thing they’d said, stopping three feet away. “Here ya go,” she said with a smile, and whipped the dangling belt at Hooter’s midsection. He bent and caught it in an automatic move that barely protected his groin from a painful impact with the heavy hammer and chisels as she smiled sweetly. “Anything else I can get you?”

			“Fuck,” Hooter muttered, still slightly bent over, and Zane decided the tools hadn’t entirely missed their target.

			Sophie walked past, giving Hooter a pat on the arm. “You ought to take better care of your equipment, babycakes.”

			Zane choked on a laugh, torn between high-fiving Sophie and belting Hooter and Cory in the jaw. The snarl Hooter aimed at Sophie’s back decided him. He stepped out and slammed the truck door hard enough to get their attention.

			“Sophie!” She turned, startled. “I need to go over some paperwork with you. Employee benefits,” he improvised when she hesitated. “Wait in my truck.” He walked past her without a glance, counting on his brisk attitude to forestall any questions. “You three can head back without her,” he said to the men, including Manny, with a hand gesture.

			Manny had stood off to the side during the tool belt episode. It was pretty much what he’d expected of the older man, who seemed happy to stay under everyone’s radar, do his job, and go home. He left people alone, and they left him alone. Zane had known that approach wouldn’t work for Sophie, but he hadn’t realized how bad it would be. He needed to set some boundaries, fast.

			Corralling Hooter and Cory, he stepped close, forcing them to back against the side of the truck bed. “Hang on, I need a word with you two,” he said.

			Hooter grinned. “Did we hurt someone’s little feelings? We did like you said, treated her like one of the guys. Well, mostly.” He and Cory both snickered.

			Zane inched closer to Hooter’s bulk, looking the big man in the eye. “When I said I needed a word, that meant I talk and you listen. Got it?”

			Hooter’s smile faded to a narrow-eyed look. Cory shot his buddy a worried glance, then turned his wary gaze on Zane.

			On the other side of the truck, Manny got in the backseat and closed the door.

			Zane kept his voice low. “You’re both from around here, aren’t you? Lived in Barringer’s Pass all your lives?”

			They exchanged confused looks, then each gave a jerky nod.

			“Right. So you’re probably familiar with a little episode in my family history that happened several years back. It was big news.”

			They wouldn’t have to think hard. He watched caution creep over their faces and felt the uncomfortable silence that fell like a dank fog. It had become a familiar feeling over the years. He waited, looking from one to the other, letting them recall every part of it.

			The bloody crime scene. The dead bodies. The trial.

			No one ever talked about it in his presence, but he knew it was the first thing everyone thought of when they saw him. Probably always would be—the shock from that sort of horror was never truly forgotten. Hooter and Cory would remember.

			Cory watched him uneasily. Hooter had frozen in place, as if the slightest movement might set off something he didn’t know how to deal with. Pretty damn perceptive for an asshole.

			“Good, I can see you remember,” Zane said, nailing each in turn with a cold stare. “Then I don’t have to explain how I feel about men who abuse women. Let’s just say it sets off some bad memories.” He clenched his jaw, shifting his gaze between them. “Sets off my nasty Thorson temper, too, and I’m not good at controlling it. You get what I’m saying?”

			Cory swallowed. Hooter remained motionless, but his eyelids developed a rapid tic as the big man held on to his rising temper. Zane almost wished he’d let it loose. It would give him an excuse to ram a fist into that fat gut, and another into the man’s face. Unfortunately, Hooter wasn’t that dumb, and he kept his anger twitching behind his frozen expression.

			“Let me be very clear,” Zane growled, mere inches from Hooter’s face. “If either of you treat Sophie like that again, I will fire your asses on the spot, then kick them so hard you won’t walk for a week. You keep that in mind next time you’re tempted to share your ugly thoughts. Got it?”

			He didn’t expect an answer and didn’t get one as he stepped back, ending the staring contest. “Good. See you tomorrow.”

			Turning on his heel, he strode back to his truck, working on losing his grim expression before he faced Sophie.
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			She’d known what he was doing as soon as she looked out the windshield. If Hooter and Cory’s stiff posture didn’t give it away, the vicious glare Hooter threw at Zane’s back when he walked away sure did.

			Damn it! If Zane thought he was doing her a favor, he was crazy.

			She let him start the truck and back up before she turned on him. “You told them to leave me alone, didn’t you?”

			He didn’t look at her as he gunned it up the slope, sending dirt and stones flying. “What I say to my other employees is none of your business.” Turning onto the asphalt, he dropped to a sedate speed. “How was your first day of work?”

			“Lovely. My coworkers are Neanderthals. And you just made them ten times worse than they already were.”

			That earned her a look through slitted eyes. “Believe me, I didn’t.”

			“Oh, yes, you did. You warned them to lay off the emotionally fragile little girl, didn’t you? That makes me worse than teacher’s pet, because now they won’t even tease me about being treated like I’m special, they’ll ostracize me. Do you know how hard it is to work with someone when they don’t even acknowledge your presence?”

			“Better than you know,” he muttered, so low she almost missed it. He scowled at the road ahead for several seconds. “I don’t allow abusive language on my work sites.”

			“I was handling it.”

			He gave a cynical snort. “You were giving them what they wanted—an excuse to take it up another notch.”

			“What do you care? Whatever happens, it’s none of your business, Zane.”

			Anger hardened the line of his jaw. “It’s entirely my business. If I let those idiots keep going, it would give you the perfect excuse to yell sexual harassment, and the next thing I know you’d sue my company right out from under me.”

			She bit her lip as she considered his stern profile. “So telling them to back off was self-serving?”

			“Damn right.”

			She decided she believed him. He’d never go out of his way to spare her feelings. But his characterization of her rankled. “I wouldn’t sue you.”

			He choked on a laugh. “Right, because we’re such good friends.”

			“No, because I don’t ask others to fight my battles. Look, if you’d let me handle it myself, I might have earned some grudging respect.” She grimaced. “Or at least what passes for respect among the savages.”

			He shot her a hard look. “The kind of abuse I heard them dishing out doesn’t lead to respect. It leads to violence.”

			She opened her mouth to argue with him, then realized what he was talking about. What he feared. She realized, too, how close to the surface that memory must be, even after so many years, if he saw the possibility of it happening again.

			“Zane.” She waited until he glanced at her. “Not every man hates to that extreme. They don’t all resort to murder.”

			She saw his throat work before he answered in a low voice. “Some do.”

			“The chances are so slim—”

			“Don’t try to quote odds,” he said, cutting her off sharply. “They don’t matter. And I don’t care if you think I’m wrong, I’m your boss and it’s my call.”

			She rode in silence for several seconds, studying the hard planes of his face and the tight set of his shoulders. “But you don’t think you’re wrong, do you?”

			“No, I don’t.” He said it with such a grim certainty that chills rippled down the backs of her arms. “Hooter isn’t the type who respects women. He either likes them, which means he wants to fuck them, or he considers them worthless. Either way, provoking him is stupid.”

			His crude language had the impact he’d intended, stripping away any hope that Hooter could respect her if she stood up for herself. She wished Zane only wanted to scare her, but trying to imagine Hooter with a wife, or a girlfriend who was more than a mere sexual diversion, stretched credibility to the point of breaking.

			She sighed and leaned back in her seat. “Okay, I believe you.” He didn’t nod or say “Good” or even glance her way, reminding her that being right didn’t make him nice. Or even polite. Gee, what a terrific boss. And such a fun job. “I can’t wait for tomorrow,” she muttered.

			“You won’t be working with them tomorrow.”

			He must have been more worried than she’d realized. “What will I be doing?”

			“Cory’s job. You’ll stay back at the yard, loading all the plants and mulch we’ll need to finish the pool area.”

			She had visions of muscling potted trees and shrubs across the yard and onto a flatbed trailer. It might be easier on her knees than laying patio stones, but harder on her back, which was already sore. “Lots of lifting?” she asked, trying not to let her dismay show.

			“Don’t worry, you’ll be using the loader. I’ll teach you how.”

			“Really?” She perked up at the idea of operating the backhoe, using the large front scoop to move small trees. The combination of power and precision in big machines had always fascinated her. Maybe he needed some holes dug and she could try out the shovel end, too.

			“Who will I be working with this time?”

			“There isn’t anyone else. You’ll have to do it all yourself.”

			She grinned with anticipation, then, when he looked disgusted, tipped her head back and laughed out loud. “This just kills you, doesn’t it?”

			“Why would it?” he grumbled.

			“Because instead of watching me work up a sweat while I chip my nails and bruise my knees, I’ll be playing with your man toys.”

			He frowned at her. “It’s not a game.”

			“Oh, I know. But it’s not work, either. Not the sweaty, degrading kind we both know you had in mind when you hired me.”

			His irritated scowl warmed her heart like a little slice of victory. “Since when do girls like operating heavy machinery?” he grumbled.

			“I don’t know about other girls, but I love the synchronized movements of each hand doing something different to make the shovel arm raise and turn at the same time.” She mimicked pulling and pushing levers with her hands. “It’s all about precision, skill, and timing. Like a ballet.”

			He winced as if she’d just dragged her nails over a blackboard. “A ballet?”

			“A remote-controlled ballet,” she decided, pleased with her analogy. Especially since it had horrified him.

			He narrowed his eyes at the road ahead. “We’ll see if you still think so after tomorrow.”

			Because it so obviously annoyed him, she hummed “The Blue Danube” waltz and continued her pantomime, curving one arm to resemble a shovel attachment swinging sideways as it raised, lowered, and released its load from her suddenly splayed fingers. “I think I’ll bring my iPod for musical accompaniment.”

			“No earbuds or headphones,” he ordered. “You have to be able to hear if someone yells at you.”

			“You said no one will be there.”

			He stared her down. “No iPod.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Fine, a silent ballet. It’ll still be fun.”

			A muscle jumped in his clenched jaw, pleasing her right down to her toes. “You still need gloves and work boots,” he ground out. “Don’t come without them.”

			Oh, she wouldn’t. She was looking forward to feminizing the front-end loader, now that she knew it bothered him. Maybe the whole equipment yard. She wondered if work gloves came in pink.
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			They did. She’d snatched them off the rack at Tractor Supply Company, grinning ecstatically.

			The requisite steel-toed boots came in only a disappointing shade of brown, but they were offset by her pink shirt, light-blue jeans, and a pink John Deere cap with a glitter heart. So far the job had cost her more than it had paid, but it was worth it to see Zane’s right eye twitch and his shapely lips clamp into a tight line as she sauntered up to him. If she had to work for him, she’d take whatever petty satisfaction she could from being irritating.

			She handed Manny the plate of chocolate chip cookies she’d baked to thank him for the apple he’d given her and savored Hooter’s slitted stare. Then, ignoring the muscles that still ached from yesterday, she slipped on her pink gloves as she crossed the yard and wiggled her fingers in the air. “Ready to rock and roll, boss.”

			He scowled at her gloves and T-shirt, and leveled a flat-out glare at her cap. “Everything John Deere is green.”

			She smiled sweetly. “Not for us John Deere girls. Isn’t it cute?”

			He opened his mouth, thought better of whatever he’d been tempted to say, and snapped it closed. “Follow me,” he said gruffly.

			She put enough spring in her step to make her dark ponytail do a jaunty swing in case he looked back at her.

			The backhoe loader seemed bigger up close. And rustier. “How old is this thing?”

			“Twenty-three years, and it runs good as new.” The sharp reply made it sound like a touchy subject.

			The large rear wheels were as high as the sparkly lettering across her T-shirt that proclaimed GIRL, and the floor of the open cab was a good two feet off the ground. Zane climbed up first, showing her where to step, then offered a hand to help her in. She climbed up to the single swivel seat. He stood behind her in the small space between the seat and a bank of large levers. Close behind.

			His arm brushed over her shoulder as he held a white hard hat in front of her. She forced herself to ignore the pleasant tingling that rippled through her, irritated that he could still have that effect. She frowned at the hard hat. “You’re kidding. How am I possibly going to hit my head?”

			“OSHA rules. Put it on.”

			“Does it come in pink?”

			“I sure as hell hope not.”

			Sighing, she tucked the pink John Deere cap into her back pocket, retied her ponytail at the base of her neck, and slipped the hard hat over her hair.

			“Now the seat belt.”

			She looked for the straps, found them, and buckled herself in. “Now what?”

			“Start the engine.”

			This time when he leaned over her shoulder she couldn’t ignore the shivers of awareness and closed her eyes for a moment, breathing deeply. It wasn’t the vague scent of motor oil and shaving lotion she remembered from ten years ago, but something cleaner, barely there. She nearly turned her face into his arm, straining to learn his smell, but caught herself in time and sat rigid and still as he dangled a key in front of her and pointed to the ignition.

			She took it. It started like a powerful car with a bad muffler, first cranking, then rumbling to life, vibrating her seat and shaking the gear lever next to it.

			Zane leaned forward and she thought she might be forced to wrestle her libido into submission, but he started showing her how to operate the big scoop, steering the tractor as she made it lift and dump, and she forgot everything but the pattern of operation.

			Her first attempt was jerky. Forward, back, raise, lower. She could do only one thing at a time. When she dumped the first practice load of sand, it dropped short of where she wanted it, but the second try was right on target. Zane showed her how to smooth it flat with the scoop, another movement in the dance she was performing.

			Sophie grinned. “This is great!”

			“I’m so glad you like your job,” Zane said dryly.

			“What is my job? I’m ready to start.”

			He leaned forward, pointing as he talked. “Move all of that mulch into the dump truck over there. And don’t bang the paint off the truck while you’re at it.”

			She nodded, eyeing the tall sides of the dump truck.

			“Then I want those shrubs and trees loaded onto the flatbed.” She followed his finger to a group of shrubs in plastic pots, and saplings with burlap-bound roots. “You’ll have to lower the scoop, muscle the pot onto it, then unload it onto the truck the same way. Without damaging the branches,” he added in a growl.

			She nodded again. “I can do it.”

			“I’ll be gone for about three hours. If you need anything, Annie’s in the office.”

			Her knee began bouncing with impatience. “Okay.”

			“Don’t mess with the shovel; you don’t need to use it and I can’t afford to have it broken. It’s a complicated piece of equipment.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure only rocket scientists like Cory can do it.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “You think you could take this more seriously?”

			“You think you could be a little more patronizing? I only have three postgraduate degrees and blind obedience is such a difficult concept for me.”

			“I imagine it is.” They exchanged irritated glares. “Just keep the backhoe off that field next to the barn,” he said, pointing to the weedy area at the side and back of the equipment barn.

			“Why?”

			His eye twitched, and she liked that he didn’t care to have his orders questioned. “The ground is still wet from last night’s rain, and the treads will tear it up.”

			Stupid reason—it was just a weed field. “Fine.”

			He hovered at her shoulder. “You got all that?”

			“Yeah, no problem.”

			He still didn’t move. “This thing might be old, but it’s worth thousands of dollars. Don’t try anything stupid.”

			“Your confidence is gratifying.”

			His mouth tightened. “Any questions?”

			“No. Go away, Zane. You’re cutting into my playtime.”

			She gave him credit for biting back the automatic, It’s not a game, but his piercing scowl said it for him. She waved. “Bye-bye.”

			He spent a few more seconds staring her down, then jumped to the ground and stalked off. Humming aloud and flexing her fingers, Sophie steered the big yellow beast toward the mulch pile.
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			The mulch went fast. By the time she was done, she was steering the loader and maneuvering the scoop at the same time in the precise, mechanical ballet she’d imagined.

			The shrubs and trees took longer, and the work was harder, but she finished well before Zane was due back. Sitting in the idling loader, she considered turning it off and strolling to the office. Annie had seemed nice, and they could get to know each other. Or maybe there was work she could help out with, filing or something.

			Or she could find something else to do. She swiveled her chair in a one-eighty. On the other end of the backhoe loader, the yellow steel arm was tucked up in its resting position, its sharp-toothed maw curled harmlessly inward. Sophie bit her lip. She’d been proficient with the scoop, even Zane would have to admit it. It was a simple matter of coordination and accuracy. She bet she could teach herself to operate the shovel.

			Against his specific instructions.

			That part was almost a bonus. Being the meek, obedient worker grated on her temper, especially after he’d implied she couldn’t handle Hooter and Cory. She wasn’t seventeen anymore, and he needed to recognize that.

			That was the other part of it. He called her Doctor Larkin in a mocking tone, without the respect the title deserved. He didn’t take her achievements seriously. She’d had the same feeling when he’d left her alone with the loader, and being treated like a kid grated even more than trying to act meek. If he ever decided to let her use the shovel, she wanted to be at least as proficient as Cory.

			But where to dig? She scanned the hard-packed dirt and granite outcroppings around the yard, and decided the only suitable place was the bare patch near the barn. Right where he’d told her not to drive the loader. But the ground was dry despite what Zane had said, and if she dug a hole there—just a small one—she could fill it in and smooth it over before Zane got back. He’d probably never notice.

			Swinging around to face the steering wheel, she put the backhoe in gear and trundled over the grassy weeds to the end of the barn. Damn, the heavy treads left clear impressions, marking her path. But the bare patch of ground near the corner of the building beckoned; if she filled and smoothed over her hole carefully, Zane might never know she’d done more than drive over the weeds. How much could he yell?

			She examined the knobs, looking for clues and finding none. Learning was going to have to be hit or miss.

			It was harder than she’d expected. When she finally got the shovel poised to dig and the arm in position, she realized she’d missed an important step. The weight of the moving arm meant the body of the tractor needed to be stabilized. She’d seen backhoes operating with little struts to hold them in place, as if they’d reared onto their back legs for leverage. She had no idea how to find or deploy them. She probably wouldn’t be able to dig much of a hole before the motion threw the machine off balance.

			So it would be a shallow hole. Working the levers, Sophie dropped the open mouth of the shovel into the dirt. The teeth sank in, disappearing as half the length of the shovel dug easily into the ground. A thrill of success tickled her insides as she scooped up the pile of dirt and dumped it to the side. And dug in again. Harder this time, hard enough to come up with an impressive amount of dirt. She laughed out loud and drove the shovel in again.

			It came up trailing long, dark strips. Sophie leaned close to the windshield, squinting. They looked like fabric. Burlap, maybe? Zane must have covered over some old sacks he didn’t want to use, letting them rot in the ground. Carefully, she swung the shovel to the side and dumped the load of dirt and fabric.

			Two strips clung to the shovel, pierced by the sharp teeth. Sighing, she let the tractor idle and climbed down to pull them off.

			They came away easily, the rotted fabric ripping like paper. She looked at the piece she held. Not burlap. Whatever it was had been finer, like clothing. She bent to the piece she’d dropped, scraping away dirt, examining it carefully. At one end was the unmistakable slit of a buttonhole.

			The material fell from her suddenly limp fingers.

			It didn’t mean anything, it was just a scrap of old material. Maybe a torn shirt belonging to some workman who’d left it and it had been trampled into the ground. But the creepy sensation that skittered over her scalp and down her back wouldn’t let her walk away without knowing. If it was simply a discarded shirt, there wouldn’t be any other strange items in the dirt. She kicked gingerly at the pile she’d just dumped on the ground. Damp clods rolled aside, revealing nothing but more dirt.

			Relief slid over her, soothing her spooked nerves. If she hadn’t been worried about getting caught digging, she probably wouldn’t have let her imagination triumph over logic and invent stupid reasons for a shirt to be buried next to the barn. Reasons she wouldn’t even put into words because they weren’t real. To prove it, she gave a hard kick at the remaining dirt.

			Something jutted out from the pile. A stone probably, but lighter than she’d expect to find. Kind of dirt brown and creamy white. She squatted beside it.

			Not a stone. The splintered end was unmistakably a bone. That meant the brown stuff clinging to it had to be rotting flesh.

			She jumped to her feet, taking a quick step back. She caught the scent now, faint but stomach turning, like meat that had been in a hot garbage can for several days. But worse.

			Possibilities spun in her mind. People buried their pet dogs when they died. Or cats. Wild animals died, their bones returning to the earth.

			But none of them died with clothes on.

			Her heart thudded against her ribs, her blood racing hot and scared. She pressed a hand to her mouth and took another step back, her gaze falling to the hole she’d dug. At the bottom, a gray object lay on the dirt. Unmistakably, a human arm.

			She gasped, covering her mouth to stifle a scream. Then covered her nose, too, as she gagged on the smell.

			Spinning, she ran for the office.
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			Zane kept trying to look past the police officer, but the man stood between him and the office window, blocking his view. Cars and vans—county, state, and local—kept driving past the office, into the equipment yard. There had to be twenty people back there by now. Everyone knew what was going on except him. Even Sophie, standing just outside the yard near the gate, could see what was happening back there.

			“Mister Thorson.”

			Zane yanked his attention back to the cop and narrowed one eye at the sarcastic inflection. Slight, but there, as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. It was a reminder of the town’s opinion of the Thorsons, especially among the B-Pass police.

			“Have you had any problems with people breaking into the yard or the storage barn at night?”

			“No, nothing.”

			“Any prowlers? Anyone suspicious hanging around?”

			“No.”

			The cop held him with a carefully neutral stare. “Heard from Emmett lately?”

			Zane stiffened at his younger brother’s name, and put a tight hold on the anger that threatened to erupt. The cop would just love that. “Not in the past seven years.”

			They had a brief, silent staring contest that ended in a draw. “Are those gates locked every night?”

			“Yes.” As he made a note of it, Zane caught another glimpse of Sophie, outside. She just stood there, removed but watching, as if she was waiting for someone. Maybe they weren’t done questioning her. He was dying to question her himself.

			“Is there another way inside the chain-link fence?”

			His attention flicked back to the cop. “No, just the front gate.”

			“Is it possible you ever forget to lock it?”

			“No, I always double-check.”

			“Always?”

			“Always.”

			The cop’s eyebrow rose slightly, a questioning look to make sure Zane wanted to stick with that answer, before bending his head to write it down. The reason hit like a fist to his stomach. Shit, he’d just told him there was no way anyone could have sneaked into the yard after hours. He saw the next question coming, and worked at looking unconcerned.

			“And who has a key for the lock?”

			“Just me. There’s a spare in my desk so Annie can open the yard if I can’t get here for some reason.” He might as well save him the follow-up. “She’s never had to use it.”

			“How about other employees?”

			“They know Annie has a key. I have no idea if they know where she keeps it.”

			“Is it still there?”

			Curious himself, he walked around the desk and pulled out the top drawer. “Yes.” He dangled the key, then put it back.

			That required a full minute of writing. He watched with a growing sense of trepidation, knowing the cops in B-Pass were predisposed to doubt the innocence of a Thorson. That they had good reason didn’t matter; it put his back up and made him uncooperative, and they knew it. He’d kept his answers restrained and brief, as civil as possible, but damn it, it still gave them plenty of leads to check.

			“Are you ever here late at night, Mr. Thorson?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“Anytime in the past month?”

			“Yes, summer’s my busiest time.”

			“And would you leave the gates unlocked if you were working late, say in the pole barn?”

			He clenched his jaw, reluctant to say it. “Possibly.” Which they both knew meant probably not.

			More writing. “I saw floodlights on the barn. Are they motion sensitive?”

			“Yes.”

			He tapped his pencil on the notepad as he thought, then flipped to a new page. “Are you the one who told Ms. Larkin to work with the backhoe today?”

			Sophie. A tiny electric shock ran through him, every nerve coming alert. Sounding neutral was suddenly a challenge. Irritated, resentful, and pissed off, but never neutral, not about Sophie. “Yes.”

			“Did you tell her to dig near the back corner of the barn?”

			“No.” Shit, here it came. He could feel his guts tighten with anxiety, anticipating the questions that would make him look even more suspicious. He’d specifically told her to stay off the field next to the barn. Hell, he’d told her not to dig at all. He might as well have said, Don’t dig up that dead body by the back corner of the barn.

			“Where did you tell her to dig?”

			He hesitated for the first time, and the officer seemed to notice. But the question wasn’t what he’d expected. This cop must not have been the one who talked to Sophie if he didn’t know she’d been told not to dig at all.

			He answered carefully, “I didn’t specify.”

			Judging by the way his eyebrows flew up, the cop found that amazing. “You left her to do a job and didn’t give her any guidance?”

			“She was still learning to use the backhoe, and I didn’t think she’d use the shovel arm yet.” Although why the hell he hadn’t, he’d never know. He’d told her not to, which should have been a big fucking clue that she would. Her mission was to be a major pain in the ass, and like everything else she did, she was good at it.

			The cop tapped his pencil on his notepad, thinking, then abruptly slipped both pencil and pad into a pocket. “Thank you, Mr. Thorson. Someone will be taking a DNA swab from you, so stick around. I’ll be in touch with you later.”

			Yeah, later this afternoon, as soon as they compared notes and found out he’d told Sophie to stay away from the exact area where she’d dug up the body, making him look guilty as hell.

			He had a sudden thought as the cop reached the door, and called out, “Did they ID the body?”

			The guy eyed him for several seconds, as if deciding whether to release this bit of information. “Not yet. The coroner said it’s a woman, but identifying her could take some time.”

			Meaning she was no longer recognizable. They’d need dental records. His stomach clenched at the unwanted image in his mind, and he wondered how much Sophie had seen.

			“When was she, uh, buried?” It sounded better than murdered. Less judgmental.

			More assessing looks, as if Zane had some guilty reason for asking. “We don’t know yet. But don’t worry, we will.”

			Not informative, but he’d provided a clue when he’d asked Zane about his actions during the past month. One month was enough time for flesh to rot and peel from bones, he imagined, and for organs to begin to dissolve. Enough time for what was left to change drastically, yet still look human. More gross images slid through his mind. Sophie had the real ones. Jesus.

			He followed the cop outside, veering toward the open yard gate. Sophie stood where she’d been for the past half hour, hands deep in her pockets and shoulders drawn in, as if the eighty-degree sunshine had chilled her to the bone.

			She turned as he approached, looking uncomfortable, and waited until he was close enough that no one else could hear them. “I’m sorry,” she said, low and soft, and he hated that her voice wrapped around him like velvet.

			“For finding a dead person?”

			She blinked. “No. I’m glad I found her. I mean, she needed to be found, but I’m sorry it happened this way, that it’s disrupting your work, that . . .” She waved her hand in a frustrated gesture, then returned it to her pocket. “I don’t know why. It just feels like I messed up.”

			“Maybe you’re sorry you didn’t follow my orders.”

			“No, that’s not it.”

			Of course not. Anyway, that wasn’t the issue that had been eating at his mind. “Sophie, who questioned you?”

			“That big cop, Connors, the one you were just talking to.”

			She turned away to watch as a van backed up to the yellow tape and someone opened the double doors in back. He studied her profile. Her face was pale, her brow creased with pain, but she didn’t look away from the activity around the grave site.

			“Why didn’t he know I told you not to dig in that area?”

			She still didn’t look at him. “Because I didn’t tell him.”

			“Why not?”

			He saw her eyebrows pucker and her mouth purse tightly, as if the question bothered her. “I don’t know.”

			He didn’t know, either. A lingering sense of loyalty? Not likely. If she thought about it long enough, she’d probably give the cop a call.

			When she continued to stare toward what had now become a shallow excavation site inside the crime tape, he felt he’d been dismissed. He started walking away.

			“Zane.”

			He stopped, looked back. “What?”

			“I quit.”

		

	
		
			4

			Sophie couldn’t get the pictures out of her mind, or the smell out of her nose.

			She couldn’t stay at Natural Designs another minute, watching as they painstakingly disinterred the body, placing it piece by piece into a body bag. Revulsion overshadowed any nagging worry that Zane could have something to do with a dead girl buried on his property. Let the police worry about that; she could tell from the tight stares they focused on Zane that they would. If he was innocent, they’d find out. It wasn’t her problem.

			She took off in her Jeep and was halfway home before she realized she didn’t want to be alone.

			Her tension was already easing as she cruised through a downtown busy with midday shoppers and the lunch crowd. This was the normal Barringer’s Pass world of tourists, scenic views, and quaint shops. Dead bodies didn’t enter into it.

			Stepping into Fortune’s Folly was a comforting reminder of the real world, even though the back wall of Maggie’s store gave the feeling of stepping five hundred million years into the past. Fossilized giant trilobites and dinosaur footprints hung on the wall like prized works of art. Fossilized sea creatures resided in display cases beneath them. Both tourists and the local residents loved Maggie’s quirky and exotic items, and it was the chattering shoppers that Sophie needed to settle her nerves and wipe the images of rotting flesh from her mind.

			She helped wait on customers, and after a few horrified questions, Maggie left her alone. Being married to a cop helped her understand that some things needed to be left at the office. Things like accidentally ripping the arm off a dead woman with a backhoe.

			Finishing with a customer, Sophie looked up to see one of Maggie’s old high school friends come in the front door.

			“Hey, Sophie, good to see you back in town,” she said. “You look great.”

			She searched her memory, coming up with a name. “Thanks, Carol, it’s good to be back.” Sophie smiled and braced herself for the obvious follow-up question, preparing to put a positive spin on her lack of a job. But Carol was already making a beeline for Maggie, at the jewelry counter in the center of the shop.

			“Maggie! I just heard the news! Have you talked to Cal yet?”

			Sophie’s smile faded as her sister pasted on a neutral expression. Maggie had to know what was coming as well as Sophie did. “No. What news?” Maggie asked.

			“The dead body they found out at Zane Thorson’s house!” Carol said, excitement quivering in her voice. “Jessie told me half the cops in B-Pass are out there. Cal must know what’s going on.”

			Sophie felt her stomach clench. She’d forgotten how fast news spread through their small town, and how fast the facts could be corrupted.

			“I haven’t talked to Cal,” Maggie told her. “But I know the police aren’t at Zane’s house. The body was found at his landscape company.”

			Sophie silently thanked her for the clarification, but knew it wouldn’t matter.

			“Are you sure? I heard it was his house.”

			“I’m sure.”

			Carol’s excitement didn’t waver. “Well, either way, it was Zane’s place. And if that isn’t the other shoe dropping, I don’t know what is.”

			Maggie’s gaze flicked to Sophie before returning to Carol. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean everyone knew they were going to catch him at something sooner or later. He’s a Thorson, for heaven’s sake. Blood will tell. But my God, murder! I didn’t figure he would be that bad.”

			“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Maggie said softly, and Sophie clenched her hands into tight fists. She knew from the lack of conviction in her sister’s voice that she was already thinking the same thing. If she was honest with herself, the thought had occurred to her, too. How much criminal history could she overlook before admitting that Zane might be just as bad as the rest of his family?

			It was the question of the day, the one she kept trying not to face.

			Maggie’s warning went right past Carol. “Murder! Can you imagine? Bob sees him at the hardware store all the time, you know. He always said the guy’s a little weird. Never talks to anyone, just makes his purchase and leaves. Bob says he gives him the creeps.”

			Anger rose unexpectedly, and Sophie ground her teeth in an effort to keep from shouting out her instinctive response. Well, what do you expect? She didn’t want to defend Zane’s character, but hell, with half the town watching him out of the corners of their eyes, just waiting for him to commit a crime, it was a wonder he spoke to anyone at all.

			She hadn’t realized it had gotten this bad for him.

			A sick feeling rose in her throat, and she didn’t want to hear any more. She walked out from behind the cash register just as a couple came in with two children, each parent clutching shopping bags. Tourists, in the mood to buy. She didn’t care, Maggie could handle it.

			“I have to get something in the back room,” she muttered to Maggie, hurrying past as Carol began speculating on the identity of the dead girl and—glancing at the two young children—whether she’d been r-a-p-e-d. Sophie stopped in her tracks. Swearing under her breath, she turned back to Carol.

			“Zane didn’t know anything about that body,” she blurted out. Carol and Maggie jerked their heads around, and Sophie noted the startled looks from the two parents. Damn, she didn’t want to drive off Maggie’s customers. “I was there,” she said, keeping her voice calm but deliberate. “I found her. And Zane didn’t know anything about it. You can tell Bob and the rest of the town that I said so.”

			Giving them a final, hard look, she opened the door to the storeroom, stepped through, and pulled it shut behind her.

			She stared at the storeroom contents, unseeing. Her impromptu speech had been brash and impulsive. She choked back a bitter laugh at the thought; brash and impulsive seemed to be a pattern with her when it came to Zane.

			Slipping onto one of the metal stools at Maggie’s worktable, she propped her elbows on the scarred table and cradled her head in her hands. What in the hell was she doing, jumping to Zane’s defense? She might have known him once, but she’d been gone ten years. She and Zane weren’t the same people anymore. Maybe Carol was right. Maybe Zane’s resentment toward the town had festered, turning him ugly and cold. Turning him into a killer.

			Something deep inside her rebelled at the image. That wasn’t Zane, and she knew it. The young man she’d known ten years ago had been deeply wounded by the crimes his father and brother had committed, and by the distrust of everyone in town. So wounded and withdrawn, she’d been curious to know what lay beneath. To her surprise, she’d found a sensitive, caring man, a man who’d barely finished high school yet stashed battered, dog-eared copies of Hemingway and Faulkner in the trunk of his car. A man who’d been screwed by the system that should have saved him, but had survived anyway. A man who’d seen the insecurities in her heart and held her safe in his arms.

			That man couldn’t just disappear. Not even after the callous way he’d taken her virginity then ridiculed her academic ambitions, called her a snob, and accepted her leaving without so much as a backward glance. He might be a prick when it came to relationships, but he wasn’t a killer. She wouldn’t believe it, no matter what people said.

			And she couldn’t stand by and say nothing while the whole town decided he was guilty.

			She got up just as Maggie came through the door from the shop. “I’m sorry. I know Carol’s not the most tactful person, but she’s got a point. Zane Thorson isn’t someone you should be—Wait, where are you going?”

			“To fix something.” She hurried to the back door, then paused before opening it. “And don’t start in about Zane, Maggie. I’m telling you, he didn’t have anything to do with that girl.”

			She flung the door open and strode outside. Before it closed, she heard Maggie yell after her, “There’s a lot about Zane Thorson you don’t know!”

			[image: •]

			Zane watched yet another official car drive through the gates and onto the field next to the equipment barn. How many people had to take a look at that plot of ground, anyway? Half of them spoke to someone, then turned around to look at him, too. He met their stares with cold eyes and crossed arms until they looked away again.

			A team had searched the barn and the office, and another team was bringing in cadaver dogs to search the whole property. He allowed it, knowing cooperation counted for something, but that didn’t mean he trusted them. He followed them around with a small video camera, recording their lack of results along with the pointed glares he got in return. He figured the videotaping alone would have shot him right to the top of their suspect list if not for the fact that he already owned that spot.

			He’d lost more than half a day’s work and it looked like he might lose some tomorrow, too. He couldn’t afford that.

			“Thorson.”

			He turned, frowning at the cop striding toward him. Losing the “Mister” didn’t bode well.

			“That your white pickup over there?” the cop asked.

			“Yes.”

			“We’ll be needing the keys. You own any other vehicles?”

			He took several seconds to bite back the fury that could only get him deeper in shit. “Just the heavy equipment.”

			“Yeah, we’ll be needing the keys to that old dump truck, too.”

			He gritted his teeth and asked, even though he already knew the answer, “Why?”

			“They’re going to the lab. Gotta test for latent prints, fibers, blood, the whole spectrum.” He gave it a couple of seconds to sink in. “Those boys can find anything.”

			Zane returned the cop’s hard stare as he reached into his pocket and handed over the keys. “Check the oil and washer fluid, too, will ya?”

			He got one last deadly look before the guy walked off with his keys. Shit. What was he supposed to do for transportation? Not to mention hauling stuff to job sites. He estimated the cost of renting a pickup, weighed it against his bank balance, and called Will instead.

			Two minutes later he breathed his first small sigh of relief that day. It wasn’t the first time, or even the hundredth, that he was thankful for his friendship with Will Chambers.

			As he ended the call, two cops with black lights and fingerprint kits walked out of the office. It reminded him that he should probably collect some of the contact information that Annie kept in her desk, since they’d probably need it before the police were done looking through everything. “Hey, can I get in there now?”

			“Nope.” The cop started unrolling yellow crime scene tape.

			Zane clenched his jaw over the profane words he wanted to say. “When can I?”

			“Can’t say.”

			They’d been that helpful with everything. On a normal day he didn’t care to deal with the local cops. Today, it infuriated him. Letting it show would only make things worse, so he clamped his jaw shut and stalked back to the yard to tape the investigation there. They might not like it, but there weren’t too many other ways they could screw him over today.

			He hadn’t gotten twenty feet when Sophie’s red Jeep crunched onto the drive and pulled in front of him. For a brief moment his spirits rose with a deeply ingrained and undoubtedly masochistic pleasure at seeing her, until he remembered she was a persistent pain in the ass.

			She slammed the door and came around to intercept him. The pink John Deere cap was gone, and he kind of missed it. It suited her.

			He kept his expression neutral. “What’d you forget?”

			“I need to talk to you.” Her steel-toed work boots crunched over the gravel much like her tires had. “I came to withdraw my resignation. I’m taking my job back.”

			He allowed a wry smile. “I realize you princesses are used to getting what you want, but you’re no longer in an ivory tower, and I’m no longer hiring.”

			She frowned. “What do you mean, you’re not hiring? You need me.”

			He did, but he needed her away from the impending legal explosion even more. She had no idea how much hatred swirled around the Thorson name in this town, and how damaging that association could be. The least he could do was protect her from that. “Things change. Go home, Sophie. I’ll have Annie mail you a check for your day and a half of work.”

			He started toward the yard, but she jumped in front of him. “What’s your problem? Are you mad because I used the shovel arm?”

			“You mean because you disobeyed my direct orders? That would be a good reason, but no.”

			“Then why?”

			He didn’t stop walking, and she had to skip backward to stay ahead of him, bobbing around enough to make him want to take her by the arms and hold her still. But touching her would bring back too many erotic memories; he stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Because you shouldn’t be part of this.”

			“But I still need the job.”

			He stopped to keep from bumping into her. For a brief moment her plaintive expression showed how desperate she was for money, stabbing unexpectedly at his heart. But she covered it before he could weaken, tightening her jaw and flashing her usual stubborn look. It was a good reminder that he shouldn’t trust her—she would use every tool at her disposal to get what she wanted. She had before. “You’re fired, Sophie. Deal with it.”

			He stepped around her and walked away. He listened for the crunch of her footsteps, but heard nothing. Maybe she watched in dismay. More likely, she flipped him off. Either way, he was glad she was no longer part of what looked to be a long, messy tangle with the Barringer’s Pass police and the local rumor mill.
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			Zane’s office was still taped off the next morning, but that didn’t stop Carl Reznick from calling his cell phone to find out if he would have a crew back at work on his property today. Zane assured him he would. Sitting in a borrowed truck, surveying the vacant parking lot of Natural Designs, he hoped he wasn’t lying.

			He’d barely hung up when the phone rang again. He glanced at the caller ID with a sinking feeling. “Hello, Annie.”

			“Hi, Zane.” He could already hear the regret in her voice. “I, uh, can’t make it in today.”

			“That’s okay, they still aren’t letting us get in the office.”

			“Oh. That’s good. I mean, it’s not, but, um . . . Zane, Paul doesn’t want me to go back to work.”

			“I see.”

			“I would, but . . .”

			“Maybe when things get back to normal.”

			“Yes.” It came out on a relieved breath. “It’s just that with a killer around, he’s worried about my safety.”

			Worried about her working for a killer, more like it. “I understand.”

			“Thanks. I’ll be in touch.”

			“You do that.”

			“Zane, you, uh, you take care, okay?”

			“I will. Thanks, Annie.” He ended the call, swore, and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. How many more call-offs would he get today?

			He had an answer fifteen minutes later. Hooter arrived, polished off his breakfast McMuffin, and started loading supplies into the pickup. Cory and Manny were no-shows. Zane considered calling them, but figured there was no point. If they weren’t here by now, they weren’t coming. And if they were trying to avoid being part of a police investigation, it wouldn’t work. They’d had access to the yard, and the police would check them out anyway. For their sake, he hoped they had nothing to hide.

			He bit back more swear words and grabbed a pair of work gloves. “Looks like it’s just you and me today, Hooter.”

			“You sure about that?”

			Zane looked up, following Hooter’s nod toward the parking lot in time to see Sophie’s red Wrangler pull up. He watched as she slammed the driver’s door and strolled toward the yard, tugging her ponytail through the back of the pink John Deere cap as she walked.

			Damn it, didn’t she understand the meaning of no?

			She stopped in front of him, pulling on her ridiculous pink gloves as she took a pointed look around the quiet yard. “Sorry I’m late, boss. Where do you want me to start?”

			Her determination might have softened him if she was truly being supportive, but her reasons for wanting to work were purely selfish. “Sophie, I’m not changing my mind.” Even though he was tempted to. She didn’t seem to have an agenda like she’d had ten years ago, and she wasn’t using him for anything other than what she’d said—a way to make money. He couldn’t blame her for that.

			But he also couldn’t take advantage of her naiveté. “This could get uglier than anything you’ve seen before.”

			Her hands stilled with only one glove on. Her chin came up and something glittered, diamond sharp, in her eyes. “You wanna bet?”

			He remembered then. The scandal that had nearly destroyed her sister Maggie’s life two years ago. He wasn’t sure of the details, but remembered that Sophie had been dragged into it somehow, her schoolwork threatened by the same rumors that had trashed Maggie’s reputation. She and Zoe had stood by Maggie, unflinching in the face of scathing tabloid lies and local gossip. She might have been sheltered when he first knew her, but not after that summer two years ago. She’d had personal experience with vicious rumors.

			Still. “This will be worse, Sophie. I’m not talking about people whispering behind your back, or laughing at you. I’m talking about fear and disgust. About having doors slammed in your face because of who and what you’re associated with.”

			“Really? Did you tell Hooter that?”

			He frowned, unable to say what he was thinking aloud, that Hooter didn’t have a good reputation to lose. Thankfully, Hooter offered his own explanation. “I’m a man, sugar. Anyone disrespects me, they pay for it.”

			She flicked a glance at Hooter, then raised an eyebrow at Zane, waiting for a more intelligent argument. He didn’t have one.

			“Come on, I thought you wanted to make things tough for me, Zane.”

			“Not like this.” The words came out gruff and low, because he hated to admit it. But no one deserved the kind of hate the Thorsons aroused.

			She cocked a hip and gave a loud sigh of impatience. “Look, I don’t see a lot of guys lining up to work here, and I know you’ve got at least one contract on the line, but if you can’t finish it, you aren’t likely to get more. There goes your business, and take it from me, unemployment sucks. Now, do you want help or not?”

			It was the one argument he couldn’t counter, and it was a crucial one. He’d scraped and struggled for years to make his business work, and he couldn’t throw it away now just to shield her from rumors. Especially not when she wasn’t the least bit grateful for that consideration.

			He nodded curtly. “Okay, you’re hired.” A grin lit her face like a sunbeam, but he refused to return it. “Help Hooter load the slate tiles.”

			“In a minute. There’s one more thing.”

			“What, do you want me to paint the flatbed pink? The answer’s no.”

			She didn’t smile, and she stepped closer, lowering her voice enough that Hooter wouldn’t hear. “I want to know why you told me not to dig in that field.”

			Finally. He’d wondered when she was going to ask. “You think I didn’t want you to find the body I buried there?”

			She gave him a sour look. “If I did, I would have told the police, and I wouldn’t be here right now.”

			It made sense, and eased a tightness in his chest that he hadn’t realized was due to that uncertainty. What she thought had mattered. He considered it a failing and didn’t need to let her know about it, so he kept his face expressionless. “I was preparing it for planting some young trees this fall so I won’t have to buy so much from outside sources.”

			She nodded. “Okay, thanks.”

			He wasn’t about to show the tiny flare of gratitude he felt simply because she believed him. “Get to work.”

			She did, hustling into action, her pert ponytail swinging like a pendulum. He watched, reminding himself that she was here because she needed a job. Not because she cared. Lack of money trumped everything else, even associating with a possible killer. He should be grateful that fear wasn’t as terrifying for her as it apparently was for Annie’s husband.

			Afraid or not, he would have to watch out for Sophie. He hadn’t voiced his most important concern, that being near him might put her in contact with a killer. Someone had buried a body in his gated and locked equipment yard rather than dumping it in the vast wilderness of the surrounding mountains. Why?

			There was only one possible answer—because if it was discovered, suspicion would be focused on Zane. Otherwise police might look harder for a suspect. This way, the obvious one was standing right in front of them.

			It had to be someone local, someone who knew the abrasive relationship the cops had with anyone named Thorson. Someone who’d found a way to sneak onto his property, or to be there without arousing suspicion.

			Possibly someone who worked for him.

			Would the killer avoid work in order to distance himself from the crime? Zane tried to imagine Cory, brash and cocky, losing control with a girl and becoming violent. Or Manny, quiet, married, but possibly hiding a violent urge to hurt women.

			Or would the killer stick close, coming to work so he could watch the investigation at the crime scene, or to see if they questioned Zane again. He shot a look at Hooter. The man overflowed with ego and an obvious lack of respect for women. He was big and powerful, and short-tempered enough to be dangerous.

			Zane shook off the suspicion that ate at the corners of his mind. This was what other people did to him, judging him based on circumstance rather than facts. He couldn’t do the same thing.

			Nevertheless, he would keep a close eye on Sophie at the job site. And on Hooter. They would never be alone together.
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			Sophie hated the feeling of being babysat, and wasn’t sure why Zane was so zealous about it. Did he think she would sneak off and search his potted trees for hidden evidence? Steal tools? Pick a fight with Hooter?

			That last one might actually be fun if she could get a well-placed knee in before he pulverized her. She was pretty sure he wanted to. She caught his sneering looks a couple of times, as if she was sticking close to Zane on purpose, like a toddler hanging on to her mother’s skirts while sticking her tongue out at the bullies.

			It wasn’t her fault Zane wouldn’t leave her, but at least they were getting along. When “Pass me the tile cutter” had become too boring, she’d started asking him about Natural Designs, and how he’d started the business. She’d been secretly dying to know, since the man she’d turned her back on ten years ago had been a grease monkey with no ambition.

			It evolved into a normal conversation, their first in ten years. Talking about his accomplishments, Zane seemed to forget to hate her. He told her about saving his money until he could afford to buy the used front-end loader, then how he had picked up the odd landscaping job with other contractors until he knew enough to start his own business.

			“I had no idea you wanted to go into landscaping,” she said as she leaned forward on her hands and knees, troweling a sandy mixture between the tiles.

			He took a mallet to the line he’d cut in a slab of stone, splitting it in two. “You thought I’d work at that gas station forever?”

			She colored and didn’t look up, hoping he couldn’t see it. She had thought that. “You never mentioned landscaping. Your plans were pretty vague.”

			“I didn’t know what I wanted to do. Just that I needed to do something I could take pride in.”

			She remembered he’d said something to that effect, which had sounded like no plan at all compared to the detailed, career-oriented path she’d been on. Even before getting to college, she’d known every class she would take over the next four years, every scholarship she would apply for, and was weighing what area she would concentrate on for her master’s thesis. Compared to her, Zane had been drifting through life with no goals.

			She didn’t want to remind him of that. “Who’d you work with on this project?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Who did the design work?”

			“I did.”

			She lowered the trowel and sat back on her heels, looking at him in amazement. “You created all this?” She waved her hand to encompass the entire backyard of the Reznick estate with its terraced patios, outdoor kitchen, gazebo, and pool.

			His gaze followed her gesture, and she saw the quiet pride in his eyes that he’d never say aloud. “Yes.” He looked down at the tile in his hand, and appeared to concentrate on brushing away invisible specks. Without looking at her, he asked, “What do you think of it?”

			He’d tried to toss it off as a careless question, but it sounded awkward. Touched by his unexpected vulnerability, she smiled. He saw it, a flash of worry jumping into his glance, and she hurried to say, “It’s amazing, Zane. Absolutely stunning. But you must know that.”

			“I like it,” he said simply, looking around again. Satisfied.

			“I can’t believe you learned to do all this without any formal training. You didn’t even take classes in landscape architecture?”

			His expression darkened, and she watched in confusion as all the joy and pride she’d seen disappeared. “Still measuring people’s worth by their level of education, Dr. Larkin? It’s possible to accomplish something without a college degree, you know.”

			Furious heat rushed to her cheeks, anger mixed with embarrassment. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

			“Yes, you did. You’ve always thought being accomplished required holding an advanced degree in something. Better yet, in three things.”

			She couldn’t deny it. She’d been raised by a bunch of highly educated hippies who used their degrees in agriculture, marketing, and a half dozen other disciplines to create a commune that had not only succeeded, but excelled. They practiced a simple formula—success required the proper preparation, and preparation meant learning a subject inside and out. A love of formal education came as naturally to her as breathing. She’d never questioned it.

			She did now, blinking at the magical place he’d created out of a patch of wilderness and his own imagination. “Obviously there are exceptions,” she said.

			“Yeah.” His tight smile dripped sarcasm. “I must be an exception.”

			She didn’t understand why he was so upset, and wanted desperately to see his softer side again. She’d glimpsed it before he’d taken offense at her words. It was the same unguarded Zane she’d discovered ten years ago hiding beneath a hard, defensive shell, the one who’d touched her so deeply.

			She tried to make him see her sincerity. “What you’ve done here is wonderful, Zane. You have a special talent.”

			“Thanks.” It lacked enthusiasm, but his guarded expression relaxed again as he let his gaze roam over his accomplishment.

			She smiled. That pride was the key. “You must be proud of what you’ve done.”

			He shrugged. “Reznick liked it. That’s all that matters.”

			She could see that wasn’t all that mattered, but it was all he’d admit to out loud. Taking pride in his accomplishments wasn’t something he would have learned at home. She ached for that boy, and for the man who still couldn’t pry an ounce of respect from the people who insisted on judging him based on what his family had done. She blushed again, remembering when they’d met at Zoe’s reception. She’d been nearly as bad, assuming he couldn’t have amounted to anything without any education or defined goals.

			She was determined to make up for it. “I wish more people could see this. You’d have more business than you could handle.”

			“Maybe.” He was quiet a moment, then admitted, “I showed the plans to another client and he’s very interested.”

			She hadn’t thought about the planning stage, which was another talent altogether. “You had this all drawn on paper?”

			“Of course. I had to show Reznick how it would look.”

			“You taught yourself how to do design work?”

			He shrugged again. “I always liked to draw.”

			“I remember.”

			He looked at her then, his dark eyes zeroing in on hers in the way that used to make her catch her breath, direct and piercing. They still had that effect, and the memories came flooding back.

			Their camping trip in the mountains when he’d brought his sketch pad.

			How he’d impressed her with the details he’d captured in a few fluid strokes—the dew glistening on a late-blooming columbine. The glory of thunderheads forming over snowcapped peaks.

			And sketches of her, bare skin glowing in the firelight, her smile mysterious, holding on to the secret feelings she’d been afraid to tell him.

			The memories rushed back, vibrant and hot, overwhelming the feeble reality of a summer afternoon. She was suddenly back in the sheltered glen on Two Bears Mountain, the darkness held back by firelight and the chill of the night held back by the heat of her own skin and the warm, solid wall of Zane’s body hovering over hers.

			She’d run her hands over his bare chest the way she’d longed to touch him all summer, stroking slowly as she marveled at how erotic a simple touch could be once you were committed to giving yourself to another person. Electricity danced beneath her fingers, igniting an answering tingle inside her own chest. She smoothed her palm over the hard muscles and pressed her lips to the dusting of hair in the center, just because she could. Because he was hers now, in the same way she was about to become his.

			He’d teased her nipples, first with his fingers, then his tongue, stirring an aching need in her pelvis. She groaned her approval, then gasped as his mouth latched on to hers, sending such a fierce desire shooting through her that she opened her legs and arched against his hand, silently begging for more. He shushed her softly, then slid his fingers into her, catching her next gasp in his mouth as his skilled strokes turned her desire into burning ecstasy. She flew with it, energized and thrilled.

			Also stunned.

			The logical, academic part of her had tried to analyze it, to marvel at the way the human body combined emotional and physical reactions to create such a strong sexual drive. Her mind wouldn’t cooperate. It spun off into a dizzy, happy oblivion, soaking in every sensation and thinking only about how she could return the pleasure.

			She’d been so naive. She’d thought the shared intimacy of making love would have been enough, a tender memory to wrap around her heart and cherish forever. But he’d given her more, coaxing her to amazing heights even as he pushed past the final barrier between them then held still, their bodies glistening with sweat as he looked down at her. Every detail of that moment was clear in her memory—the dark hair that fell over his forehead, the pop and sizzle of pine sap in the flames, the cool touch of wind on her hot skin. Firelight glowed on half his face, while the other half was in shadow, giving him a look both tender and remote. Two parts of the same man.

			She was in love with both.

			He’d looked at her in return, wordless, but with a depth of feeling in his eyes that took her breath away.

			Heat rose to every inch of skin now, more than could be attributed to the soft sunlight in Carl Reznick’s yard. Zane’s eyes held hers, dark and mysterious, as if he read her thoughts. As if he saw her cast in firelight, her body flushed and sated from his lovemaking.

			She stared for one heart-stopping second then looked quickly away. Reaching for a piece of slate, she set it blindly in place, wiggling it into the sand too deeply, then pretending to be absorbed in resetting it. She knew if she looked up he’d still be watching her.

			Awkward seconds passed. An eternity later, she heard him stand. “We need more tiles,” he said. When his footsteps died away, she groaned and raised her gloved palms, smacking them several times against her forehead. “Damn it,” she muttered angrily.

			For allowing herself to remember.

			For remembering too well.

			The memory squeezed her heart painfully, reminding her of what she’d lost, and she whispered it again, fiercely. “Damn it.”
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			She’d thought she was over him, with nothing left but resentment and disgust. Her heart wasn’t falling for it. The next morning she went to work prepared to avoid any reference to anything that had happened ten years ago. Denial was the only way she could survive eight hours with Zane.

			She didn’t have time to put it into practice. She’d barely started helping Zane load balled trees onto the flatbed trailer when a police cruiser pulled through the open gate. She straightened on the flatbed, shading her eyes to watch. Zane’s face tightened as he jumped off the loader and strode toward the car.

			Sophie had to look twice at the uniformed cop who stepped out. “Cal.”

			“Hi, Sophie. I tried to call.”

			Zane walked past the flatbed. “What do you want now?” he asked, his voice more clipped than she’d heard it before.

			Cal’s expression wasn’t any friendlier than Zane’s. “Nothing from you, Thorson. I came to see Sophie.”

			Sophie lowered herself to the edge of the flatbed, then slid off. Hoping to reduce the bristling hostility, she stepped between the two men. “Zane, this is Cal Drummond. He’s Maggie’s husband.”

			Neither man made a move.

			“My brother-in-law,” she added pointedly. “One of the good guys.”

			His gaze flicked to hers, hard as steel, then returned to Cal with no more trust than before.

			“Jerk,” she muttered under her breath as she turned back to Cal. “Why do you need to see me? Did something happen?” He didn’t look worried, but he was a cop, and practiced at delivering bad news. Memories of Pete’s heart attack seized her heart like a vice. “Is it something at the commune?”

			Cal’s hard stare seemed to leave Zane reluctantly. “Nothing happened to your family. This is about the body you found.”

			Crap, more questions. They might feel less impersonal coming from Cal, but she still wouldn’t tell him about Zane ordering her not to dig beside the barn. His defensive attitude obviously earned him enough mistrust as it was.

			“I didn’t know you were working that case,” she said.

			“Everyone’s working that case. We don’t get many murders here, but when we do, the good citizens of B-Pass expect them to be solved quickly.”

			“Fine. I’ll tell you how I found the body, but it’s the same thing I already told that other officer. I don’t have anything new to add.”

			“I’m not here to ask about finding the body, Sophie. This is about what’s on it. We need an entomologist, and we’re hoping you’ll help us out.”

			“The police need an entomologist?”

			“The coroner’s office, actually. They were going to send the samples they found to the state lab, but I told them I knew an expert right here in town. It would be a lot faster if you help us, Sophie. You can bill them for your time. You’re an expert, right?”

			She shook her head. “I’m not a forensic entomologist, Cal. They need someone who specializes in the life cycles of insects, and which ones are attracted to a body at what stage.”

			“That’s not what they’re looking for. It’s more basic than that—they’re hoping you can identify some bug parts that were found on the body. In her hair and clothes.”

			She screwed up her face in confusion. “Bug parts?”

			“Legs, mostly.”

			“No bodies? No larvae or eggs?” If the girl’s body had gone unburied for even a day, it would make sense to find evidence of insect activity.

			“That’s what they said. Pieces of bugs.”

			It didn’t make sense, and curiosity alone was enough to make her say yes. Only one thing made her hesitate. “I, uh, I’ve never worked with dead bodies, Cal.” And she didn’t want to see that particular one ever again.

			“I don’t think you’ll have to. They just want you to look at the bits they pulled from her clothes and hair, and see if you can identify them.”

			It still sounded odd, but safely non-gory. She nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Great, thanks.” He smiled for the first time. “You want me to give you a ride?”

			“You mean right now?” She glanced back at Zane, checking the level of his irritation. High, just like before. “We’re pretty busy today.”

			Cal’s smile disappeared as he looked at Zane. “I’m sure Mr. Thorson can spare you for a few hours in the interest of solving this case.”

			Zane’s stare was openly hostile, but his voice was calm when he spoke to her. “Go ahead, Dr. Larkin. You can join us after you’ve assisted the police with their investigation.”

			She hated the way he used her title, as if it were a shield she put up between herself and the nontitled blue-collar class. Hated even more the feeling that it might be true, that she got a little too much pleasure from the prestige it implied. Used to, anyway. His scorn had shamed her out of that for good.

			Throwing him one last dirty look, she marched to the passenger side of the cruiser. When Cal unlocked it she slid in without a word. She let him get out on the highway before turning a disapproving look on him, too.

			“His name’s Zane. Stop doing that cop routine with him. It doesn’t help.”

			She’d never seen him look so cold. “I am a cop, Sophie. Do you know what he is?”

			“Yes, a Thorson. He’s also not his brother or his father.”

			He took his time responding, and she knew she’d get the patient, logical reasoning that made her impulsive sister roll her eyes when dealing with Cal. “Sophie, how much of who you are has been shaped by your family?”

			Damn, it was a good point. The commune had definitely shaped her ideas of family, of fairness and equality, and of contributing to society. “It’s not the same,” she protested. “I got love and guidance from my family. Zane got stuck with a dysfunctional family, and he distanced himself as much as he could.”

			“Dysfunctional? Don’t sanitize it, Sophie. Nathaniel Thorson’s wife was battered by all accounts, and disappeared under mysterious circumstances. Nathaniel moved on to a series of violent domestic disputes with various girlfriends, one of whom he fatally stabbed, along with her new boyfriend.” She opened her mouth, but he didn’t give her a chance to interrupt. “His younger brother, Emmett, had a rape charge a lot of people think should have put him in prison, and a string of convictions for public brawling, drunkenness, and lewd behavior. Nice family. And your friend Zane repeatedly blocked attempts to let police search the Thorson home when he and Emmett lived there.”

			That one she couldn’t let go past. “He wouldn’t stop police from searching if he thought for one second there’d been anything bad going on at that house.” She knew, because it was during the summer she’d met him.

			“Then why not cooperate with the police?” Cal asked.

			“Gee, I don’t know. Maybe because he thought they’d make a snap judgment about his brother’s guilt, just like everyone’s doing with Zane now. You aren’t even giving him a chance to prove he’s not like his father and his brother.”

			His knuckles were white on the wheel, and she knew he’d gone beyond cool logic. “I’m not a social worker, Sophie. If Zane Thorson wants sympathy and understanding, he can call a therapist. My concern is the safety of the public.”

			She knew he was right. But she could also see how years of butting up against that attitude could fray Zane’s temper and erode his trust. She sighed. “I just wish you’d both take a step back and treat each other with more respect.”

			“Fine. He can go first. Then I’ll think about it.” She didn’t answer, staring out the window in frustrated silence. He slid a glance at her. “Why are you defending him, Sophie?”

			She searched her conflicted feelings, but couldn’t decide if they swayed toward the man she’d once loved or the man who’d callously rejected her. She chose the neutral middle ground. “Someone has to.”

			“That’s what lawyers are for. If you’re smart, you’ll leave it to them, and stay away from Zane Thorson.”

			“Give me a reason,” she said, telling herself it was only to challenge Cal’s prejudices, not because she really needed one. She had more reason than he knew to stay away from Zane. “Give me something bad you can pin on him. Something concrete, not circumstantial.”

			She waited, half fearful he would tell her something they’d discovered, then relieved when all he could do was scowl. “When has a Thorson ever done anything good? We’re working on finding the evidence that will convict him. In the meantime, I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

			“It won’t.”

			He looked at her, concern creasing his brow. “You can’t know that, Sophie. Zane Thorson is the kind of guy who keeps his feelings and opinions hidden. I’m not saying this as a cop, but as someone who cares about you. Stay away from him. The man is full of repressed anger and resentment, and at some point he’s going to explode.”

			“Thanks for the advice,” she muttered.

			He had it half right. Something explosive lay just beneath the surface in Zane, red hot and taut with tension, growing stronger each time she saw him. But she wasn’t sure it was anger. And as much as she wanted to deny it, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be out of range when it finally exploded.
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			The body was gone, they were informed. Sent to a pathologist in Boulder.

			The bugs were in the refrigerator.

			The middle-aged man who’d introduced himself as Dr. Frank Monroe shook their hands, alight with excitement. “Wait right here,” he told them, and hurried off.

			Sophie exchanged puzzled looks with Cal as they waited in the small back room of the two-room coroner’s office in Juniper. The office was next to the morgue in the basement of St. Anne’s Hospital, and looked like it. The tiny exam room was furnished with nothing but a bare stainless steel table in the center, matching the stainless steel cabinets, countertop, and double sink that were bolted to the walls. Lovely; stark, white walls and cold steel, with dead bodies stored next door. Sophie shivered.

			Dr. Monroe came back carrying what looked like two cookie trays covered with white cloth. “I’m glad you came so quickly, Dr. Larkin. I didn’t know the proper way to preserve these, and I didn’t want to do it wrong and ruin them. They’re not in very good shape as it is, what with having been buried for so long.”

			He set the trays on the table and ceremoniously lifted the cloth coverings. Sophie stepped close. Three fairly regular rows of objects crossed the length of one tray, each row made up of tiny pieces varying from a couple of millimeters in length to as much as two inches. The top row appeared to be insect legs, both light and dark, some smooth and some showing barbs. The next row looked like bits of shell that she recognized as beetle elytra, the hard outer wing. Large beetles, judging by the size of some pieces. The third row was an assortment of pieces, insect parts that didn’t seem to fall into the two previous categories. The other tray held fewer pieces, sorted the same way.

			She looked at some of the larger pieces. “Some of these look like they were smashed.”

			He nodded. “They were. Judging by the stains on her clothes, I’d say they were squashed when she rolled on them.”

			“They were in her clothes?”

			He indicated the tray with the most specimens. “These were caught in the folds of her clothes. The pieces on the other tray were pulled from her hair. I took pictures before removing them, if you need to see where they were.”

			She doubted that mattered, since she was only here to identify the insects they came from. And the spiders—she had noticed immediately that some legs and body parts were from insects and others from spiders. Most people didn’t care about the difference; a bug was a bug. To Sophie they were fascinating, complex creatures, often living in a surprisingly close partnership with humans.

			But not these insects. Not in Colorado, anyway. She couldn’t be sure at first glance, but the pieces of legs and shells that were large enough to recognize as such were not from any of the native species she knew. In fact, if her suspicion was correct, at least one species here wasn’t from North America at all.

			She examined a black curving piece about an inch in length that looked like a miniature tusk. Make that two species. In fact, if those two were any sort of clue, this assortment of bug parts was far more unusual than the coroner and police realized. She’d need to check some books to be sure, but there was one resource she could consult right now. Lifting her head, she asked, “Do you have a computer with Internet access?”

			Dr. Monroe nodded. “In the front office,” he said, referring to the small room they’d walked through to get to this one.

			“Great. And how about a small instrument I can use so I don’t have to touch these pieces? Forceps, a probe, something like that. Also, a magnifying glass, if you have one.”

			“I’ve got a microscope.” He opened a couple of drawers beneath the stainless steel counter and came back with forceps and what looked like a dental pick. “Perfect,” she said, examining the fine point on the pick. “I didn’t expect a coroner to have dental instruments.”

			He smiled. “Why not? I’m a dentist.”

			She blinked. “I thought coroners had to be medical doctors.”

			“Not in Colorado. Medical examiners do, but coroners can be almost anyone who gets the proper certification. That’s not to say a certified death investigator isn’t well trained—we are, for most cases. But in cases like this one, where the body has started to decay, that’s trickier. Takes a forensic pathologist. The guy I sent the body to in Boulder is as good as any. And if you can figure out anything from those bug bits, it might be just as valuable.”

			“Oh, I’ll be able to identify them, but I’m not sure how much that will help.”

			Cal was instantly alert. “Why? What are they?”

			“Give me a few minutes, then I’ll show you.”

			She bent over the trays again, barely aware when the two men moved farther away, talking softly so as not to disturb her. Within seconds she was absorbed in her work, moving pieces gently with the pick or using the forceps to mount them on slides for a closer look. They were softer than she expected and the legs were easily disjointed, which explained the lack of large pieces.

			Moving between the computer and the microscope, she began checking what she had against descriptions and photographs she found online. It was rough science, but enough to confirm her suspicions. She was glad she wasn’t the one who had to figure out what it meant.

			She rearranged the pieces into five groups on each tray as she worked. Four groups represented positively identified pieces from four different species; the fifth and largest group consisted of pieces as yet unidentified. She’d do more later, but some were too small and would probably never be identified. She didn’t think it mattered. What she had found was enough to tell her this case would either be very easy to explain, or damn near impossible.

			“Okay,” she announced loudly from the front-office desk. “Let me show you guys something.”

			They were beside her so fast she knew their patience had been strained. She rolled her chair to the side so they could both see around her to the monitor.

			“I’ve identified four insects down to family and genus—two spiders, and two beetles. The exact species might be different, but not significantly.”

			“In English,” Cal said. “Does that mean you can’t tell if it’s a ladybug or a June bug?”

			“It means I can tell you if it’s a ladybug, but not whether it’s a variegated ladybug or a seven-spotted ladybug.”

			He snorted a laugh. “I think getting it down to ladybug is good enough. Or whatever they are.”

			“Not ladybugs, unfortunately. Not even close.” She opened the first picture.

			Cal started visibly. “Holy shit!”

			“Damn, is that thing real?” Dr. Monroe asked.

			“Very real,” she assured them.

			Each man leaned closer to get a better view. On the monitor, a pale, spindly-legged spider stood on sand beside a man’s boot. The spider’s bulbous body was fully half the length of the boot, with its long legs spread out, spanning slightly more than the full heel-to-toe length.

			“What in the hell is it?” Cal asked.

			“That’s a camel spider, one of more than a thousand species of Solifugae arachnids.”

			“Damn,” Cal muttered. “Are they as dangerous as they look?”

			“Not to people. They’re not venomous, just fast.” Before they could ask more questions, she closed the picture and brought up another.

			This time Cal was prepared, more curious than startled. “A tarantula?” he asked.

			“Yes. I’m pretty sure I can identify which one—Theraphosa blondi, commonly known as the Goliath birdeater. It’s similar in size to the camel spider, and again, fairly harmless to humans, although its fangs can puncture the skin.”

			“Christ,” Dr. Monroe muttered. “I never thought I’d be afraid of a spider, but that thing’s creepy.”

			“That was on her body?” Cal asked.

			“Parts of it.” She changed the picture again. A large beetle filled the screen, its shiny black shell and barbed legs menacing in a Darth Vader sort of way. But it was the two curved horns protruding from the sides of the thorax, and the curved horn atop the head, that had the greatest impact. The two men were expecting weirdness by now, but still appeared awed by the picture.

			“The Atlas beetle,” she told them. “From a group known as rhinoceros beetles.”

			Cal gave it a calculating look. “I suppose it’s huge, too.”

			“Medium size as beetles go,” she told him. “Three or four inches.”

			She clicked her last picture onto the screen, a beetle with a yellowish head and mottled, light-colored elytra. “Now, that one’s huge. Six to seven inches. It’s a Hercules beetle.”

			“Not dangerous?” Cal asked, obviously recognizing the trend.

			“Neither one is. They eat fruit and rotting vegetation.”

			Dr. Monroe frowned at the screen, rubbing his cheek absently as he thought. “I don’t get it. Why would pieces of the most god-awful weird insects be in that girl’s clothes and hair?”

			Sophie leaned back in the chair and looked at them, shaking her head. “I don’t get it, either, because here’s the really weird part. That camel spider is from northern Africa and the Middle East. The tarantula and beetles are from Central and South America. None of them could survive here naturally, and they wouldn’t be kept in the same environment.”

			Cal stared at the computer screen, but his gaze seemed unfocused as his mind turned over the problem. “How would someone come in contact with all those species? A zoo?”

			She nodded. “It’s a good place to start. Collectors keep them, too, although they usually specialize in one species.”

			“They sell those in pet stores?”

			“I’m not sure. There might be restrictions on bringing them into the country, in which case collectors have to smuggle them in.”

			“Black-market bugs? This is going to be one strange investigation.” He stared at the computer screen, thinking. “How about universities? Don’t they study these things for agriculture or something?”

			She raised her eyebrows, considering it. “Maybe as part of a research project. I can ask a few people I know, see if I can get any leads for you.”

			Cal smiled wearily. “I’d appreciate it. Otherwise I don’t have a clue how to find out why our victim looks like she died in an exotic insect massacre.”

			Before they left, Sophie did her best to preserve the bug bits, dipping them in a diluted alcohol solution to harden them, then storing them in plastic containers lined with absorbent paper. She made arrangements to come back some evening after work, armed with textbooks and her own laptop. If this case ended up in court, she wanted her report to be as accurate and thoroughly documented as possible.

			“Don’t talk about this with anyone,” Cal warned her as they left. “It’s information that hasn’t been released.”

			“You mentioned it in front of Zane.”

			“To get his reaction.” She was pretty sure there hadn’t been one, which would explain Cal’s grumpy look. “And don’t forget to bill the Barringer’s Pass PD.”

			Her first professional fee. She’d write it up as soon as she figured out the going rate for criminal bug analysis.

			[image: •]

			Zane didn’t ask questions when Cal dropped Sophie at the Reznick work site. He wanted to, but asking might make it look like he considered her a friend, someone who was on his side and willing to keep him informed. He needed to discourage that. She’d already shown enough loyalty by hesitating to leave during work hours, and her brother-in-law hadn’t looked happy about it. It might be the only thing he and Cal agreed on. He could already see how the investigation was shaping up—it would be him versus the police. No Thorson ever came out on top in a contest between the two, and he didn’t want Sophie caught in the middle. Or worse, siding with him.

			She didn’t offer any information. He wondered if it was because Hooter was always around to overhear. Or maybe she was keeping their big bug findings secret. That would be the smart thing to do, even though not knowing made him irritable and snappy. He hoped Manny or Cory would show up the next day so he could send Sophie home.

			They didn’t.

			“Shit,” Hooter grumbled. “I thought we were building that retaining wall today. What good’s a scrawny little girl gonna be?”

			Sophie straightened and jammed her fists on her hips, just as he could have predicted she would. “I can pull my share,” she declared.

			“What’s your share, sweetheart, twenty pounds?” He turned a distasteful look on Zane. “I’m not getting my leg crushed because princess here lost her grip on a rock.”

			“Your body parts won’t be in danger because I’ll be the one helping you muscle the rocks in place. Sophie can drive the loader.”

			“I can?”

			He’d decided it on the spot, just to shut Hooter up. The idea of turning over the loader to Sophie again gave him a slightly sick feeling, but it wasn’t as if he had much choice. He gave her a challenging stare. “You got a problem with that?”

			She smiled. “Nope.”

			“Then get over there and warm it up while we get the ramps in place.”

			Hooter looked at him like he’d lost his mind. He wasn’t happy about it, either, but he was in a tough place—if he made any concession for Sophie’s inexperience, Hooter would take it as a sign that he could walk all over her.

			He drove the loader onto the flatbed himself, then off again at the site. Showing confidence in her was one thing, but not to the point of risking twenty thousand dollars of heavy equipment. It was hard enough to give her instructions, then turn his back and get to work with Hooter.

			She did fine. Maybe digging up a body had taken the edge off her quest for adventure, or maybe it was just a determination to look good in front of Hooter. In any case, she worked slowly and carefully, filling in the excavated area around the pool, then scooping up boulders in the shovel while he and Hooter made sure they fit securely into the sloping berm below the pool. He was absorbed enough in the work that he didn’t notice a car pull in, or see the man walk down the sloping hillside until he was nearly beside him.

			“Mr. Reznick!” Zane pulled off a dirt-stained glove and shook hands with the movie director who was his biggest client so far. “I didn’t know you were in town.”

			“Just got here. My wife and daughter are going through the house with the interior designer.” He dismissed them with a wave of his hand as he surveyed the backyard with a smile. “You’ve made a lot of progress here. It’s looking great, Zane.”

			“Thanks.” The relief he felt went far beyond that simple word; he needed Carl Reznick to show off his landscaping to the rest of the Hollywood escapees whose estates dotted the mountains around Barringer’s Pass. His future business depended on them.

			He motioned to Sophie to kill the engine, and told her and Hooter to break for lunch. Reznick’s gaze followed his, and he raised an eyebrow. “New employee?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Nice.” He smiled appreciatively. “She’s sure an improvement over the other guys.”

			Zane figured the next question would be What happened to those two guys, anyway? and he didn’t care to explain that they were afraid to work for a murderer. Reznick was in and out of town so much, he might not be aware of the case. “Did you check out the outdoor kitchen yet? Let me show you what we’ve done.” He steered Reznick away and killed the next fifteen minutes showing off their progress and explaining what was left to do. Reznick seemed more than satisfied, and Zane hoped it helped balance out the rumors the man was sure to hear if he stuck around town more than a day.

			Their tour of the grounds ended near the truck where Hooter and Sophie lounged on opposite sides, eating lunch. Wrapping up his conversation, Zane was only half aware of Sophie asking Hooter about a bottle of water. Hooter motioned at a cooler a few feet away in the shade, and something about Hooter’s attentive look made Zane pause. The big man had stopped shoving Doritos into his mouth, and watched alertly as Sophie walked to the cooler.

			Suspicion rippled like a chill across his skin. Hooter was up to something. He didn’t know what, but Sophie was obviously the target.

			Reznick stopped talking, following his gaze. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

			“I don’t know,” Zane mumbled. But he was sure it was something, and the anticipation on Hooter’s face told him it couldn’t be good. He started to call out Sophie’s name, but the word died on his lips as she raised the lid on the cooler.

			Sophie froze. It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, but it was long enough for Zane to see a grin start to spread across Hooter’s face, and long enough for him to realize he couldn’t head off whatever was about to happen. He stood as still as Sophie, and felt Reznick go motionless beside him, aware that some drama was about to unfold.

			In the silence, something rattled. Zane envisioned marbles rolling against plastic and couldn’t make sense of it.

			He held his breath, unsure as to what he was waiting for. Sophie stooped down, intent on whatever was in the cooler, then darted her hand inside. He still had no idea what she was doing, but whatever it was, Hooter hadn’t expected it. His smile faded to an expression of pure astonishment as Sophie straightened, holding something in her hands. Something big and very much alive.
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			He couldn’t see what it was until she turned, and then his face fell into an expression that must have mirrored Hooter’s. Beside him, Reznick choked on something between a laugh and a gasp.

			Sophie’s right hand grasped a long snake just behind its head. Her left hand had a firm hold on its wriggling, twisting body, a couple of feet behind the head. Below that, another foot of snake thrashed the air in angry protest at being caught.

			Two thoughts slammed through his brain—one, that several large species of snakes had that pattern of brown blotches, including rattlers, and two, that he’d distinctly heard a sharp rattle before she grabbed the snake.

			Even Hooter wouldn’t go that far. Would he? The only thing holding Zane in place was Sophie’s confidence. No one handled a snake like that without experience.

			His mind was still whirling as she turned and grinned at him, displaying the snake. “Look, a bull snake! Isn’t he a handsome specimen?”

			Three pairs of eyes stared at the huge snake. No one answered. The snake’s tail found her left arm and wrapped around it. Zane noted the action, typical of a constrictor, and the row of spots that ran below the blotches. A bull snake, just as she’d said, with a rattle that mimicked a rattlesnake’s. He’d run across several over the years. His heartbeat slowed to slightly less than panic speed as he turned a fuming glare on Hooter. The man looked slightly ill.

			“Gosh, I wonder how it got in the cooler?” Sophie mused loudly. Even Reznick got the implication; Zane saw him flick an amused glance at Hooter. “Poor guy, we must have disturbed him when we moved all those rocks. I’ll put him by that stand of pines.”

			She walked away, the snake calming rapidly in her hands, probably enjoying the heat of her body after the chill of the cooler.

			Zane was going to throttle Hooter. Reznick’s chuckle brought him to his senses, holding him back from creating a scene in front of his best client. “Hot damn,” he said, “there’s something sexy about a woman handling a snake, isn’t there?”

			Zane shot a startled look at him.

			“That’s one tough girl you’ve got there, Zane.”

			“Uh, I guess.”

			“You guys probably run across snakes all the time.”

			“Not much.” The noise and vibrations of the heavy machinery usually drove them away. And once disturbed, they weren’t likely to seek refuge in coolers.

			“Well, your girl has certainly seen them before. Sure looks like she knows what she’s doing.”

			Reznick’s obvious admiration made him uncomfortable, especially after his sexual comment. “Sophie grew up in the mountains,” he said, watching as she knelt beneath a group of bristlecone pines, placed her hands gently on the ground, and let the snake slither away. “She’s also an entomologist, so I guess she’s used to handling creepy crawlies.”

			“An entomologist,” Reznick said, surprise in his voice as he looked at Zane. “Is that so?”

			“Yeah, got a doctorate in it. She just hasn’t found a job in that field yet. That’s why she’s working for me.”

			“Huh.”

			Reznick’s thoughtful expression looked more interested than his bland “Huh” would imply, tweaking Zane’s level of discomfort. If Annie’s gossip was true, the man was on his third wife, and for all he knew the guy went for educated types. He didn’t care to encourage his interest.

			“Just helping out a friend by giving her a job.” He let his gaze linger on Sophie before settling a direct look on Reznick. “Actually, we’re a little more than friends.”

			“Ah. Good for you.” Reznick gave him a sly smile. “Well, I’d better go see how much damage the wife and her froufrou designer have done to my bank account. Catch you later—I’ll be in town for a while.”

			He watched Reznick stride toward the house before turning back to his pitifully small two-man crew. Anger came back fresh and strong. “Hooter.” The man looked up, his expression guarded, proving he wasn’t entirely stupid. “You’re done working until I call you. Take off.”

			Hooter’s large face turned to stone. Zane could see him weigh his options—denial, outrage, threats. Apology wouldn’t occur to him. The payments on his new truck probably would—at least, Zane was counting on it to temper the fury that mottled his cheeks.

			“How’m I supposed to do that?” he finally growled. “My truck’s back at the lot.”

			Zane pulled his own keys from his pocket and tossed them to Hooter. “Leave the keys under the mat.” He watched Hooter weigh the pros and cons of having Zane’s personal vehicle. Since it was Will’s truck and Zane was responsible for it, he helped Hooter decide. “By the way, if you’re ever out at the Backstreet Bar, keep an eye on your truck. I heard someone’s going around keying paint and slashing tires.”

			Hooter’s mouth pulled into a cross between a snarl and a smile. “Good luck getting that loader back to the lot,” he said as he stalked off.

			Sophie said nothing until Will’s silver pickup disappeared down the driveway, then strolled up to him, hands in her pockets. “You ever hear of cutting off your nose to spite your face, Thorson? It was a harmless bull snake. I told you, I can handle Hooter.”

			He narrowed a glare at her. “And I told him to back off. He didn’t listen. My employees don’t follow orders, they’re out.” Except he couldn’t fire Hooter while he was the only experienced mason he had. It burned like acid in his stomach.

			She sighed. “So how are we going to get the loader back to the lot?”

			“The same way we got it here. Two of us can handle it.” They could if he let her drive it onto the flatbed and help winch the heavy chains that kept it in place. He grumbled a curse as another spurt of acid ate at his stomach lining. Her soft palms would bear the calluses from this job for months to come.

			He had to remember it wasn’t his problem. “Let’s get back to work. Lunch is over.”
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			It took them longer than it would have with Hooter helping, but they did it. Sophie was pleased that she’d done a competent job, and Zane didn’t look quite as grumpy, so she counted the day a success.

			She was walking to her Jeep, sore but happy, when he climbed the three steps to the office and unlocked the door. “Hey,” she called out. “Aren’t you going home?”

			“I’ve got paperwork I haven’t been able to get to while the cops kept me out. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			She turned back, pocketing her keys. “I can help with that.”

			He stopped, hand on the open door. “I didn’t hire you to do office work, Sophie. Go home and get some rest.”

			She ignored him, marching up the steps. “I can type, and I believe I know my alphabet well enough to file. I’m sure I can do something.” Pushing past him, she picked up a scattering of letters that had fallen through the mail slot. “Plus, I could use the money. Of course, you’ll have to pay the same rate as manual labor. But don’t worry, I’m worth it.”

			He didn’t even argue, which she figured was proof that he had more to do than he could handle on his own.

			She started by playing back messages from the phone on Annie’s desk, and immediately wished she hadn’t. The first two were from clients, canceling jobs they’d had lined up. Zane didn’t say anything, but the twitching tightness along his jaw showed the frustration he couldn’t hide. She debated asking, but had to know. “Were they big jobs?”

			“Yeah,” was his terse comment.

			She took the hint and didn’t say anything else. Instead, she spent some time figuring out how Annie accessed the bank account and paid bills. Seeing the balance, she swallowed hard. “Zane, do you want to pay one of these bills entirely, or do installments on all of them?”

			He jerked his head up. “You accessed my bank account?”

			It might be private information, but if Annie could know it, it shouldn’t be a big deal. “The password was in the desk. You’ve got three bills due next week and they need to get paid.”

			He covered the five steps from his desk and snatched up the stack of bills, flipped through them, then tossed them aside with a disgusted look. “Pay a little on each,” he told her and stalked back to his desk.

			Her good mood drifted away like a cloud of vapor. Quietly, she paid something on each bill, leaving enough in the bank to cover payroll—she hoped. She wanted to tell him money would be coming in from other clients, but had no idea if that was true. For the first time she saw how easily a campaign of whispered rumors could sink his business.

			By eight thirty her stomach was growling, and she’d run out of things she knew how to do. She wouldn’t even touch the stack of papers that looked like they had to do with health benefits. “I’m going home,” she announced.

			“Okay.” He looked up, mouth tight and one hand massaging the furrows in his brow. As their eyes met, he lowered his hand and blew out a tired breath. “Thanks, Sophie. I mean it.”

			It was the first time she’d seen him with his emotional barriers down, showing the strain he was under. “No problem.” She smiled back, sincerely glad she’d helped out. Something inside her warmed at sharing that honest moment of contentment with him. The next instant she realized they’d let it last a bit too long.

			In the depths of his eyes, a familiar spark of attraction leapt to life. It was the same spark she’d felt ten years ago, the one that had burned between an inexperienced seventeen-year-old and a defensive, sullen twenty-year-old. And she knew, with a quaking certainty, that he saw an answering spark in her eyes. The silence became awkward, buzzing with a whole new tension.

			She pulled her gaze away, requiring an almost physical effort, and looked down while fumbling for her keys. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she mumbled, then risked a quick glance. He hadn’t moved, but his gaze was emotionless again, shuttered. She might have imagined the spark.

			Except she knew she hadn’t.
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			She had to think of something besides Zane. Something that didn’t make her hands tremble and her heart beat fast.

			Bugs.

			She’d promised Cal she’d check around to see if someone could help them figure out how the dead girl could have come in contact with all those exotic bugs. The obvious person was Robert Boon, the teacher who’d first piqued her fascination with insects back in high school, and who’d been a mentor to her ever since. His “amateur” monitoring of insect populations in the mountains was so thorough that even the forest service and private companies consulted with him.

			She called him while standing in her kitchen, eating a sandwich.

			“Sophie!” The joy in his voice brought a fond smile. “Great to hear from you! How’s the job hunting going?”

			“Nothing yet.”

			“Don’t give up; a little bird told me Pace Labs is looking at filling that opening soon, and they loved you when you interned there.”

			The possible job in Juniper she’d been hoping for. “That would be terrific!”

			“It would. I think it’d be the perfect job for you. There’s just, uh, one little problem.”

			An ominous tingle crossed the nape of her neck. In this job market, she couldn’t afford even one little problem. “What’s that?”

			“Your name was in the paper recently in connection with the body that turned up at that Thorson kid’s place.”

			“His place of business,” she clarified. “Yes, I was the one who found it. It was awful. But it’s not like I’m a suspect or anything.”

			Her little chuckle at the absurdity of that didn’t change Mr. Boon’s somber tone. “It’s the association with Thorson that worries me, Sophie.”

			The little hairs on her neck were twitching now. “You mean Zane Thorson?” He had a first name, but all anyone cared about was the last one.

			“Yes. The article said you worked for him.”

			“I do. It’s just temporary, until I get in some place.” Like Pace.

			She heard a deep sigh. “It might be better if you quit now,” Mr. Boon said.

			She was getting a bad feeling about this. “Why?”

			“Because it won’t go over well with Ron Cezerki at Pace. He’s the head of the entomology department, and the one who does the hiring. You probably weren’t around, but his daughter was brutally raped. She said it was Emmett Thorson, and everything the police could find supported her accusation. He was still in his teens, and already out of control. There was a long, messy trial, during which Emmett said some nasty things about the girl that I’m sure he made up, trashing her reputation. The whole thing really tore up the family, but the girl hung tough and was determined to see him locked up. Unfortunately, they couldn’t get a conviction.”

			She swallowed hard. “It was a long time ago.”

			“Memories like that don’t die, Sophie. Not ever.”

			She knew he was right. Knew also that no matter how much it shouldn’t shade people’s opinions of Zane, it would.

			“I never met Ron Cezerki when I worked there. Do you really think he would remember my name from a story in the paper where I was little more than an incidental bystander? That he’d actually hold it against me?”

			“I know he would. You work for Thorson. The Cezerki family takes notice of anything concerning the Thorsons. And I had just talked with Ron about the possibility of calling you about that job opening. Trust me, he noticed your name. And the only way to get past that is to quit working for that Thorson kid.”

			“Zane.”

			“Yes, Zane. Zane Thorson.”

			Her heart hammered in her throat with a combination of fear and anger. Mr. Boon was one of the best people she knew, someone who would go out of his way to help her whenever he could. Had gone out of his way; she knew his letter of recommendation to grad school had made a favorable impression. And he was trying to help her now, in a very important way. But the price was turning her back on Zane.

			“Mr. Boon, I know Zane Thorson. He didn’t kill that girl.”

			His response was a little too long in coming. “The law will decide that, Sophie. But it doesn’t matter. If you want a job at Pace Laboratory, you can’t be associated with a Thorson. Is that such a difficult choice to make?”

			Shit. Her career was supposed to have been a simple matter of applying for jobs and choosing the one she liked best. Someone should have told her ten years ago what a naive fantasy that was, that it might come down to a moral choice she would have to live with forever. Not that it would have made a difference, but it would have been nice to be prepared for the disappointment.

			She squeezed her eyes shut. “No, it’s not a difficult choice.”

			“Good. Then I can tell Ron you no longer work there?”

			“No. You can tell him I’ll be looking for a job elsewhere.”

			“Sophie! Pace is an excellent opportunity. You won’t find a better job out there.”

			“I know.”

			The silence lasted two beats. Three. “I put myself out there for you.”

			“I know.” The words barely made it past the tightness in her throat. “And I appreciate it. But I can’t treat Zane like he’s guilty when I know he’s not.”

			“You wouldn’t be. You’d just be stepping aside.”

			“It’s the same thing as far as people around here are concerned.”

			This time the silence hummed with tension as Sophie’s food turned into a rock in her stomach. “I guess there’s no more to say, then,” Mr. Boon said.

			“I guess not.” She almost added a good-bye, then blurted out, “Wait! I called you for something else. I wanted to ask about people who work with exotic insects.”

			“What about them?”

			He sounded tired and disinterested, and she did her best to ignore it. Hopefully, time would mend their relationship. But right now, anything she could do to help Cal find the real killer was more important than strained feelings between her and her former teacher.

			“Do you know anyone who might keep Atlas or Hercules beetles, or camel spiders?” Those three were the rare ones; the tarantulas were more common.

			“No, why?”

			Cal had stressed not mentioning the investigation. “Just asking for a friend. He needs to find some.”

			“Tell him to check the zoo.”

			The answer was abrupt, and she knew she wouldn’t get more out of him. “Okay, thanks.”

			“Good-bye, Sophie.”

			She hung up, knowing she’d closed a door on her dream job and a long-term friendship, and wishing it hadn’t sounded so final.
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			It was too bad Sophie’s strength didn’t equal her determination, Zane thought. He had to limit the work they could do based on her ability. He needed to lay timbers along the terraced hillside, but the seven-by-nine-inch, eight-foot-long railroad ties were too heavy for a small woman to handle. She was already sore—he’d seen her wince and put a hand to her back as she stood up.

			He could have called Hooter in to help, but he’d be damned if he’d let that son of a bitch come back before he’d had a few days to reconsider his attitude and his current lack of income. It meant he’d be behind schedule, but Reznick would just have to deal with it. And he’d have to deal with Reznick’s disappointment.

			He was still frowning over the situation when a familiar car pulled into the lot. Will Chambers got out, carrying a pair of rawhide gloves.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” Zane asked as his friend strolled up to him.

			“Working. I thought I’d get off my butt and see if you could use some help.”

			Help. The word carried repercussions. Help was what the county had called it when they gave him and his brother vouchers for food, or new coats for winter. They’d known what it really meant, that everyone in B-Pass felt sorry for them. Pitied them.

			Zane wouldn’t have his best friend—his only friend—feeling sorry for him. “You already have a job,” he told Will.

			“Monday through Friday. Today’s Saturday. Nice weather, too, don’t you think?”

			“I think you have better things to do.”

			“Shows what you know.” Will’s attention slid sideways and he grinned as he stuck out his hand. “Hi, you’re Sophie, aren’t you? Will Chambers.”

			“Hi.” She shook hands, looking puzzled. “You look familiar. Have we met before?”

			“I was at Zoe and Jase’s wedding. I probably knocked you over while I was pretending I could dance.”

			She laughed and they chatted about the wedding reception like old friends as Zane tried to tamp down the frustration building in his chest. Will had never shown up at Natural Designs before, not to work. The fact that he was here now had to mean he’d found out that his other workers had left. Shit, the whole town probably knew by now. Will must have thought he couldn’t manage without help, and true or not, the shame of that burned his pride. He didn’t need vouchers from the snooty people of B-Pass anymore.

			“Will, I know what you’re doing.”

			“Yeah, I’m flirting with Sophie.” He winked at her.

			“You’re offering charity. I don’t need it.”

			Will looked genuinely pissed off. “Jesus, don’t get your sensitive nose out of joint, Thorson. This isn’t charity.”

			“Coming out here when I just happen to be down a couple of workers—”

			“Is friendship, dumbass. Like when you plowed my driveway out last winter. Or wait—was that charity?”

			Zane furrowed his brow. “That’s not the same thing.”

			“Yes, it is. Now stop being an idiot and give me something to do. Or are you afraid my soft, computer-nerd hands will put yours to shame?”

			Zane ground his teeth for a couple of seconds, while Sophie stared at him like he was insane and she might have to pull the answer from his throat if he didn’t hurry up and say it. Swearing under his breath, he growled, “Fine. But don’t come crying to me when you can’t type because of all the blisters.”

			“Big talk, Thorson. Bring it on.”

			“I still have dibs on the backhoe,” Sophie called out.

			He shook his head in honest confusion. “What is it with you and the backhoe? I thought boys liked machinery and girls liked, I don’t know, ponies, or something.”

			“I always liked bugs.”

			“Yeah, that should have been a clue.” He muttered it to himself as he walked off, pretending to be crabby because he didn’t know how to be grateful that two people were willing to stand up against public opinion for his sake. Well, one of them was, anyway. Sophie was there only for the money. But she’d let him know she believed in his innocence. It felt strange, and a lot better than he would have guessed.
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			Sophie enjoyed the day, even the forty-five-minute downpour in the afternoon when they sat in the truck, waiting for it to let up. Will and Zane had been friends since grade school, a bond that for them was obviously as strong as that of brothers. They included her in their good-natured bantering, but even when she missed an inside joke, she didn’t care. It was fun to see Zane have the relationship with Will Chambers that he’d never had with Emmett.

			Will hadn’t been kidding about his soft hands. When they returned to the lot and he pulled off his gloves, the pads of each palm were callused and red, and dotted with blisters.

			Sophie winced in sympathy as he held them out. Zane left the loader to take a look, then doubled over with laughter. “Another week and I might make a man out of you,” he said.

			“Go ahead and laugh, jackass.” Will scowled at Zane, then back at his palms. “Girls like us soft nerds better. Hell, Tracy’ll probably bitch me out if I touch her with these strips of human sandpaper.”

			“Sure, blame it on your hands,” Zane taunted.

			Sophie smiled, but lost the thread of the conversation as she remembered Zane’s coarse hands touching sensitive parts of her body with a gentleness that had made her gasp and shudder. The memory brought such a rush of heat to her face that she looked away before either man could see it. Will might wonder what she was thinking, but Zane would know right away.

			Looking over the flatbed trailer, she spotted a police cruiser turning off the highway. She stilled, wondering what it was about this time. By the time the car reached the gate to the equipment yard, Zane and Will were watching, too. A little ball of tension formed in her stomach, growing larger as she watched the cruiser stop and Cal get out. It was a new sensation, the fear that rose like bile just because a police officer stopped by, and she realized she’d picked up the Thorson viewpoint, that a visit from the police was never a good thing.

			This was Cal, she told herself sternly. Her brother-in-law. There was nothing to be afraid of. But it didn’t make the hard expression on his face any friendlier, and it didn’t do anything to ease the stiffness she saw in Zane’s back.

			She wasn’t sure if Cal even looked at her and Will; she couldn’t see a thing behind those damn reflective sunglasses he wore. But there was no doubt who he was speaking to when he stopped two feet in front of Zane. “We have a positive identification on the body,” he said.

			He dropped his bit of information and waited for a response. Since Zane didn’t look inclined to play Cal’s Dragnet game and feed him setup lines, she asked the obvious question for him. “Who is it?”

			Cal reached inside his jacket as he spoke, pulling out a sheet of paper. “Name’s Rena Torres. Recognize her?” He unfolded the paper and held the picture up for Zane.

			Sophie glanced at the printout of a professional photo. A wide smile beamed at the camera as the girl looked over her shoulder, long, dark hair curling around her shoulders and eyes sparkling with laughter. Neither her name nor her face was familiar.

			She turned to Zane. She expected to see a similar blank look, and nearly did a double take at his expression. Her stomach plummeted to her feet.

			Zane stared at the picture, his face white with shock and his eyes wide with recognition.
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			The shock only lasted an instant, but Cal’s mirrored gaze hadn’t moved, taking it all in. Zane didn’t look capable of speech. Sophie opened her mouth to reply for him, but Will was a second ahead of her, nudging Zane slightly, ostensibly to get a better look. Zane jerked as if coming out of a daze as Will asked, “Are we supposed to recognize her? I don’t. Do you, Zane?”

			Zane managed to shake his head while Cal’s attention shot to Will. “Who are you?”

			“Will Chambers.”

			“You live around here?”

			“Yeah, Tappit’s Ridge. Been here all my life, but I never heard of a Torres family.” It was almost the same genial tone she’d heard all day, but the words were a little too fast and loud, meant to draw attention to himself. “Where’s she from?”

			Cal’s gaze returned to Zane, and she wondered that he didn’t fry to a crisp under that shiny stare, like an ant under a magnifying glass. Without looking away from Zane, Cal said, “Sophie?”

			“Never saw her before.”

			Their exchange had given Zane time to regain his composure, and he wore his usual defiant look. She thought it was impossible that Cal hadn’t noticed the momentary slip, but he didn’t comment on it.

			“She came here from California.” Cal spoke to Zane, as if the others weren’t there. “A small-time actress, looking to be big-time. Her roommate said she was hoping to run into some producer she’d met before. Alan Bernstein.”

			“Never heard of him, either,” Will volunteered.

			Cal’s silvery gaze hadn’t left Zane, as if he didn’t care what the others had to say. “You heard of him, Thorson?”

			“Yeah.” Sophie jerked her head around at the unexpected answer, but Zane kept his cool stare on Cal. “He has a place on Two Bears. He called me about some landscape work last month, and I told him I might be able to fit him in this fall.”

			“You talked about it over the phone?”

			“I met him at the Aerie, the bar at the Alpine Sky.”

			Sophie listened to the exchange with surprise, having a hard time picturing Zane mingling with the rich crowd that hung out at the Aerie. Cal didn’t twitch a muscle, and she had a feeling he already knew all the information he was getting.

			“Nice place. You go there often?”

			Zane folded his arms, staring back at the silver sunglasses. “No. Bernstein said I should meet him there.”

			“Was he alone?”

			“He was when I saw him.”

			“You sure you want to stick with that story? A lot of people were there.”

			Zane’s eyes narrowed. “Good, then there will be witnesses. Bernstein was alone when I got there. We talked for about fifteen minutes, and he was alone when I left.”

			They had a stare down that lasted a good ten seconds before Sophie’s nerves snapped. “Cal, we get that Rena Torres wanted to meet with Bernstein, and that Zane actually did meet him. So what? That doesn’t mean he met Rena, or that she was even there.”

			Cal flashed a look at her, his stern expression all cop, with no trace of brother-in-law. “I didn’t ask you, Sophie.”

			She blinked at his response, embarrassment and anger putting hot spots on her cheeks. A hint of satisfaction touched Zane’s mouth as he spoke without looking at her. “He knows that, Sophie. He’s hoping I’ll admit to meeting her, anyway. But I can’t do that if it didn’t happen.”

			Cal’s face showed no emotion, but his voice was threatening. “You better hope it didn’t happen, Thorson. Because this investigation is only beginning and you already have two connections to the victim—you met with the one person Rena knew in this town right before she was killed, and she was buried on your property.” He pocketed the photo without breaking his laser-like focus on Zane, then turned and strode back to his car.

			Sophie fumed as he left, then looked at Zane, expecting to see an even more formidable hatred directed at the departing police car. Instead, his gaze was distant, a shadow of worry drawing his brows together. Will must have seen it, too. “What does that cop know that he’s not telling us?” Will asked.

			“Nothing,” Zane said. “Or he wouldn’t be asking.”

			But something occupied Zane’s thoughts. A sick feeling curled in Sophie’s stomach. “Is there something else to know?”

			Zane studied her for several seconds, then took a deep breath. “I met Rena. It was later that night, at the Moosehead. We had a few drinks.”

			“Shit,” Will muttered.

			Sophie had to search her brain before the memory registered—the bar next to the Pines motel. She’d never been to either place, but knew them by reputation. The Pines was the opposite end of the spectrum from the posh ski resorts, with few amenities and no atmosphere. Next door, the windowless, weathered exterior of the Moosehead did its part to maintain that image, and to provide occasional guests for the Pines by facilitating meetings of the one-hour variety.

			Will looked like he felt the same pinch of worry that constricted Sophie’s chest. “How many people saw you with her? Did you recognize anyone?”

			Zane shrugged, the careless gesture at odds with the discomfort on his face. “It’s a dark place, and I left soon after our second beer.”

			“Alone?”

			Will was the one who asked it, but the same question had occurred to Sophie, prickling like precognition over her scalp. Zane didn’t answer, but she saw the sharp look he shot his friend and felt the twisting pain low in her stomach when she realized what it meant.

			He’d left with Rena. He didn’t have to say why.
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			Zane didn’t want to think about the night he’d spent with Rena Torres. He especially didn’t want Sophie to think about it, although he wasn’t sure why. He could say it was because sleeping with Rena had had nothing to do with Sophie, but that wouldn’t be true. It had everything to do with Sophie.

			The Moosehead had been an impulse, a place disreputable enough that no one would judge him, where he could reflect on the amazing possibility that his business was about to take off. Breaking into the high-end clientele around B-Pass had taken time, but he had the Reznick account, and now Bernstein wanted to see his plans for a major redesign on his property. A few prominent clients—the right clients, like Reznick and Bernstein—were all he needed to attract the attention of the rest of the moneyed residents. Once he had a few referrals, the business he’d barely kept solvent would flourish. He’d bought himself a well-deserved drink and settled back in the privacy of the dark bar to imagine the prosperous future of Natural Designs.

			The waitress changed everything. The place was quiet and maybe she was bored. Or maybe she was as interested in him as she appeared. Whatever the reason, she’d hit on him, her subtle flirtation advancing to obvious hints when she saw his interest.

			He hated himself for responding. She was too bold and too easy, but there’d been something about her confident stride and the high curve of her breasts that caught his attention. And her hair. That had clinched it, the short blond cut with wisps of curl on the ends that bobbed to their own rhythm as she moved, a carefree style that had punched him in the gut with a sudden memory of Sophie and that summer ten years ago. As soon as the images rose in his mind, hot as sunshine and as real as yesterday, he tried desperately to dispel them. If experience had taught him anything over the years, it was that dwelling on memories of Sophie only resulted in long periods of grumbling dissatisfaction that ruined every part of his life. He wouldn’t indulge in it again.

			The perky little blond waitress had brushed against him and told him she was due for a break. He warred with his rising testosterone, one hand gripping his beer as if it might anchor him to the table. His rational self didn’t want to follow her outside to the dark parking lot, but the part of him that was masochistic enough to dwell on memories of Sophie wanted nothing more. Needed nothing more. He was losing the battle to that hormonal instinct, and to the tantalizing moment when he could pretend he was making love to Sophie.

			Then Rena had walked in. In the dim, sparsely populated bar she’d zeroed in on him and asked if she could share his table. She was restless, alone, and as bored and in need of companionship as the waitress. But best of all, she looked nothing like the Sophie he’d known ten years ago. Her hair was long and dark, her body far more curvy than athletic, full and round where Sophie had been long-limbed and gently curved. She was what he needed, and nothing like what he really wanted. And for whatever reason, she was only too willing.

			The Pines was right next door. It didn’t take them long to reach a mutual understanding, and even less time to shed their clothes. They came together fast and hard, with a mindlessness that helped erase all traces of Sophie from his mind. He figured Rena was trying to erase something, too, and didn’t question the desperate edge that drove her to want him again and again. He obliged her in every way he knew until they finally slept, exhausted and temporarily free of the demons that haunted them both.

			In the morning it was a struggle to remember her name. They’d parted awkwardly, with no intention of seeing each other again.

			That was how it had remained, until Cal Drummond held up a picture of Rena Torres and told him she was the murdered girl who’d been buried in his field. And for a moment he’d flashed back to the image of fingernails digging into his back as her hot, writhing body convulsed beneath his. Fingernails that would have his skin cells embedded beneath them.

			God, how long would evidence stay there? Through the shower they’d shared in that shabby little bathroom with the rust-stained fixtures? Longer? For a second he’d gone dizzy with fear, thinking about hairs and fibers and DNA, wondering how long the evidence of their night would have stayed with her. Wondering, too, how long she’d lived after leaving him.

			The police wouldn’t have that answer. But it couldn’t have been long, not if she’d been dead about a month.

			He’d pulled himself together with practiced skill, putting on the cold expression that came to him by habit when facing down cops with an attitude. But behind those intimidating sunglasses, Cal’s eyes had undoubtedly seen his shock, probably even read his fear. It was the same as waving a bloody hunk of meat in front of a hungry lion. Cal was convinced of his guilt, and wouldn’t quit until he proved it.

			Zane hoped to hell he hadn’t provided the DNA that would seal his fate.

			He blinked away the irritating thought as he returned to the present. Sophie and Will were looking at him, foreheads puckered with concern.

			“Zane—,” Will began.

			“I don’t want to talk about it.” He strode back to the loader he’d left idling, hoping to let the raw power of heavy machinery wipe the ghosts from his mind.

			Sophie came after him, dogging his heels as he mounted the loader. “You were with her, so what? That’s not a crime. Admit it before they find out later and turn it into one more piece of evidence against you.”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Sophie. Now get out of the way.”

			She flipped her hair back with an angry brushing motion, ironically now the same shade of hair Rena had had, and nearly as long. Why the hell did women change their appearance like that? His irritation with her flared higher. He knew it was irrational and didn’t care—everything about Sophie annoyed him. Hell, it was her fault he’d been with Rena that night. If not for her, he could happily have relieved his sexual tensions with that blond waitress and never met the girl who was destined to be murdered, never left his DNA all over her.

			Sophie was more than trouble where he was concerned. She was dangerous.

			He pulled a lever, lifting the heavy scoop off the ground so he could drive forward. Sophie stepped closer to the cab, close enough that the big rear tire would probably crush her feet if he moved. Hands on her hips, she raised her voice above the rumble of the loader. “Don’t be stupid, Zane. If you’d just cooperate with the police, you wouldn’t look so guilty.”

			Cooperate? If a Thorson ever played nice with the Barringer’s Pass police, they’d wonder what he was trying to hide from them. Then they’d find a reason to slap him in cuffs and throw him in jail while they looked for it. He couldn’t afford even one day in jail and off the job, and he definitely couldn’t afford to have his reputation tarnished any more than it already was. Sophie lived in a naive fantasyland of hippies and love for all God’s creatures. It had nothing to do with real life or with being a Thorson in this town.

			“Stay away from me, Sophie,” he growled. “Go home and don’t come back.” He refused to meet her shocked look as he stepped on the gas. He didn’t know if the danger would even have registered in her shocked mind, but Will saw it and dashed forward, yanking her back before the big rear tire could smash her foot. He saw that she was safe, and that was enough. He never looked back.
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			“Asshole!” Sophie yelled. Zane probably didn’t hear it above the rising rumble of the loader.

			Will did, sending her a sidelong look. “Sorry,” she said, embarrassed. “He makes me so mad sometimes.”

			“I thought it was appropriate.” He gave her a thoughtful look while gingerly easing his hands back into his gloves. “What do you say we finish unloading and go get something to eat? My treat.”

			“As long as you don’t try to defend him, or talk me out of being mad.”

			A grin split his genial face. “Not a chance.”
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			He was true to his word.

			“Zane can be a real bastard with women,” Will said, dumping a pool of ketchup on his plate next to his fries. “I have that on good authority from a couple of his ex-girlfriends who cried their eyes out on my shoulder.”

			She had tried not to think about it, but of course there would have been girls in the past ten years. Many girls. “You get that a lot?” she asked, and immediately hated herself for giving in to curiosity.

			He flashed her a sly grin. “Not as much as you’d think. It usually takes three dates for a woman to mistake interest for an actual relationship, and most don’t make it that far with Zane.” He bit into his oversize burger, chewing contentedly. “Did you?”

			She didn’t bat an eye. “I never said we had a relationship.”

			“Zane did.”

			She narrowed her eyes over her chicken salad, trying to read his bland expression. Will was as open on the surface as Zane was closed, but she was starting to see that he was cagey, too. “No, he didn’t. Zane doesn’t talk about personal stuff.”

			“True,” he conceded, not the least perturbed. “But I asked if you two had a thing, and he said yes, which for Zane is damn close to spilling his guts.”

			“I take it you’ve known him a long time.”

			Will paused in midbite to give her a slow smile, followed by a nod. “Okay, we’ll talk about me first. Zane and I have known each other since third grade when I spoke up to some bigger kid who was pushing him around. The son of a bitch kicked both our asses.”

			“Fighting—the male bonding ritual.”

			He chuckled. “It must work; my mom cleaned us both up and invited him to stay for supper, and before I knew it Zane was my best buddy. My parents sort of took him under their wing once they learned about his family. He started spending nights at my house and showing up in the family photos. It changed a bit in high school. He tried to stay home more for his younger brother, Emmett, to protect him from their dad. I’m not sure it helped.”

			“Are you talking about that rape charge against Emmett?”

			“That and all the run-ins with the law before it. Vandalism, fighting, petty theft, you name it. That kid was always walking the line between right and wrong, and Zane felt it was his job to set a good example. God knows their dad didn’t, that abusive son of a bitch. Zane felt Emmett had a lot of good in him.” Will shrugged. “Maybe he did. I don’t know if Zane was able to find it, but no one can say he didn’t try, especially during their dad’s trial. Watching out for Emmett during that time pretty much wrecked Zane’s senior year.”

			Will took a bite of his burger, seemingly done talking. In Sophie’s mind, he’d just gotten to the crucial part, the part where everyone chose the path they’d take through life. Everyone except Zane, who’d had no options.

			“Then what?” she asked. “Did you go away to college?” It was the thing that had destroyed her budding relationship with Zane and shattered her ideas about love.

			“I joined the army. Guess that’s why I never heard about you; I was overseas.”

			Obviously Zane had never mentioned her in the years that followed. She was quietly grateful, as if he’d respected a secret. It hadn’t been something she’d talked about, either.

			“I knew your sister Maggie in school, but you didn’t go here, did you?”

			“No, I was at a private girls’ school. But I was here during the summers.”

			“So you knew about his dad?”

			She nodded. Who didn’t? The love triangle gone horribly wrong. A woman had tried to end her abusive relationship with Nathaniel Thorson, and he’d caught her in the act of leaving with another man. He attacked them both with a knife, killing them. The dead bodies in the shabby Thorson home had made headlines for weeks, even at her school fifty miles away. She knew how hard it had been on Zane, because he’d told her when they met three years later. It was the only time he’d talked about it to anyone, he said. The emotional wounds had been deep, even for the boy who’d apparently spent half his formative years with his best friend’s family.

			“I’m glad you and your parents were there for him,” she said quietly.

			“So am I. I wish I could be more available now with all this shit going down, but I have to go out of town for the next couple of weeks. At least you believe in him—even if you occasionally hate him.” He grinned.

			Imagining again the loneliness and pain Zane must have suffered since childhood put a physical ache in her chest. “He doesn’t have any other friends?”

			“He doesn’t trust easily.” He pointed a French fry at her. “That’s why I’m curious about you. Zane lowers his guard around you.”

			She choked out a laugh. “Is that what you call ‘Go home and don’t come back’?”

			He smiled. “That’s Zane being scared, closing down. But earlier today was different. He was as easy and open with you as he was with me. Makes me wonder why.”

			“You make him sound socially inept. His interpersonal skills are just fine, when he wants them to be.”

			“Right, like with you earlier today.”

			“We’ve known each other a long time.” She gave up with a shrug and repeated what he already knew. “We had a thing.”

			“Must have been a pretty special thing.”

			Oh, yeah. Special enough to sear certain moments onto her brain so deeply she could still see them, clear and vibrant in the orange glow of firelight. Could still feel the roughness of his palm against her breast, and the liquid rush of heat when their bodies met. Special barely began to describe it.

			Intensely private did. “It didn’t end well,” she said, the simple way to evade details. She stuck a forkful of food in her mouth.

			“So I heard. But I wonder if it really ended.”

			She gave him a sharp look as she swallowed hard. “Of course it did. It was ten years ago.”

			He laughed. “Jesus, were you sitting in the booth behind us? That’s the same thing he said. The two of you have this story down to the exact bare bones.”

			The two of you. She let the phrase wrap around her, then fade away so that the warmth of it was gone before she answered. “Maybe because there’s not much to tell.”

			“Or maybe because there is. Doesn’t matter,” he added before she could protest. “I know the important part—the feelings are still there.” He leaned back in his chair, smiling. “Damn, who’d have guessed? The king of remote and insensitive, all tangled up by love.”

			Will might think he knew Zane better than anyone else, but his observations suddenly lost all credence. He couldn’t have been more mistaken. “Perhaps you should replay that last conversation in your mind, Will, the one where he told me to get lost, and I called him an idiot and an asshole.”

			“Yeah, he sure is pushing you away hard,” he mused. “I wonder why.”

			“Because he hates me.”

			“Because you’re under his skin and it’s bothering him something fierce.”

			She could only sit and blink. Will had his own interpretation of the facts, and he obviously wasn’t going to change his mind. Maybe it was because he didn’t know about Zane’s parting shot to her ten years ago, quoting his father’s view of women. That had proved exactly what lay under Zane’s skin, and it wasn’t a warm tingly feeling for her. It was mistrust and disrespect.

			It was sad that Will Chambers, who knew Zane so well, could be so wrong about him.
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			Zane scowled at the headlines on the stack of Mountain News papers outside the grocery store: “Body Found on Thorson Land Identified.” They just had to throw his name in there, making him even more prominent than the victim. At least they’d put Rena’s photo next to the article, not his.

			The small Barringer’s Pass Echo, stacked next to the News, was even bolder. “Another Death Linked to Thorson Family,” it proclaimed, merrily tripping along the line between libel and news. He was sure they went into gruesome detail recounting his father’s murderous love triangle that had put him in the state pen for life. Emmett’s rape trial probably got a mention, too—the Echo would never let a good scandal go to waste.

			He could only imagine their delirium if they found out he’d been with Rena shortly before her murder.

			There was nothing he could do but ride it out. Setting his jaw firmly, he grabbed a grocery basket. His grocery list held several items, but he’d suddenly lost interest in being out in public. He’d settle for the immediate necessities and get out.

			Focused on his objective, he didn’t notice the creepy feeling tingling along his nerves until he paused at the meat counter. A sense of being watched tickled his mind, and he looked up, catching the eye of a woman shopper. She blanched and disappeared down an aisle. Eyes narrowed with suspicion, he looked to his other side. The man behind the meat counter stared back with undisguised hatred as another shopper looked quickly away.

			Annoyance ripped along already-sensitive neurons; he’d seen this before and he didn’t have the patience to deal with it tonight. Grabbing a package of ground beef he headed for the checkout lanes. One was open, the clerk eyeing him as he approached. With a look of panic, she shot a hand under the counter and came up with a sign, slapping it on the conveyor belt: THIS LANE CLOSED.

			Goddamn it. He stared hard enough to make her hustle off toward the break room. He should walk out now, but he really didn’t feel like eating at McDonald’s tonight. Tamping down the anger boiling inside him, he stepped into the next lane behind a young mother and child. She gave him a wide-eyed stare, then pulled her daughter to her side and stepped ahead, placing her cart solidly between them.

			Zane breathed harder, having a hard time hanging on to his rising anger. Did she think he’d suddenly grow fangs and fur and swipe her child out from under her nose? It was almost laughable, except the insult was too great to be funny. It was a public slap in the face, and he resented her for it. Resented every one of the people in the store who wouldn’t let him escape the shadow of his notorious family.

			He imagined his scowl truly was frightening by now, and didn’t care. He leveled a direct look at the young woman, one she could interpret as a threat or a perverted fantasy; he really didn’t care which.

			A blotch of white stepped into his field of vision. Zane refocused on a man who stood with arms folded across his white shirt and a glare as fierce as his own. A badge on his shirt read, BOB WISNEWSKI, MANAGER.

			“You’re not welcome here, Thorson,” Bob said, low and threatening. Bob the Hero, protector of women, defender of every man’s freedom to leap to judgment.

			Zane spent a long moment considering his blinding fury, his constitutional rights, and his overwhelming desire to punch Bob in the nose. Possible headlines crossed his mind, along with possible jail sentences. Bob was not worth it.

			They couldn’t take his pride. Shoving the basket at Bob’s chest, he leaned close enough to intimidate him into a step backward. The manager staggered against the young woman’s cart, bobbling the basket in his arms. Pushing close to the man’s red face, Zane growled, “Fuck you, Bob.” And walked out.

			It felt good for two seconds.

			He’d acted rashly and solved nothing. Bob would talk, and it wouldn’t help Zane’s reputation. But that had already been flushed down the toilet, so he didn’t really give a shit.
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			Sophie hadn’t meant to stop at the Moosehead. Not tonight, not ever in this lifetime. But the sign grabbed her attention as she drove home from Juniper after spending two creepy hours in the morgue, completing her findings for the police. The off-white oval bearing the bar’s name was a dingy beacon on the dark strip of highway between Juniper and Barringer’s Pass, impossible to miss. Next door, a sign for the Pines glowed in green and yellow neon, the two businesses huddled close to the highway on a flat strip of land that backed up to wooded slopes.

			She hadn’t thought about where Zane might choose to spend his free time. That it was a bar surprised her; he hadn’t been much for drinking after the drunken rages he’d seen growing up, and from what she’d heard, the Moosehead had always attracted hard-core drinkers. But maybe things had changed.

			Another thought gnawed at her mind. If Rena Torres had gone there often enough, someone would remember her. The police would try to track her movements, but would probably focus their attention on the fancy resorts where someone like Alan Bernstein would have hung out. Meanwhile, Rena could have been meeting a lot of men at the Moosehead, not just Zane. Men the police should consider suspects.

			Braking impulsively, she turned onto the crumbling asphalt of the Moosehead’s parking lot. The lot was shadowy, lit by the signs and one tall light situated between the bar and the Pines. Glowing neon beer signs on the building gave the illusion of light, but didn’t do much to pierce the shadows. She parked close to the building in the comforting red aura of a Budweiser sign.

			She got out of the Jeep, an ominous feeling making her take a look around the shadowy lot. Nothing moved at either business, almost as if they were deserted. But next door at the Pines, a quarter of the units had cars parked out front and lights shining behind drawn curtains. Another eight vehicles at the Moosehead were proof of life inside. The nighttime breeze raised an oily scent from the parking lot, tickling her nose as she made for the entrance.

			The inside of the bar wasn’t lit much better than the parking lot. A few spotlights shone directly down on the bar that ran along most of the left side of the room. A dozen tables occupied the right side, with a clear strip of floor down the center leading to an alcove at the back where two doors read GENTS and LADIES. Sophie doubted any ladies ever came here, and felt her own status slip as soon as she walked through the door. This didn’t look like the kind of place a woman came to alone, not unless she was looking to change that with a quick hookup.

			Three men at the bar watched her with interest as she approached. A few more probably watched from the tables to the right, but she didn’t look their way, her attention drawn to the light and the only other woman in the place. At the far end of the bar, a young blonde in a tank top and shorts gave Sophie a cool look as she drew a beer, then turned pointedly away. Sophie took it as a clear message that she could forget any feelings of solidarity. She was competition, and on her own.

			A fortyish man behind the bar straightened from where he’d been in casual conversation with a patron. Picking up a rag, he walked to the end of the bar where she’d taken a chair—the end nearest the door. “What can I get you?” he asked, wiping a few square inches of bar in front of her.

			Damn, she hadn’t thought about buying a drink, and realized she wouldn’t get far if she didn’t. Sophie glanced at the row of glasses on the other side of the bar and felt an unwelcome stiffness from her private school days come rushing back like an ingrained habit as she wondered how clean they were. She thought she’d left the snobbish ideas from the Herrington School for Girls far behind, but just walking into the Moosehead seemed to have reawakened them.

			But buying information required sacrifices. “A Coors Light, please,” she said. “In the bottle.” She didn’t really want it, but she didn’t have to drink it.

			She did have to pay for it, though, and a frisson of panic touched her, realizing she had only two dollars in her purse. She did some rapid figuring and had a credit card ready when he returned with the beer. “Do you take credit cards?”

			“MasterCard and Visa.”

			She handed it over. “Put thirty dollars on it.”

			He paused to take a closer look at her. “You planning to be here awhile?”

			“No. But I’d like to talk.” Thirty was all she could afford to part with; she hoped it was enough.

			He did another silent assessment, no doubt wondering what kind of information she was after. “If you’re looking for your boyfriend or your husband, I have a bad memory for names and dates. Faces, too.”

			She smiled. “Not that kind of talk.”

			He considered that, too, then took the card with a shrug. “It’s your money.”

			Once she’d signed for the transaction, he leaned one arm on the bar, putting his back to the customers farther down. “Okay, what’s your deal?”

			She’d thought it over while he charged her account, and decided his bad memory made him smart enough not to tell tales about his customers. But Rena hadn’t been in B-Pass long, and she was never coming back. There was no reason not to talk about her.

			She fingered the beer bottle as she talked. “I’m a reporter,” she said, the most harmless lie she could think of to explain her questions. “I’m looking for information on that girl whose body they found.”

			“Rena something.”

			“Yes,” she agreed calmly, nearly jumping for joy on the inside. If he knew her name, she might have been here several times. Or maybe he just listened to the news. “Someone told me she came here a lot.”

			“Not a lot. But a few times.” He narrowed one eye. “You ain’t thinking someone from the Moosehead killed her, are you?”

			“Oh, no. I’m just trying to learn what kind of person she was. You know, a profile piece. Like was she polite or rude, loud or quiet? Would you say she was friendly?”

			“Friendly?” He snorted a laugh. “You could call it that. Real friendly.”

			“She, um, liked to socialize?”

			“She liked to party. Nothing bad—a few drinks, a lot of flirting. The girl liked attention. Gave it back, too, if you know what I mean, but don’t ask me who she gave it to, ’cause I don’t know.”

			“Right, bad memory.” She hoped his memory was just as bad if the police ever questioned him about it; it could save Zane’s ass. But counting on anyone in B-Pass to protect a Thorson was a feeble hope. “How many times was she here?”

			“Three or four, I guess.”

			“Do you happen to remember the last day she was here?”

			“Nope. Told you, no dates.”

			It probably wouldn’t matter, anyway. The cops would either prove Zane had been seen with her, or they wouldn’t, and if he had been, the date wouldn’t matter. Being placed with her once after denying he knew her would be enough to point a giant finger of guilt at him. It would be better to find out who made a more likely suspect than Zane.

			“I guess she, uh, made friends easily.”

			He smirked. “Pretty girl, friendly—yeah, you could say that.”

			“Was there ever anyone she acted afraid of? Or someone she got mad at? Maybe someone who came on too strong and didn’t like it when she blew him off?”

			“I told you, no—”

			“No names, I understand. Just tell me if there was someone.”

			He sighed at her persistence, then rubbed his rough stubble as he gave it a moment’s thought. “Nope, can’t think of anyone. And I’m pretty sure I’d remember that. What I recall is the place was always rockin’ like a party when she was here.” A tiny smile touched the corner of his mouth. “There’s only one person who wasn’t happy to see her, but telling you who would require a couple more thirty-dollar beers.”

			Sophie slipped off her chair. “You don’t need to tell me.” She already knew. If the blond woman serving drinks didn’t like seeing Sophie walk into the Moosehead, she could imagine the kind of reception she’d give a Hollywood starlet with a desire to party. She gave the young woman a thoughtful stare. “The question is, would she go so far as to kill?”

			“Nah.”

			She met his eyes, surprised by the quick, sure response. “You’re that certain?”

			He grinned without an ounce of humor behind it. “She’s my ex. But if you want to get her arrested on suspicion of murder, I don’t mind.”

			“You’re a real prince. Thanks for your time.”

			“No more questions?”

			She’d love to ask if Rena had talked about giant beetles or spiders, but Cal had warned her not to. “No more questions,” she told him, heading for the door.

			She’d learned something important, even if she didn’t have names—Rena hadn’t focused exclusively on Alan Bernstein while she was in Barringer’s Pass. She’d met a lot of men, and possibly been intimate with them. If she’d had an ulterior motive, like prostitution or robbery, Zane hadn’t said. She had a feeling he’d snap her head off if she asked, too. The only way she’d find out was from another man.

			She paused at the door, scanning the dim room. The men here didn’t look like prime specimens for a girl looking for a good time. A couple guys had to be past sixty, and more intent on the glasses in their hands than anything going on around them. Another two sharing a table were in their twenties, cowboy types in jeans and boots who seemed a little too free with their hands as they joked with the bartender’s ex. Another man by himself watched the two cowboys with a disdainful gaze that shifted to meet Sophie’s.

			Stunned recognition hit his face at the same time it hit her. She stared. “Manny?”

			He whipped the cap off his head and got awkwardly to his feet, a gentlemanly gesture she hadn’t expected, and found touching in a place like this. “Sophie?” He blinked as if to clear his vision. “What are you doing here?”

			She hesitated, on the verge of making something up, then changed her mind. Running into Manny was a golden opportunity. If she wanted to learn the names of men who might have been with Rena, she needed a source other than the closemouthed bartender. She not only knew Manny, he almost qualified as a friend.

			She walked over to him, waiting expectantly for an invitation, but his polite manners seemed to have ended at standing up. She touched the chair beside him. “May I?”

			He looked slightly distressed by the request, then gave a jerky nod.

			She sat, confused. “I’m sorry, if you’re expecting someone—”

			“No, no, not yet. I meet someone about a job later. I do other work when Zane does not need me.” He sank onto his own chair, still looking uncomfortable. “It is just . . .” He trailed off, searching for words. “Sophie, you don’t belong in this place.”

			She relaxed. “Thanks for that. Believe me, I’d rather not be here.”

			“Then you must leave.”

			He looked so concerned, she knew he hadn’t meant to sound rude. “I can’t, Manny. I need information, and this is the only place I know of to get it.”

			“Information?”

			“About the girl whose body I found.” She didn’t offer to explain, because they both knew that finding Rena’s body was the reason Manny had missed the past couple of days of work. She leaned closer, speaking earnestly. “Manny, Zane had nothing to do with that girl’s murder. I don’t know who did, but I know Zane, and I know he’s innocent.”

			He looked embarrassed, his gaze dropping to the scarred table. “I think you are right.”

			The sincerity in his voice puzzled her. “Then why haven’t you been at work? He needs help.”

			He shook his head. “You would not understand.”

			“Try me.”

			He paused for so long she’d nearly given up when he started talking. “Zane is a white American man. Cory and Hooter are white American men. I know they are not the nicest men, but some things we cannot change. I am a brown man with an accent. Often, when a crime is committed, the police look at the brown man with the accent, and they think he did it. Then he has to try to prove he is innocent.”

			The sad truth of his words felt like a heavy weight. She didn’t bother to tell him that the American legal system didn’t work that way, because for some people it did. She’d like to think it wouldn’t happen that way in Barringer’s Pass, but she couldn’t swear to it, not after seeing how many people were ready to convict Zane without the benefit of proof or a trial.

			That was the irony that protected Manny—Barringer’s Pass was so suspicious of anyone named Thorson that it topped any racial and cultural prejudice that might have affected Manny.

			Sophie shook her head with a bitter smile. “Obviously you haven’t lived here long enough to have heard the stories about Zane’s family.”

			Manny frowned. “What stories?”

			“Let’s just say Zane’s father and brother were not beloved citizens of Barringer’s Pass. His father is in prison and his brother narrowly avoided it, but some people won’t be happy until every Thorson is behind bars. So that situation you were afraid of? That’s what’s happening to Zane.”

			Sympathy touched his eyes. “I am sorry to hear that.”

			She was going to have to settle for that. If guilt or sympathy brought him back in a day or two, great. But if not, she understood his fear.

			“The police will find you anyway, Manny. You worked for Zane, so they’ll need to question you. But you were right when you said sometimes you have to prove you’re innocent. I think Zane might need to do that, and the only way I can think of is to show that other men had the opportunity to kill that young woman, and maybe had a reason. I know she came here. Did you ever see her here?”

			He spread his hands. “How would I know? What does she look like?”

			Manny was more sheltered than she’d realized—not only hadn’t he heard about the Thorsons, he apparently didn’t watch TV or read the papers. Rena was all they talked about lately. “Her name was Rena Torres. Pretty, long dark hair, dark eyes, full lips. The picture they’re showing around is a glamour shot—she was an actress. Sound like anyone you’ve seen here?”

			His thin smile didn’t reach his eyes. “The women who come here, they might make up their faces and wear nice clothes, but they do not have glamour.” His eyes flicked to the blonde, who had moved on to one of the older guys and was leaning close to him, laughing loudly. “They have no pride,” he said, narrowing his eyes in judgment.

			As sweeping generalities went, it was unfair, but in the blonde’s case, probably true. She was about as unsubtle as she could get.

			“This woman who died, she was not like her picture. She also had no pride.”

			Sophie whipped her head around. “What do you mean? Did you see her?”

			“No, no.” His face tightened with an unmistakable look of regret, and she wondered why. Because he hadn’t meant to let that slip? Or because he hadn’t had the opportunity to chastise Rena the way he obviously wanted to chastise the blonde across the room?

			“If she came here, as you say,” he continued, “she could not have pride in herself.” He spoke slowly, seeming to choose his words carefully. “Decent young women don’t belong here, and that is why you should leave. This is a place for a man to drink alone. Or a place where a man might look for other . . . things to do.”

			She thought of Zane stopping by here to find one of those things, and was immediately battered by a confusing rush of emotions. She should feel nothing about Zane’s one-night stand with Rena, but instead felt too much—anger, revulsion, regret, and, most disturbingly, a jolt of jealousy that left her staring as if she’d been slapped.

			Manny fumbled for words, embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I should not speak of such things to a lady.”

			Things like one-night stands? His overblown sense of chivalry served as a splash of cold water on her thoughts, and she laughed. “Please, I’m not that sensitive.”

			She’d meant to put him at ease, but instead he frowned in disapproval. Apparently there were no shades of gray with this guy—you were either a saint or a sinner. Since she didn’t want to be lumped in with immoral bar floozies, she stood. “You’re right, I shouldn’t be here. Maybe I’ll see you at work.” For Zane’s sake, she hoped Manny’s other job prospect didn’t pan out.

			He stood, too, which she thought was more gentlemanly behavior, but he didn’t look reassured by the announcement that she was leaving. In fact, he wasn’t looking at her at all. His gaze went past her, hard and shuttered. “You see?” he said in a harsh whisper. “You should not have come here.”

			She turned, chills already trickling down her spine from his words. Near the door, a large man spotted her at the same time she saw him. Hooter.

			A slow grin spread across his face as he walked toward her, his gait as slow as a stalking cat. “Well, well, well,” he murmured. “What have we here?”

			Manny had advised her once before on how to deal with Hooter—say nothing. Hitching her purse strap over her shoulder, she stepped aside to walk past him.

			Just as smoothly, he blocked her path. His linebacker size was enough to stop her, but he wrapped his fingers around her wrist, ensuring she couldn’t leave. She froze in place as he looked her up and down, her skin crawling everywhere his gaze touched. “Looks like I get a choice of females tonight. Brenda’s okay, but a man likes variety now and then.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against her ear. “I’ll bet you could give a man a good ride, couldn’t you, Sophie?”

			“Get your hands off me.” She growled it between clenched teeth, looking him straight in the eyes.

			He grinned and tugged her closer. She stumbled against a chair and lost her balance, but his iron grip kept her upright as he pulled her against his side. “I don’t think so.”

			Several men had looked her way when the chair scraped. She took advantage of it by repeating her warning in a loud voice, making it clear to everyone in the bar that she was being forced. Witnesses were her best defense. “I said, let go. Now!”

			A couple of men turned and watched with interest. One chuckled and called out, “Woo, mister, you hooked a live one!” The blonde, who she assumed was Brenda, leaned a hip against a table and popped a peanut into her mouth, chewing as she watched the entertainment. Hooter’s grip remained tight.

			God, how far would they let it go without interfering? A trickle of fear ran down her back as she realized there might be no limit.

			With her free hand she dug into her shoulder bag, desperately feeling for something to use as a weapon. Her best one was gone. All those years of carrying pepper spray for late-night classes at college, and she’d never needed it until she came home. A lot of good it did her now, tucked in the back of her dresser drawer.

			Manny stepped forward, wedging himself between them without breaking the big ape’s hold. At a full head shorter than Hooter, he barely even blocked the view. “Leave her alone, Hooter.”

			Hooter brushed him aside with a casual wave of his arm. “This doesn’t concern you, Man-well,” he said, enunciating his name as if it was an insult. “And I don’t see Sophie’s guard dog anywhere around here.” He shot a look toward the bathrooms, verifying that Zane wasn’t coming to her rescue. “I’d say that makes her fair game.”

			Her heartbeat shot up several notches as Manny’s hands closed into fists. He was brave to stand up for her, but it wouldn’t work, and she couldn’t let him do it. Hooter would have him flat on the floor without even releasing her wrist.

			Palming the only thing she could find, Sophie pulled her hand from her purse and held up her clenched fist, forefinger poised to press the top of the dark blue cylinder peeking between her fingers. “Three seconds,” she warned Hooter, unblinking. “Then you get a face full of pepper spray.” Beside her, Manny hesitated, eyes on her clenched hand. “One.”

			Hooter’s gaze flew to the hand she held just out of reach. “You’re lying.”

			“Try me. Two.”

			His eyes narrowed, nearly disappearing in his big, beefy face as he weighed the risk of calling her bluff.

			“Three.” Confidence was everything. She whipped her hand toward his face.

			With a disdainful growl, Hooter released her wrist, pushing her away as he did. His upper lip curled into a sneer. “I shoulda figured you for the ball-bustin’ type.”

			Keeping her eyes on him, she slipped the blue tube back in her purse, relieved that she wouldn’t have to defend herself with Passionate Peach lip gloss.

			He stepped closer, so only she could hear. “That only works once, sweetheart. Next time I see you cruising the bars, you better be prepared to play with the big boys.” He spared a disgusted look at Manny, then shoved a chair aside and wove his way through the tables to an empty one.

			Manny’s hand suddenly closed around her arm in a firm grip, jerking her toward the door. Surprised that Manny would put a hand on her, she followed without protest. He pulled her out the door, nearly shoving her into the parking lot, where he released her on the crumbling asphalt. She frowned into the night, disoriented.

			“Do not come back here,” he told her sternly. “Not ever.”

			“Don’t worry, I won’t,” she muttered, digging out her keys. He stood like a statue, arms folded, waiting for her to go. “Thanks for stepping in.”

			He said nothing, but his mouth twisted with whatever bitter statement he held back. The thought occurred to her that he hadn’t wanted to confront Hooter, but had done it because his own moral code wouldn’t let him walk away from a woman in distress, even if, in his view, she’d brought it on herself. He must resent her for making him save her.

			An awkward embarrassment heated her cheeks. He’d warned her to leave, but she hadn’t realized it was for his benefit as well as her own. It didn’t seem fair that she should feel at fault, but she found herself mumbling an apology as she got in her Jeep. He was still standing there as she drove off, watching like a disapproving father.

			She grumbled her irritation with men as she drove. Irritation with Zane for not letting her handle Hooter on her own, thereby giving the big idiot another reason to target her. Irritation with Manny for being so damned chivalrous that she would have to take his feelings into account before ever confronting Hooter in his presence. And irritation with Hooter for being Hooter.

			Manny, at least, had been well intentioned. She could let him off the hook, but not Zane. Zane was looking out only for himself, as he’d frankly admitted, knowing that allowing her to be harassed on the job could open the door to a lawsuit against his company. It must annoy him, having to watch out for her. She could only hope so, because it sure as hell annoyed Hooter, which didn’t help her at all. Tonight might not have happened if Zane hadn’t sent Hooter home for playing a practical joke on her.

			It made a nice, full circle in her mind—her confrontation with Hooter at the Moosehead was all Zane’s fault. Steaming over it occupied her enough that she didn’t notice the headlights behind her until they’d stayed with her through two turns onto lesser-traveled roads, leaving other cars behind.

			It was almost certainly a coincidence. B-Pass hummed with both locals and tourists on Saturday nights, and she habitually avoided them, taking a longer route into the mountains in order to skirt most of the traffic. The vehicle behind her might be doing the same thing. But her nerves had already been rubbed raw tonight, and it didn’t take much to start an uneasy feeling crawling through her. The mountain roads were unlit and dark as pitch, often skirting steep drop-offs—not the best place to play bumper cars, should someone want to scare her.

			Her unease increased. Hooter hadn’t shown any inclination to follow her, and Manny’s self-imposed obligation to see her safely out seemed to end at the parking lot. Had someone else at the bar decided she was easy prey?

			Watching the rearview mirror as much as the road ahead, she took the first turn back toward town. There was only one safe place to stop—the police station.

			Inexplicably, the headlights hung back. She had her first clue as to why when they hit the well-lit streets of Barringer’s Pass—the vehicle following her was a pickup truck, but not Hooter’s black one. It was silver. Despite the fact that there were a few hundred pickups in B-Pass, many of them silver, she had no doubt who it was. The traffic light on Division that stopped them both confirmed it—Zane’s face in her rearview mirror was dim but recognizable. And clearly unhappy.

			Well, so was she. The way she saw it, Hooter’s nasty disposition was a direct result of Zane’s interference, and she was tired of it. A logical part of her knew that she couldn’t blame Hooter’s actions on anyone but Hooter, but a larger part of her was itching to yell at Zane. It was bad enough that she kept giving in to the urge to defend him, but he could at least be grateful. Instead, she got “go home and don’t come back.” Then she got Hooter. Enough was enough.

			The lecture she intended to give Zane didn’t need to be monitored by the police. She changed direction, heading directly for her small apartment complex. The two buildings were at the end of a quiet street, wedged between a row of duplexes and a rocky hillside. She drove to the far end of the lot, away from open windows and prying eyes, and slammed out of her Jeep as Zane pulled up on her passenger side. She was around the Jeep and in his face the second he stepped out of Will’s truck.

			“What the hell are you doing, following me?” she demanded. “Isn’t it enough that you interfere with my life at work? I already have my hands full dealing with the repercussions of your macho strutting and posturing. I don’t need my own personal stalker, too.”

			He closed his driver’s door with one hand and stepped into her tirade in the same motion, forcing her to back up. She came up against her Jeep and stopped abruptly. He didn’t, stepping too close for comfort, and more than close enough for her to feel the anger radiating off him like heat waves. The look he leveled at her was pure hatred, his dark eyes flashing with ebony sparks. The lips that she remembered as soft and supple looked hard as they curled into a snarl. “I’m following you because someone has to. You’re obviously too stupid to be allowed outside alone.” He ground it out, letting each word cut into her before saying the next. “Because interfering is your specialty, along with turning my life inside out, and shaking it to see what falls out.”

			“Your life?” Outrage wasn’t enough to distract her from noticing the damp ends of his hair and the smell of soap, as if he’d stepped out of the shower in order to tear off in his truck and track her down. Manny had obviously tattled on her. That was taking protection a little too far, but she’d deal with him later. Right now she had Zane in front of her, freshly scrubbed and mad as hell. “You’re the one who dropped everything to follow me,” she accused, “and I’m interfering in your life?”

			His eyes narrowed to furious slits. “Don’t try to tell me the Moosehead is your usual place to kick back at the end of the day.”

			“No, it’s yours.”

			“And you just had to investigate that, didn’t you?”

			“I was investigating Rena Torres, not you.” She gave him a disdainful look. “I’m trying to find other men she might have been with. I don’t care what you did there.” Like pick up a woman for a one-night stand. Even unspoken, it hung between them as obvious as the Moosehead’s sign glowing in the night. To shift attention, she added, “Do you follow me everywhere, or did Manny call you?”

			“Manny did the right thing. He was afraid I might have to save your ass.”

			“My ass is just fine, thank you. I don’t need a watchdog.” She dodged to the right to slip around him, but his hand smacked the hard top of her Jeep, barring her way. Before she could dodge left, his other hand hit the window next to her head, trapping her against the vehicle. She met his eyes, swallowing back her heart, which had suddenly leapt into her throat. “Let me go.” The same words she’d said to Hooter barely twenty minutes ago. This felt entirely different.

			He simply looked at her, severe and unflinching, as several seconds crawled by. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, nervous because she couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and because staring into his eyes in a parking lot lit by only a few overhead lights reminded her too much of staring into his eyes by firelight. When they were both naked. The two realities blurred, and at some point she was sure time stopped completely and the world fell away, all but for Zane, warm and solid in front of her.

			“How many times do I have to tell you? Stay out of my life, Sophie.”

			Her romantic memories dropped back to earth. “I’m trying to,” she pointed out, “if you’d get out of the way.”

			“What you’re trying to do is get yourself killed.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Hooter’s not going to kill me.” It was a reflex to deny whatever he said, but her voice lost its conviction at the end.

			“Are you sure?”

			No, damn it. The man had scared her, and his disdain for women was obvious.

			“Or maybe you’ll settle for being raped.”

			She drew in a startled gasp that turned to fury. “You’re an ass,” she hissed through clenched jaws. “I can’t believe you’d even say that to a woman.”

			“I wouldn’t have to if you’d stop being naive.” His voice lashed back, sharp as a whip and stinging in its surety. “You need to take this seriously.” Tension outlined the muscles in his arms and put a threatening edge on his words. “Rape isn’t just a scare word, it’s a reality at the Moosehead. Ask your brother-in-law, the cop, if you don’t believe me. He’ll have seen the reports, or maybe written one up himself.”

			She shook her head, not disbelieving but finding it hard to accept. “Barringer’s Pass was never that dangerous before.”

			His laugh was harsh, and devoid of humor. “My version of it was. Christ, Sophie, they put you in an ivory tower, and let you out in the summer to frolic at some idyllic commune. I hate to burst your bubble, but that’s not the real world. This is, the one with close-minded townspeople, and Hooter, and the Moosehead. Wake up! Someone killed a girl here only a few weeks ago. He’s still out there, and you seem to be doing your best to meet him.”

			Her head spun, trying to make Zane’s cruel reality mesh with her sheltered one. She wasn’t naive; she knew bad things happened. But the bad parts seemed to be all Zane ever saw, and it probably made him assume the worst. “How do you know the killer’s still around? Maybe he wasn’t even from here.”

			His lip twisted with a sneer. “Right. You think it was just chance that he buried Rena’s body at my place?”

			No, she knew it wasn’t. Even if she had a month to plot a murder, she couldn’t come up with a better place to bury a body. But she was surprised to hear him say it. She’d seen how people jumped to conclusions about him, but he’d never mentioned it, as if he found it too humiliating. “He wanted to divert suspicion if she was ever found,” she said quietly. “To you, because people around here would believe it without question.”

			“That’s right.” The corner of his eye twitched at the forced admission. “If he was a drifter, someone who moved on to another town or another state, I doubt he’d care about who got blamed, or even know enough to set me up by burying her on my property. He’s someone local.”

			“Then it stands to reason I might find other suspects.”

			“You might do more than that. You might find a killer who doesn’t want to be found.” His mouth twisted with bitter humor. “This might be the only time you hear me say this, so listen closely—leave it to the police.”

			His words jarred in her brain, enough to override the unease caused by his closeness. “This is the one time you shouldn’t say it! The police don’t know about Rena going to the Moosehead because you won’t tell them, so they have no other suspects. If you leave it to the police, they’ll try to pin it on you, Zane, you know they will.”

			“Let them try. They won’t find any evidence because I didn’t do it.”

			“But if you spent the night with her—”

			He pulled his hands back abruptly, his face contorting with anger. “I’m not discussing that with you, Sophie.”

			She didn’t want to talk about it, either, but there was hard science involved, facts they couldn’t escape, and he needed to consider it. She made herself say it. “If you didn’t use a condom—”

			“Goddamn it, Sophie!”

			“If you didn’t,” she persisted, “there could still be DNA evidence.”

			She waited for the realization to sink in and turn to fear. But his expression only turned fiercer and she knew she’d pushed him too far.
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			The one thing she’d never feared from Zane was physical violence, but at that moment she wouldn’t swear he wasn’t going to wring her neck.

			His eyes blazed as he leaned close. “I did use one, okay? More than one. Does that help you picture it? Can you remember what it was like, or would you like more detail?”

			She flushed with sudden hatred. For a moment she imagined slapping him, hitting him hard enough to make him stagger backward. The next second she realized he expected it, wanted to drive her over the edge, and she wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. Wouldn’t let him know how much the memory of leaving him still hurt. But he didn’t have to bring their past into it, to remind her that she’d once been a one-night stand, too. She stared him down, fighting the pain and anger inside her. “You’re a real bastard, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, I am. You should keep that in mind.”

			“You make it impossible to forget. And you’re probably too arrogant to realize it, but I’m not bringing this up to reminisce. I’m trying to help you, although God knows why.”

			“I never asked for your help.”

			“No, you wouldn’t, you’d just hang on to your stubborn pride while they railroaded you into prison. Well, I was raised to believe in standing up to injustice, no matter what form and no matter the victim. But don’t take it personally; I help mangy stray dogs, too. That’s what comes of having a heart and a conscience, two things you wouldn’t know about.”

			The words felt like bullets, fired from someplace deep inside her. You’re a jerk with no redeeming qualities—blam! I’m better than you, but I’ll help you anyway—blam, blam! Adrenaline rushed through her, leaving her high and breathless, charged with an energy she didn’t know how to handle.

			She’d wanted to take those shots for the past ten years. Releasing them felt good, but watching them hit their target felt even better. His expression didn’t change, but his breaths came faster and the sexy bow in his top lip was flat and edged in white.

			“So you have a conscience now,” he purred in her ear. His voice was smooth and low, the rumble almost sensuous, sending shivers over her scalp and down her arms. “How unfortunate. That must make it harder to dump lovers when you’re done with them.”

			She knew her face flamed red, but hoped he couldn’t tell in the poor light of the parking lot. “I didn’t dump you,” she said. Although she didn’t have a better word for it.

			“A matter for debate. But hardly important, since it never could have lasted.”

			Anger flared again at the easy way he dismissed the feelings it had taken her years to get over. “You’re right. Anyone who thinks women are just out to use him is never going to have a relationship that lasts.”

			His mouth pulled into a mocking smile. “Are you going to claim you weren’t using me? Getting rid of that awkward virginity before going off to play with the sophisticated kids at college?”

			She narrowed her eyes at the crass image, wishing there was some way to deny the accusation that wouldn’t mean admitting the truth, that she’d slept with him out of a teenage infatuation she’d mistaken for love. “That’s not how it was. But I had to put my education before everything else, I told you that.”

			“And it worked out well, didn’t it, Dr. Larkin? Congratulations. You got your fancy degree, and no emotional entanglements with the wrong kind of guy to hold you back.” He was too close, practically nuzzling against her ear as he spoke, sending goose bumps flying down her arms with each breathy murmur. Part of her knew he was up to something, but she didn’t know what, and wasn’t sure she cared as long as he kept up the sexy murmuring.

			“Or did you lose your concentration, maybe slip into a serious romantic affair along the way? Did you ever let a man get close to you during the past ten years, Sophie? Or were you content with spiders and beetles?”

			Was he actually curious? More likely rubbing in the fact that she’d missed out on a vital part of life, something she was all too keenly aware of. Her one serious boyfriend had deserted her when rumors had flown around about Maggie a couple of years ago; the powerful family harassing her sister had reached out to see that Sophie’s life was affected, too. She should have thanked them for letting her know how shallow the guy was, because truthfully, his leaving hadn’t hurt that much. Not nearly as much as when she’d left Zane.

			She’d also had no deeply tender moments since, no significant others with whom she could share her successes. Did Zane know that? Was she so lacking in emotional skills that he could tell she’d cut herself off from any opportunity for romance? God, was she so romantically deprived that it showed?

			“No broken hearts bobbing in your wake, Dr. Larkin? No crushed dreams? Wistful longings for a love that didn’t last?”

			No, none. She clamped her mouth shut over the admission. It was too embarrassing to admit, although he probably knew her silence was agreement. He nipped teasingly at her earlobe, and she shuddered, unable to avoid the erotic memories that slammed into her, obscuring any thoughts of meaningless boyfriends from college. He stirred those memories too easily, making the years disappear. Memories of Zane laying her down on the sleeping bag as the fire snapped and flared nearby, sending sparks dancing toward the stars above them. Memories of Zane whispering in her ear as his hands explored her body tenderly, teaching her new pleasures. Of Zane breaking every barrier between them in one amazing night.

			“Was it worth it, Sophie?” His words murmured against her hair, warm and shivery, as his lips brushed across her forehead and nuzzled against the other side of her head. “No distractions and no other feelings to consider—that’s what you wanted, isn’t it? And you accomplished your goal, like you always have. So tell me, Sophie, does your Ph.D. keep you warm at night?”

			His mouth brushed over her cheek and his tongue touched her lower lip in a warm, wet swipe that sent an electric jolt through her, nearly collapsing her knees. Lifting his mouth back beside her ear, he whispered, “Or do you miss the feel of skin against skin?”

			She sucked in a shaky breath. It wasn’t skin against skin tonight—their clothes were too obviously in the way as he pressed his chest into hers, rubbing lightly. The thin layers of material only inflamed the memory of what it had been like to lie against him with nothing to dull the sensation of his hot skin teasing her aching breasts.

			She might have sagged against the Jeep and slid to the ground at his feet if not for the press of his body against hers and his forearms flattened against the window on either side of her head. She hadn’t been this close to him in ten years, and the sensations overwhelmed her—his scent, the soft brush of his hair on her cheek, the rich seduction of his voice in her ear. The voice of the devil, smooth as silk and dark with desire. Toying with her. She knew it, yet couldn’t find the will to push herself away, to make him stop.

			Why should she? It wasn’t like he was a bad person, and he even seemed to care about her safety. It wasn’t enough to base a relationship on, but it was enough to justify indulging her raging need for him. She stood perfectly still while her body quivered and her heart nearly pounded out of her chest, silently begging for his lips to find hers.

			If it was a game to him, he wasn’t immune to its effects. His arousal was unmistakable against her abdomen, and he did nothing to hide it, rocking his pelvis into hers. She closed her eyes against the slow torture, concentrating on his mouth skimming lightly along her jaw, nearly whimpering with need as he nipped softly at her chin.

			He pulled away and she stood still, quivering inside, too afraid to open her eyes and find contempt in his face. The nighttime breeze curled between them, and she thought he’d decided to end it, probably have a good laugh at her pathetic inability to tell him no. But the next instant his mouth closed over hers in an all-consuming rush of heat, and she melted, opening to him with a moan.

			It wasn’t the loving touch she remembered from ten years ago. And he wasn’t gentle.

			Neither was she. She responded with a desperation equal to his, surprised by the realization that struck like lightning—she’d wanted this since the moment they’d met at Zoe’s reception. Needed it, with an urgency that scared her. She burned every place his body touched hers, from her legs where he shoved his knee between them, to the back of her head where his hands dove into her hair. And every point in between. Especially where his hips pushed against hers, hard and insistent, tempting her with the hot ridge that angled upward against her stomach.

			It was nothing more than physical need, no emotion attached. It was perfect, much safer this way. She took everything he offered with a greed she didn’t know she had, wrapping her arms around his neck and digging her fingernails into his back in a desperate desire to bring him closer. Skin to skin, exactly as he’d taunted. The image burned in her mind, yearning to become real.

			Why not? They could take this indoors, carry it to a satisfying conclusion in her bed. Get it out of their systems, use each other, then go back to their comfortable state of aversion. Her body was rapidly reaching the point of no return, and his must be, too. He wouldn’t turn her down at this point—what man would, with a heartbeat pounding beneath his ribs like a jackhammer and an erection straining to get free?

			Before she could suggest it, his hands reached for the front of her jeans, fumbling with the button. His enthusiasm was encouraging, even if getting started in the parking lot was pushing it. She groaned an approving “Mmm” against his mouth as the button gave and his fingers brushed the skin below her stomach. Heat streaked along the same path, settling at the juncture of her thighs and dampening her panties.

			God, she wanted him! Yearned to have him. She could scarcely breathe with the need that gripped her, gathering with a wild impatience between her legs. Their coming together promised to be explosive, even better than ten years ago. She knew it from the fierce tug on her zipper and the eager shudder that seized her when his hands shoved the jeans farther down her hips.

			He was moving too fast! Her thoughts flew to their position between her Jeep and his truck, quickly deciding it was sheltered enough that no one could witness his haste to be inside her. But it was past time to take this inside. She took her lips from his to suggest it, but he muffled her first word, catching her mouth in a forceful kiss that pressed her head against the Jeep and sent her mind spinning. In the same moment, his hand sank between them, inside the jeans that gaped open, riding low on her hips.

			Her mind went blank, tumbling on a tidal wave of desire. Some part of her wanted to stop him, but it was drowned in the urgent tsunami that swept through her. His fingers found wetness, spreading it with shocking effect, shorting every command from her brain but the involuntary need to push into his hand.

			Without thought, she pumped her hips forward, then gasped into his mouth as his fingers slid inside her, deep, curving, finding their own rhythm. With a suddenness that shocked her, she came apart, her hips plastered to the side of the Jeep to keep from falling, as his fingers pushed her ruthlessly over the edge on an endless free fall. Her lips stopped moving as she choked out a soft, “Ohh!” and went limp in his arms.

			His hand slipped away. With one rough movement he jerked her jeans up so the open fly revealed nothing but the bare skin of her abdomen, her panties lost somewhere below. He stepped back, breathing hard.

			She focused her eyes with effort, and staggered as she pushed away from the Jeep, forcing her shaking legs to hold her weight. “Zane,” she began, shaking her head and panting out a half laugh. She wasn’t sure what to say. Thanks? I could have waited ten minutes? Let’s take round two inside?

			He saved her the trouble. “Sorry,” he said, nearly as breathless as she was.

			It was the last thing a girl expected to hear after a mind-blowing orgasm. Her eyebrows puckered as she tried to make sense of it, and she thought she might even be the only female who’d ever heard it. It felt like one of those moments that needed a good cartoon shake of the head, one that rattled the brain back to reality. She could only think of one response. “Why?”

			“Because I can’t do this.” His voice was gruff, his chest rising and falling as if he’d run a race. It made what he said all the more confusing. “The game’s over. Time to stop playing on the wrong side of the tracks, Dr. Larkin.”

			“You think I was playing?” It trivialized what they’d done, as if letting a guy stick his hands down her pants was her idea of an amusing way to end an evening.

			“We both were, and this is as far as it goes. I made you lower yourself to do grunt work, and you got to use me for a little sexual thrill. We can call it even.”

			She didn’t understand what was going on, but a theme was becoming clear. “Lower myself? Wrong side of the tracks? What’s your problem with my background? Since when do social strata matter to you, and when did I get labeled?”

			He laughed harshly. “Sophie, you were labeled when I met you, by that fancy private school and by your plans. And it didn’t matter to me, until I realized that was all that mattered to you.”

			“You’re crazy!” The denial was automatic, even as she realized the issue was not that simple. They’d both been outsiders in B-Pass. It gave her and Zane something in common, drawing them together long enough for them to discover other shared values and beliefs. It had also been the thing that kept them apart.

			She wanted to talk to him about it, but it seemed he was done talking. She watched openmouthed as he climbed into his truck, slamming the door on her startled cry of “Wait!” He started it and drove off, leaving her staring at his taillights.

			She swore forcefully, frustrated that he would bring up a problem and then not talk about it. How typically male.

			She shouldn’t care. After all, he was the one leaving with a raging hard-on, while exquisite aftershocks still fired between her thighs. If he wanted to end it there, that was his problem.

			But it didn’t make her feel any better. Furious, she turned and kicked her tire. For someone who was supposed to have used him for her own pleasure, it felt a lot like she was the one who had been used.

			[image: •]

			Zane sped away, cursing himself for twenty kinds of stupid for leaving Sophie dazed and panting to go to bed with him. He couldn’t think of a more erotic image. Or a more dangerous one.

			The scent of her lingered on his hand, and the ache for her pulsed heavily inside his jeans. He could have had her, could probably have spent a long, steamy night reacquainting himself with every part of her body. Not that he’d forgotten one inch of it, but she’d matured in subtle, intriguing ways, adding roundness to her curves while losing the angularity of a tomboy that she’d had at seventeen.

			Those curves were going to obsess him now, probably drive him crazy for another ten years. He should have put his hands all over her while he’d had the chance, because he’d never get another one.

			But he couldn’t do it. Allowing her into his world was insanity. He should have known Sophie could never leave a perceived injustice alone. The way those commune kids jumped on social issues, like dogs on a bone, you’d think they were raised with some sort of martyr ambition. Or a conscience—he swore over her harsh judgment that he didn’t have one. And a heart. He had both, damn it, but it didn’t do him much good as long as his last name was Thorson. He could protest his innocence all day long, and no one would believe it. And protesting on behalf of others would only mark them as more suspicious. Nothing good ever came of being a Thorson, or associating with one.

			There would be no more wavering over the issue of hiring Sophie; he’d rather see Natural Designs go under than see her harmed, which is what would happen if she kept pulling stupid stunts like visiting the Moosehead. Plus, she was so bent on defending him she refused to consider what it would do to her reputation. She’d mentioned using a former teacher and a business in Juniper as professional references, but he doubted they would come through if she were connected to the murdering/raping/woman-beating Thorsons. If he was the kind of man the Chambers family had taught him to be, he couldn’t allow it to happen.

			It didn’t mean he cared for her. She irritated the hell out of him. He might have a nearly uncontrollable desire for her body, but lust wasn’t the same as caring. It was best not to get the two mixed up.

			But he did have a conscience, damn it, and it wouldn’t let him take Sophie down with him. He just hoped Natural Designs survived. He had a job to complete and, as Sophie had pointed out, no one else was willing to work for him.

			He had one day to come up with a solution. He’d told Will and Sophie to take Sunday off, and by Monday neither would be available. Will would be back at his own job, and Sophie would be back to pondering unemployment. As much as it disgusted him, he’d have to call Hooter. Maybe Manny and Cory would come back, too, if he begged.

			It was not a pleasant thought for the end of a long day, especially when his encounter with Sophie already had him tied in knots. He was annoyed and emotionally wrung out. The prospect of a quiet half hour on his back porch, followed by a solid eight hours of sleep, was enough to make him groan in anticipation.

			His mind was already lulled by the thought of contemplating nothing but the quiet woods behind his house when he turned into his driveway. Pine trees closed around the pickup, then opened onto his small scrap of front yard, lit by the yellow glow of light from his windows.

			Zane hit the brakes and threw the truck into park. The house should be dark.

			Senses alert and skin prickling, he reviewed his actions of less than two hours ago. He’d been upset when he left, his temper already raging from Manny’s call, but his memory was clear. He’d turned off all the lights, save for the small one above the stove. A conscious decision, since he hadn’t known how long it would take to find Sophie, or how long he’d spend chewing her out. Now lights blazed from the kitchen window, and the living room glowed with the light of table lamps and the TV. Whoever was inside wasn’t shy about having broken in. Or hadn’t expected him to return.

			Slipping out of the truck, he closed the door quietly and bypassed his front door. The back door opened onto the deck from a mudroom. It had been locked, the same as the front door, so whoever was inside had somehow broken in.

			He stepped quietly onto the wood deck, careful not to let his boots scrape as he made his way to the back door and looked in the window. Light filtered through from the kitchen, shining dully on the washer and dryer, and the scattered shoes and boots near the door. Beyond that he could see the refrigerator, but nothing more as the kitchen ran at a ninety-degree angle from the mudroom. Cautiously, he wrapped his fingers around the doorknob and turned.

			It opened easily. He took a second to feel along the edge of the door, his fingers finding the small notches where the lock had been pried open. Quick and dirty, not a neat job. Caution set his nerves on edge, made him wonder if he should back out and call the cops. His instincts rebelled—Thorsons weren’t in the habit of turning to the police for help. Besides, logic argued that anyone with truly bad intentions wouldn’t turn on the lights and TV. From the living room he could hear the faint play-by-play of a ball game.

			With soft, measured steps, he crept toward the kitchen.

			Stepping stealthily around the corner, he scanned the kitchen and small eating area in one easy glance. At the kitchen table, a man sat with his back to him. Zane blinked; the guy was eating a sandwich.

			An uneasy feeling grabbed his gut. He didn’t recognize the shaggy, collar-length hair, or the broad shoulders and well-defined biceps. But there was something familiar about the hunched posture as the man leaned on his elbows. Something about the steady, methodical motions—bite, chew, swallow, bite, chew, swallow—as he held the sandwich in front of his mouth, never lowering it. A man intent on what he wanted, and taking it, not even pausing to savor the taste.

			Zane stopped, taking in the new tattoos and muscular build. At the same time the man spoke without turning. “About time you got back, Zane. Don’t you have any beer in this joint?”

			Zane crossed the room, trying to hold back the irritation he felt toward his younger brother, reminding himself that this was why he’d stayed in B-Pass. To be available if Emmett came back, to help the man no one else would, if he needed it. If he deserved it.

			“Ever think of knocking, Emmett?”

			“I did. You weren’t home.” Emmett raised a casual gaze as Zane came into view. “Where’s the beer?”

			“I don’t have any.”

			Zane watched Emmett try to process that incomprehensible fact. His brother’s eyebrows dug worried grooves above his eyes, and his mouth twisted as if tasting something awful. “Shit, I never could figure you,” Emmett said, as if the lack of beer summed up Zane’s whole personality.

			Zane studied the changes he could see. A scar creased Emmett’s chin, not a recent addition, but acquired sometime during the past seven years. The same for the red-and-black Harley emblem inked on his left arm. More notably, he’d added breadth to the lean nineteen-year-old body Zane remembered, completing the change from boy to man. The result would have been attractive if he bothered to shower, wash his hair, and find clean clothes. But that would only take care of his outward appearance. Zane didn’t know if the troubled kid he’d known had matured in the past seven years.

			He told himself to discount appearances. If not for the Chambers family, this might be him, a young man struggling to survive with no good example to guide him.

			Still, the fact that Emmett had broken in didn’t sit well. He could order him to leave, but it wouldn’t stop him from coming back. If his brother was here, he had a reason. “What do you want, Emmett?”

			Emmett feigned hurt. “You make me feel unwelcome.”

			“Breaking and entering tends to do that to me.”

			Emmett kept his eyes on his sandwich, and Zane couldn’t tell if the reprimand had any impact. Bite, chew, swallow. Bite, chew, swallow. “Maybe I need a place to stay.”

			“That’s not the best way to ask. I could have called the cops. Speaking of which, aren’t there some outstanding warrants for your arrest?”

			“Statute of limitations,” Emmett said around a mouthful, looking smug. “I’ve been gone seven years.”

			“Arrest warrants don’t expire unless a judge decides there’s no point in pursuing them. I can’t see that happening in your case.”

			He frowned at the unexpected news, then took another bite. The food must have helped, because he looked serene again. “Seems you’ve got your own legal problems these days. The kind with a dead body. Looks like I got back just in time to watch the big event—Zane Thorson arrested for murder.”

			The snarky attitude rankled, but Zane suppressed the urge to show him the door. He’d never been able to forget that Emmett had had to endure more of their father’s wrath than he had. Much more. Resentment toward Zane would be normal. “Don’t get your hopes up. I didn’t kill her.”

			Emmett ignored him, popping the last bite into his mouth. “Never thought I’d see the day Saint Zane fell off his pedestal. The only good Thorson.” He made tut-tut sounds and shook his head, regarding the smudges of mayo on his fingers with a wise expression. “It’s like they say—it’s always the quiet ones.”

			Zane frowned. Emmett was playing him like a fish on a line, being evasive about what he wanted, and there was nothing Zane could do but go along with it. “Sorry I’ve been such a disappointment to the family.”

			“Our cross to bear,” Emmett agreed. “You were always a bit different, especially with the fruity stuff, like art. You still do those drawings, Zane?”

			“No.” He thought of the sketch pad tucked in beside books on the living room shelf, and wondered how long Emmett had been here and how thoroughly he’d made himself at home. Imagining his brother handling his sketches of Sophie pushed him into the red zone he’d been trying to avoid.

			“Gave it up, huh? That’s a step in the right direction.” Emmett licked his fingers one by one, leaned back in his chair, and finally turned. He regarded Zane with interest. “ ’Course, I wouldn’t blame you for doing a picture of Rena, sort of as a memento. I kinda liked her. That chick was hot for a good time.”

			He froze. “You knew Rena Torres?”

			His brother’s grin showed feral cunning. “You could say that. We met once, in rather intimate circumstances. The chick had a mouth like a vacuum cleaner.” He cocked his head thoughtfully, as if deciding whether or not Zane needed his advice. “That’s the way to do it, you know, if you’re looking for a quickie. Just open your zipper and tell her to get on her knees. Less contact, less chance they can call it rape. ’Course, number one is to avoid leaving a body.” He stood abruptly, shoving the chair aside as he stepped in to examine Zane more closely. “Unless that’s your thing. Is that what gets you off, Zane?” He edged closer still, dropping his voice and staring with frank curiosity. “How kinky do you like it? Is it the fear in their eyes that turns you on, or is it the actual feel of strangling the life out of them? Or do you prefer a knife?”

			Zane’s mind reeled and his stomach clenched into a hard rock, sending the sour taste of bile to his mouth. His brother had always been able to push his buttons, but he couldn’t help a flicker of doubt, the one Emmett wanted him to feel. Was he really that deranged? The excitement in Emmett’s eyes looked real, and the hoarse scrape in his voice was too close to real sexual arousal.

			Or restrained glee, knowing he’d planted the horrible thought in Zane’s mind. Fresh contempt for Emmett slid through him.

			And, Jesus! Emmett and Rena! His mind rebelled at the image his brother had so cheerfully provided. The poor girl had led a wilder life than he’d imagined. For the hundredth time he cursed the moment of insanity when he’d used her to wipe out, for one night, his persistent desire for Sophie. At the same time he thanked God for the package of condoms he’d retrieved from the glove compartment of his truck that night. It looked like Rena had acquainted herself with a lot of men while in B-Pass, and he’d bet most didn’t share Emmett’s preference for oral sex.

			But what she’d done with Emmett wasn’t as important as when. He still didn’t know how long she’d lived after his hasty, mumbled good-bye that next morning. Had Emmett been before him or after? The worst possibility hovered like a buzzard in his mind—had Emmett been the last man she’d seen in this life?

			The calculating curiosity in Emmett’s gaze was freaking him out, but he knew enough not to show fear. Not to show any reaction at all. He’d spent as little time as possible in the same house with his father, but it had been enough to know that abusers loved victims. They enjoyed fear, went for it like sharks after blood. He gave Emmett a stony glare, wondering as he did if Emmett was irretrievably lost.

			Emmett smirked. “Not sharing, huh? Afraid I’ll turn you in?”

			Zane could see the irritation behind his amused mask. His brother really wanted to know which part of killing he liked best. The disgust rose like sickness in his throat. “I told you, I didn’t kill her. Did you?”

			“Like I said, I don’t believe in wasting the good ones.”

			It was deliberately evasive. Trying a different tack, he asked, “Where’d you meet Rena?”

			Emmett shrugged. “Some dive east of town.”

			Not the Moosehead, then. Zane didn’t know why that made him feel a little better. Maybe it was the relief of knowing he didn’t frequent the same places Emmett did. While he couldn’t believe his brother had turned into a cold-blooded murderer, it was clear he hadn’t cleaned up his act in the slightest.

			Emmett backed up to lean on the kitchen counter, crossing his legs comfortably, as if they had thought-provoking discussions like this every day. “You’re in a pile of trouble, brother. Police crawling all over that business of yours.”

			Natural Designs. How long had Emmett been watching the place? “Yeah, they’re probably watching my house, too,” he told Emmett. “You might not want to hang around with me.”

			Emmett rubbed his lower lip, obviously considering the value of this advice.

			“You might want to leave town entirely,” he pressed. “Seeing as how I’m tarnishing the Thorson name.”

			“Nah, I don’t want to miss the show. Besides, I’m thinking I’ll stick around here. B-Pass is a happenin’ place. New people coming through all the time. Being away made me realize how much I like my little hometown.”

			“Touching.” And probably honest. With all the tourists and the rich part-time residents, opportunities for crime were abundant. Houses to break into, credit cards to steal, vacationers to take advantage of. He wasn’t sure which crimes Emmett preferred these days, but doubted that his brother would be looking for honest work. “Suit yourself. But stay away from me and my business.”

			Emmett couldn’t have been surprised, but it brought a glitter of the old hatred to his eyes. “Still haven’t developed that family spirit, huh? I think we should work on that.”

			“I don’t have a family.” Not with anyone named Thorson, especially after he’d renounced his father and refused to lie for Emmett at his rape trial. Emmett had beaten the charge anyway, but never forgiven Zane for drawing a moral line between them. In weak moments he liked to think of the Chambers family as his own, but he’d never said it out loud, never expected Will and his parents to take on the burden of including a Thorson in their normal, happy family.

			Emmett pushed himself upright. “Now, that’s cold, brother. Someday you might be sorry you don’t have someone close to you, someone you can rely on and turn to for support.”

			“So nice of you to be concerned.” As if Emmett would know anything about family and relying on others. Zane and his brother hadn’t trusted their father to do more than provide a roof over their heads, and sometimes even that had been asking too much. Both of them had learned to find food and shelter elsewhere when their dad was in a violent mood, which was about half the time.

			“I’m doing fine on my own,” Zane said.

			Emmett strolled toward the mudroom. “Too bad. You used to be close to that Chambers family.”

			Damn it, he remembered. Fear gripped Zane, an alarm bell shrilling in his head. Why had he thought Emmett would leave without dropping a bomb meant to rip a hole in his life? All those claims of brotherly affection had been bullshit, and Zane had known it. He’d just been too hopeful that Emmett had changed to remember the real fuel that fed his brother’s animosity—the bitter jealously and unforgiving hatred for a family that had reached out to save Zane, but not him.

			Zane could deny that the Chambers family meant anything to him any longer. Emmett had been gone for seven years, and they’d had little contact before that. But if he’d known Rena, he’d been back for at least a month, time he’d obviously spent watching and listening. He probably knew Zane and Will met for breakfast almost every Sunday. Denying their friendship would be impossible.

			Like so many survivors of abuse, Emmett had developed the instincts of a predator, learning how to go for the most vulnerable spot. Zane’s was easy—his whole life, he’d had only one friend in B-Pass.

			Warning Emmett off would only make Will and his family more of a target. “We’re friendly,” he admitted. “Not friends. I like my privacy.” He remained still, not tensing a muscle or blinking an eye, radiating what he hoped looked like a total lack of concern. You can’t hurt me because I don’t care about anyone but myself. Surely his brother could identify with that philosophy.

			Emmett paused before turning the corner into the mudroom and the back door. Zane willed him to keep going, to leave and never come back.

			“No friends—that’s socially dysfunctional. I’m concerned about you, Zane.”

			“Blame it on my poor upbringing.”

			“Maybe you could find a woman. There’s a lot of fun to be had with a woman.”

			Hairs stood up on the nape of his neck. No, not her.

			Emmett reached for the doorknob, then turned, releasing his carefully timed arrow as if it was an afterthought. “Personally, I’m looking forward to getting to know that Sophie Larkin. I think she could be a whole lot of fun.”

			The soft click of the back door echoed the sickening thud in his heart as Zane felt the bottom drop out of his life.
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			Sophie called Zane every name in the book, plus a few that would have blistered the pages. He deserved them all. He could spend a wild, sweaty night with a tramp like Rena Torres, but pathetically eager Sophie he satisfied in a parking lot.

			It didn’t say much for her, either. Clothes hadn’t even been removed, for God’s sake! She didn’t have to ask to know that Rena had gotten full-out nudity with lots of skin-on-skin action.

			Sophie was furious.

			She was also jealous of a dead girl. How sick was that?

			And she had no right to judge Rena for sleeping with a man Sophie herself couldn’t seem to resist. So what if Rena had slept with a few other men while she was in Barringer’s Pass? The young woman’s behavior might easily be that of a desperately insecure and lonely person, searching for some semblance of love in a heartless world.

			Or she was a slut. Whichever.

			She was not proud of that sentiment.

			But the real point was what Zane had chosen to do with each of them. Rena had gotten a night of incredible, if meaningless, sex. Sophie had gotten a quick reminder of what Zane could do to her body without even trying. Then nothing.

			She hated him. Men berated women for being teases, and this was no different. The only question was why he’d done it, since he’d obviously been turned on, too. She could think of only one reason—to humiliate her. To get her to the point of panting, yearning lust, exposing her undiminished desire for him, then callously walking away. It had worked all too well.

			She was embarrassed that she’d fallen for it. Also, spitting mad.

			The anger hadn’t faded the next day when she went to Maggie and Cal’s house for dinner. Cal probably would have been glad to help verbally rip Zane to shreds, but she wasn’t about to share her pitiful inability to resist him with her sister and brother-in-law. It didn’t help that Maggie kept probing for information about their relationship, as if sensing that she was hiding something. The more Sophie fended her off, the more it seemed to feed Maggie’s curiosity.

			“Zane sure has you working long hours,” Maggie said as they ate.

			“You work long hours, too. How are things going at the store?”

			“Fine. But I have help. I don’t work ten- and twelve-hour days like Zane has you doing.”

			She had done that, but didn’t know how Maggie knew it. “He has to work while he can. Landscapers around here can’t do much in the winter except plow snow, so whenever it’s light and the ground’s not frozen, he’s working. Which means I’m working.” And that was enough about Zane. “Tell me what’s new at the store. Anything I might like?”

			“Fossilized raptor eggs,” she said in a brisk brush-off. “And that’s not exactly true, Sophie, that you work until dark. You’ve been there much later. I happened to drive by there the other evening well after nine and your Jeep was still parked out front.”

			“Did you really?” She arched an eyebrow at her sister, who didn’t flinch at the scrutiny. “We have to put supplies away when we get back, and I’ve been helping Zane with office stuff since his clerk bailed. It’s an income, and I need it.” Maggie hummed a response that told Sophie her curiosity hadn’t been satisfied, but she ignored it. “Fossilized eggs sound cool,” she said, determined to steer the conversation away from Zane. “What do they cost?”

			“Thousands.” She waved a hand, dismissing Sophie’s interest as being out of her price range. “Speaking of his clerk bailing, Cal said all of Zane’s regular employees ditched their jobs. Does that mean you two are the only ones there?”

			Sophie paused with a forkful of mashed potatoes in front of her mouth, then lowered them and turned a hard look on her sister. “No, I’m not the only one. A friend of his helps us sometimes. But if I decide to have a hot after-hours affair with either of them, I’ll let you know. How’s that?”

			Maggie lifted an eyebrow. “Fine.”

			She didn’t have any confidence that the subject had been closed, so she turned to her brother-in-law, who’d been steadily plowing through his meat loaf and mashed potatoes. “How’s the investigation going, Cal?”

			He ladled extra gravy onto his potatoes. “Why are you asking? So you can report back to our number one suspect?”

			Sophie blinked at the unexpected response. Even Maggie gave him a startled glance. “Cal,” she said, then gave him a look, one of those wordless communications between husband and wife.

			He met his wife’s gaze across the table. “Sophie runs interference for him, Maggie. I have to question whose side she’s on.”

			Sophie narrowed her gaze at him, irritated, but also puzzled. This seemed to be the new dynamic between them, Cal aggressively going after Zane while she stood up for the rights that no one else seemed willing to defend. That was the most irritating part, that she had to set her anger with Zane aside to see that he wasn’t railroaded into the murder charge that the whole town was willing to settle on him.

			Her annoyance gathered itself into words. “Why would I have to choose a side? There are no sides, unless you can prove Zane did it.”

			“I’m working on it,” Cal said. It was his calm, firm cop voice, and she hated that it put a barrier between them, as if she was on the wrong side of the law simply because she expected a fair and impartial investigation. “And I’m sincerely hoping you won’t be in the way when we have to arrest your friend.”

			“He’s not . . .” The denial was automatic, but she realized she didn’t know what he was to her, so she changed it to a frustrated sigh. “Why aren’t you looking for other suspects? Men Rena might have gone out with. She must have met lots of people here, especially if she was a small-time actress looking to make it big. From what I’ve seen, those girls aren’t shy about going after what they want, and this town is full of actors and producers. I can’t believe she didn’t take advantage of that.”

			He gave her a long look as he chewed, apparently deciding how much he could tell her. “She tried. From what we’ve heard so far, no one was interested.”

			“Maybe you’re looking in the wrong places.”

			He went still, as if that one suggestion had tripped every cop instinct. “Where do you suggest we look?” he asked.

			For a moment they were a frozen tableau, staring at each other. Even Maggie, who obviously sensed the tension even if she didn’t know the details of what lay behind it, stopped midchew.

			Sophie swallowed a lump of food that had suddenly gone tasteless. “I don’t know,” she mumbled. “I just think you could connect her to other people.” She didn’t want to mention the Moosehead for fear they’d be able to place Zane there along with Rena. Maybe they’d even find a witness who saw them leave together. Then he’d really be screwed. But if the police didn’t find other suspects, he was screwed anyway.

			Cal put his fork down and leaned toward her. “Sophie, if you know something that could help this investigation, I suggest you tell me. Now.”

			Maggie looked between them nervously. “Cal . . .”

			He held a hand up, silencing her as he continued to pin Sophie with his sharp gaze. “Your sister’s chosen to align herself with a possible killer, Maggie. They apparently spend all day together, and half the night. I want to hear what she knows.”

			She felt herself flush with anger at being cornered during a family dinner, making everyone uncomfortable. Even more, that she’d been so transparent Cal had guessed she was hiding something. It was best to concentrate on the first reason.

			Tapping into her self-righteous indignation, she laid her fork down, too, staring back just as hard. “I don’t know anything that would help your investigation.” Only something that would help Zane look guilty. “And I have not aligned myself with Zane. For your information, I don’t even like him. But I won’t stand by and see anyone convicted of something they didn’t do.”

			“And what if he did do it?”

			“Then you’ll be able to prove it.”

			Her stubborn reply was meant to end the conversation, bringing it full circle and reducing them to mutual glares. But Cal wasn’t playing by the same rules. He put both forearms on the table, leaning closer. “No, Sophie, that’s not the correct response to ‘What if he did it?’ The correct response is, ‘If he did it once, he might do it again.’ ”

			It stopped her cold. Cal watched her closely, as if she was a suspect on the edge of breaking. “Does he have a temper, Sophie?” His low voice was satin smooth, sending goose bumps down her arms. “From his gene pool alone, I’d guess he does, with a distinct slant toward taking it out on women. And he’s under a lot of pressure lately, maybe ready to snap. If he does, guess who’s always around? Guess who will be the target for all his frustrations?”

			Maggie slammed her hands onto the table, making it shake. “Stop it!”

			They both looked at her. Her sister’s angry face made Sophie instantly sorry, and an apology sprang to her lips. But Maggie didn’t cool off that easily. The fingers she pressed to the table were turning white from pressure, and a small tremor ran through her body. If her jaw hadn’t been clamped in rage, Sophie was sure they’d both get a stinging lecture for arguing at the dinner table and for bringing Cal’s murder investigation into her home. As it was, all she could manage to say between clenched teeth was, “Not here. Not now.”

			It was enough. Sophie sat back, not exactly contrite, but aware that this was the wrong time and place. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

			Maggie nodded once, then shifted her eyes to Cal’s. Grim- faced, he rose and walked around the far side of the table, stopping beside her. Cupping a hand under his wife’s jaw, he raised her head and placed a kiss on her forehead. Slow and tender. His hand lingered, stroking her hair as he gave her a tight smile.

			Even Sophie could interpret that apology. He was sorry for disrupting their dinner, sorry for how he’d had to treat her sister. But not sorry he’d done it. And regretful that in the same situation he would do it again. It was a no-win situation for him, and he knew it. Without a word, he left the room.

			Sophie watched Maggie’s jaw work as she stared blankly at the table, and cringed inside. “I really am sorry, Maggie,” she said.

			“For what?”

			She hesitated, struggling to sort it out. Not for standing by her principals, and not for standing by Zane. “For involving you.”

			Maggie looked at her, and she saw steel behind the weariness. “I’m involved because you insist on opposing my husband. And putting yourself in danger. He’s right about that, and you know it.”

			Sophie licked her lips, choosing her words carefully. “I’m not in any danger from Zane.”

			“I wish I could believe that.”

			“So do I.” The words were whispered out, nearly choking her. She stood reluctantly. “Thanks for supper, Maggie. I think I should go now.”

			Maggie stood, too, sadness mixed with fear in her eyes. “I hope to hell you know what you’re doing, Sophie.”

			She didn’t bother to tell her sister that she did, because she couldn’t convince her. Instead, she pulled Maggie into a quick hug. “I’ll see you later.”

			As though clinging to that hope, Maggie held her in a tight grip for several seconds before letting her go. Sophie left without looking back; her sister’s agonized expression would hurt too much and wouldn’t change anything.

			She drove home with the windows down despite the light rain. A fresh, woodsy scent blew off the mountains and the rustle of aspen leaves blended with the sound of her tires on wet pavement. She inhaled deeply, letting the familiar smell soak in, hoping it would help settle the roiling emotions inside her.

			It didn’t.
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			Zane had to warn her. He’d rather never talk to her again, but no woman should have to meet Emmett without knowing exactly what he was.

			And they would meet. Emmett knew about her, which made it inevitable. It was all part of the game for him, pulling Zane’s strings until he learned which one had the potential to cause the most pain. If Emmett knew him at all, his target had already been narrowed to destroying Zane’s business and destroying the person he cared about most. Emmett was probably trying to figure out whether that person was Sophie or Will.

			It shouldn’t be relevant, because he and Sophie weren’t friends. But Emmett didn’t know that, and Zane was honest enough with himself to know it might not be evident if he saw them together. They would look like more than friends. It didn’t matter that she only used him for whatever she needed at the moment, whether it was an income or immediate sexual gratification. He had a weakness for her that betrayed him every time. He watched her when she wasn’t looking, touched her when he didn’t have to. He stood too close, breathing her in. Emmett would see it, and Sophie would be in danger.

			Knowing he had to warn her ruined his whole morning. It was going to make him sound caring, like he was concerned for her safety, and she would probably think he was falling for her all over again. It pissed him off.

			He grumbled to himself about it and was short with Hooter and Manny, whom he’d talked into coming back. The bonuses he’d promised had persuaded them, bonuses he couldn’t afford if business didn’t pick up dramatically. Still, he’d seen them exchange a couple of glances after he barked out orders. They were probably ready to say screw it and leave again.

			Christ, Sophie could really mess with his mind. He’d be glad to have her gone.

			She rolled in ten minutes before seven. He’d half-expected it. He strode out to meet her in the parking area, ready to keep it short and sweet.

			She looked past him to the equipment yard. “Hooter and Manny are back,” she said.

			“That’s right. I don’t need your help anymore.”

			Her pretty mouth curled into a cynical smile. “You’re firing me again?”

			“I believe I did that Saturday when I told you not to come back.”

			He thought he saw a faint hope turn into annoyance, and figured she must really need the money. “This is because of the other night,” she said. “You were too cowardly to deal with your own desires, and you’re solving the problem by getting rid of me.”

			Cowardly? His eye twitched at the word. She had no idea of the amount of heroic restraint it had taken to leave. He sucked in a breath, ready to lay into her, but arguing would just draw things out. “Think whatever you want. Just leave.”

			Genuine distaste steamed off her like water vapor coming off hot asphalt. “You’re a real SOB, you know that, Zane?”

			He must be, because the hurt he saw throbbing beneath her anger made him glad. Hurt would keep her away. “I believe that’s already been established,” he said, his offhand  manner designed to insult her. To ensure she stayed gone, he added, “You must like that in a man. You keep coming back for more.”

			She opened her mouth to reply, then snapped it shut. “Don’t worry, I’m not wasting any more time on an asshole like you.” She whirled around to leave and he caught her arm. The glare she turned on him could have burned a hole through steel. “Get your hand off me.”

			He did, but stepped in front of her. “One more thing, princess. Emmett’s in town.”

			She had to think for a few seconds. “Your brother? What do I care?”

			“I don’t imagine you do. But your brother-in-law the cop might.”

			“Then tell him.”

			The obvious answer. But it made something deep inside him squirm with uncertainty; if Emmett was simply yanking his chain, he didn’t want to react with alarm and sic the cops on him when he had nothing to report. He just wanted Sophie to be cautious.

			She tried to get past him, and he sidestepped to block her. “He’s been in the area awhile, long enough that he knew Rena Torres.”

			The annoyed look faded for a moment. “Knew her how?” When he merely lifted one eyebrow, she gave him a disgusted look that clearly said he was as slimy as his brother.

			Anger bubbled up, a knee-jerk reaction to the implication that he was anything like the rest of his family. It was the same reckless assumption he’d been denying all his life, and she knew how sensitive he was to it. Except, obviously, he was like them. Decent men didn’t pick up questionable women for one-night stands.

			“You know what?” Her narrowed gaze pierced him like an arrow. “I don’t think I would have liked Rena Torres. She wasn’t very discriminating.”

			She hadn’t been. Neither had he, a decision he’d regretted from the moment he’d woken up next to her. But since it served his purpose, he wasn’t above rubbing in the glaring connection between Rena and Sophie. “You weren’t any more discriminating two nights ago. I could have taken you to bed, and we both know it.” In a seductive, low voice he added, “I could have had you moaning my name all night long.”

			She looked sick. He didn’t feel well himself, knowing he’d just made wanting him sound shameful. But it was for her own good. And it worked—along with her revulsion, she looked furious enough to take his head off.

			Steeling himself against the ugliness of what he was about to suggest, he added, “Maybe I was wrong about you. Maybe you’d like to meet Emmett after all.”

			She slapped him, hard. Inside his chest, something twisted painfully in response, and he had to struggle to not let her see it. His words had carried the echo of his father’s voice, shaking him to his core.

			She was so mad she didn’t see it. She mouthed a reply, the two words so low they were drowned out by the sudden crunch of tires on gravel as a car pulled into the lot behind him. It didn’t matter; the succinct phrase was easy enough to read on her lips, as was the finger she thrust in his face to emphasize it. She leaned closer as a car door slammed. “You can go to hell,” she growled, “and take your degenerate brother with you. If he comes near me, I’ll mace him.”

			A small knot of worry unraveled a bit inside him, easing his mind even as he continued to smirk like an arrogant prick. The prick part was having an effect. Her chest rose and fell like a marathon runner’s at the finish line as her gaze raked over him, revulsion vibrating from every cell. “Get out of my way,” she said, pushing past him.

			He scowled as she marched to her Jeep, feeling exactly like the SOB she’d accused him of being. It would be a small leap to the Thorson brand of logic, to blame her for making him feel bad. To think it was her fault that she couldn’t take what he dished out. His father had done it all the time with his mother. It was how relationships worked in the Thorson house. But he’d seen it work differently in the Chambers home, seen the positive results, and he knew Sophie had nothing to do with making him feel like an SOB. The credit for that performance was all his.

			She yanked the driver’s door open, then turned back to him with a spiteful look. “People always ask how I can spend so much time with spiders and bugs. Maybe it’s because after knowing you, they don’t seem like lower life forms to me.” Ducking into the Jeep, she slammed the door.

			He stood stiffly, arms folded, as the Jeep jerked into reverse, then staggered forward. She wrenched it quickly through the first two gears, hitting third at the same time she hit the highway, throwing a spray of gravel. He watched her roar off, annoyed because he should feel satisfied, not unsettled and angry.

			“Stimulating way to start your day,” a man said beside him.

			Zane turned, blinking for a moment as he returned to reality. “Mr. Reznick.”

			He nodded toward where Sophie’s Jeep had disappeared down the highway. “Isn’t that the snake girl? The entomologist?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I take it she quit?”

			“Yes.” He answered curtly, without explanation; he didn’t want to talk about Sophie.

			Reznick absorbed it with a thoughtful hmm. “Look, Zane, if this murder investigation is going to spook all your employees into quitting, I need to know so I can get someone else to finish the job.”

			Not Reznick, too. Carl Reznick had always treated him fairly, never judged him by what others said. And Reznick was influential; he couldn’t afford to mess up this job. “It’ll be done on time,” he assured him.

			“It has to be finished before the Friday after next. I’m throwing a big party for the opening of my next movie, and we’re counting on using the outdoor kitchen and patios.”

			He met the challenge with a firm look. “It’s not a problem.”

			“Are you sure? If you don’t have enough people—”

			“I have enough.” He gestured at the yard where Hooter and Manny were half-working, half-watching with curious, sidelong glances. “The three of us will have the patios and terracing done this week. After that I’ll only need a couple of days to finish the plantings.”

			Reznick studied the men, as if they might be figments of his imagination. “I’ve been talking to some people. They said you lost all your employees, that no one will work for you because they think you killed that girl.”

			Zane’s jaw tightened. “Obviously, they were wrong.”

			“I didn’t see those guys at my place the other day.”

			“They had a day off.”

			Reznick did more low hmming, and Zane rushed to head off whatever doubts he might be mulling over. “I’m down by one employee at the moment because he’s off sick. He’ll be back.” He reasoned it wasn’t a lie if Cory went for the same bonus he’d promised the others. He’d find out as soon as the kid decided to answer his calls. And there was no need to mention Annie, since Reznick had never spoken to her. That just left the employee he’d seen as she tore out of here. “Sophie’s gone for good, but she didn’t leave because of the murder.”

			He cocked his head. “You sure? She looked pretty upset.”

			“Positive. It was a personal issue, nothing to do with the investigation.” He waited, trying to exude confidence instead of the nervous fear he felt.

			He didn’t have to wait long. “If you’re sure you have the manpower and you can finish on time, that’s all I need to know. I won’t keep you from your work.” He gave Zane a slap on the shoulder and headed back to his car.

			Zane allowed himself a moment of relief before turning back to his less-than-enthusiastic crew. They lounged against the flatbed, Hooter laughing and poking Manny in the ribs, while Manny gave him a tolerant smile. The usual.

			It was going to be an easy day. Working with Hooter and Manny might not be his idea of fun, but they knew their jobs and worked without supervision. He wouldn’t have to keep one eye on Sophie to make sure she wasn’t the butt of some prank or lewd joke.

			He also wouldn’t hear her laughter or get to sneak peeks at her nicely rounded ass as she bent over the paving bricks.

			Shit. He was starting to think like Hooter.

			It was time to put Sophie out of his mind. He’d made sure she hated him, and he’d warned her about Emmett; that was all he could do to keep her safe. The rest was up to her. If she kept her nose out of the investigation, she’d be fine.
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			Sophie steamed all the way back to her apartment, then paced and steamed some more, calling Zane every profane name she could think of. It turned out her vocabulary wasn’t big enough to meet her needs.

			She couldn’t believe she’d dared to think he cared about her. It hadn’t seemed like such a stretch. He’d lit into her for going to the Moosehead, but he’d been concerned for her safety. His continual friction with Hooter was also due to his determination to keep her safe. It implied caring, even if he didn’t feel comfortable expressing it.

			But the things he’d said to her this morning had nothing to do with caring. Implying that she enjoyed being treated like dirt had been beyond rude. It was hateful and mean. Even the smallest degree of respect would have kept him from suggesting that she might be sexually interested in Emmett. If there had ever been any warm feelings for Zane left in her heart, they were gone now.

			Their conversation kept replaying in her mind, leaving her seething. She needed a distraction. The problem with being gone ten years was not having any close friends left in town. It was no contest—Maggie might be a bit too willing to tell her how to live her life, but her sisters were still her closest friends. She called before she could rethink it.

			“Hi, Maggie. Are you at work?”

			“Not until later. What’s up?”

			“Nothing. Wanna hang?” It was a good way to extend the olive branch after their unpleasant dinner.

			“What about your job?” Maggie asked cautiously. “Aren’t you supposed to be hefting rocks or something?”

			“Turns out I’m not working today. Or ever again.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because Zane is a big fat jerk. I don’t want to go into it. Do you need any help at the store? Packing, unpacking, sorting—whatever. I need something to do.”

			She could tell from her hesitation that Maggie wanted to ask a dozen questions. “Why don’t you join Zoe and me for lunch first? My treat. Trapper Bill’s, eleven thirty.”

			Zoe. She’d forgotten that her sister and brother-in-law would have returned from their honeymoon last night. Great. As much as she wanted to see Zoe and hear about her trip to Hawaii, she wasn’t in the mood for lovey-dovey romantic stories.

			Still, she wanted company to distract her from her own morose thoughts. She’d just have to put up with the sticky, gooey parts. “See ya there.”

			Trapper Bill’s was downtown, in the row of picturesque old brick buildings overlooking Elkhorn Creek. The turbulent little stream cut through the center of Barringer’s Pass, its steep, rocky banks a favorite with tourists for pictures. Sophie didn’t mind all the people, but liked them better when they didn’t block the scenery. From the second floor of Trapper Bill’s, the camera-toting tourists were out of sight, and diners had an unobstructed view of the rushing water.

			Maggie and Zoe were already there, their strawberry blond heads easily visible across the crowded restaurant. Zoe rose for a hug, and Sophie thought she looked exactly like a newlywed should. Her hair was burnished with highlights, and her face had a glow from more than a week of sun and surf. “I think you have a few more freckles,” Sophie told her, touching the end of her nose affectionately.

			Zoe ignored it, said freckles suddenly marred by lines of concern. “What happened?”

			She looked at her blouse, wondering if there was a stain she hadn’t noticed. Or maybe all her muttered rants about Zane had etched permanent creases in her face. “Is something wrong with me?”

			“You found a dead body! Maggie was just telling me about it. My God, that’s horrible!”

			She winced. “Oh, yeah, that.”

			“Yes, that.” Zoe looked even more concerned. “Sit down.” She practically pushed her into a chair. “How did this happen? Start from the beginning; I missed a lot.”

			And none of it good. She’d come here to forget about it for a couple of hours. “Maggie already told you. I want to hear about Hawaii. Was it fantastic?”

			“Forget Hawaii. I’ll post the pictures online and you can read the captions. I want to know how you happened to find a dead body. And why are you working for Zane Thorson?”

			“I’m not. Hey, what was he doing at your reception, anyway? You could have warned me.”

			“It was a last-minute thing; he’d said he wasn’t coming then changed his mind. Jase knows him. You know that terraced walkway up to our front porch, with all the rocks and pine trees?”

			She should have guessed; it was gorgeous. “Zane did that?”

			“A couple of years back. And I know you had a bad breakup with him, but that was a long time ago and we all have ex-boyfriends around town, so what’s the big deal? Jase said he’s a good guy. I think they’ve gone fishing together.” She dismissed it with an irritable wave of her hand. “Doesn’t matter. Why were you operating a backhoe at Zane’s landscaping company? And how did you find a body?” She shuddered visibly. “You must have freaked!”

			Zoe obviously wasn’t going to let her gloss over it. Sophie sighed, then spent the next several minutes recapping her employment at Natural Designs and her minor involvement in the police investigation. Zoe hardly seemed to notice when their food came, she was so wrapped up in the story.

			“So you’re still working for Zane?” she asked.

			“Not anymore. He fired me.”

			Maggie gave Zoe a wry look. “That’s not the first time. They have a volatile relationship. She’s either quitting or getting fired every other day.”

			Sophie shook her head. “This time it’s for good. It’s not like I’d ever go back to work for that dipshit, even if he begged me.”

			Maggie’s eyebrows shot up. “You jumped to his defense last night. You were practically hissing and spitting at Cal over the police investigation.”

			A little of the indignation she’d felt at Maggie’s house came back. “Because the investigation is no more than an attempt to frame Zane for a murder he didn’t commit. Just because I don’t like the guy doesn’t mean he killed someone.”

			She saw her sisters exchange a glance before Zoe asked, “Then why don’t you like him?”

			She pretended sudden absorption in her chicken tortellini. “Because.”

			“Well, then, no wonder.”

			She scowled at Zoe’s sarcasm. “It’s personal.”

			“Of course it’s personal,” Zoe said, as if that were the stupidest thing she’d heard all year. “I didn’t think you’d disagreed over shrubbery.”

			“That means it doesn’t concern you.”

			“Maybe it should. We’re talking about you spending time with a guy who might be a murderer.”

			“No we’re not. He didn’t do it, and we aren’t talking about it.” She glared at Zoe, first, then Maggie.

			Remarkably, Maggie seemed to have more patience with the topic, maybe because she’d already been over this ground. “Sophie, you have to admit we’d be stupid not to be concerned. Zane comes from the worst family possible, with a father and a brother who are violently abusive toward women.”

			“I know,” she muttered. She also knew that in her mother’s eyes, and consequently her sisters’, there was no worse crime. They’d been taught that abuse of women and children appealed to a dangerously twisted sort of personality, one to avoid at all costs. She didn’t disagree. She simply disagreed that it applied to Zane.

			“The police are convinced Zane’s a killer, yet you keep defending him, even when you say you don’t like him. We have to wonder if your judgment is sound. In every other way you’re sensible and smart, but it’s as if you have a blind spot when it comes to Zane Thorson.”

			Not a blind spot, Sophie thought. A weakness.

			“Plus, we’re talking about a guy who’s friends with my husband,” Zoe added. “He’ll likely be at my house sometime in the future, and I need to know how big of a turd he is, and if I should even be nice to him.”

			She almost smiled at her sister’s loyalty, but the thought of Zane being nice to other people while treating her like dirt killed the impulse. “You can be nice to him,” she allowed.

			“But you wouldn’t.”

			“Not likely. Look, could we not let this ruin our lunch? Come on, Zoe, I really want to hear about Hawaii.”

			“After I hear about Zane,” she insisted. “Convince me it’s not risky for Jase to bring him to our house, or trust me to be alone with him.”

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Zoe!” she said, her patience beginning to unravel. “He’s not a criminal! He’s an honest businessman and a decent person. You’d be fine!” Even though defending Zane didn’t make her feel fine. He didn’t deserve a glowing testimonial. She stabbed one of the neat little pasta twists and scowled at it. “Just don’t let him kiss you, okay? Because it doesn’t mean anything to him.” She took a vicious stab at another piece of pasta. “Not a damn thing.”

			The look that her sisters exchanged was charged with new worry. “That’s the kind of relationship you have with him?” Zoe asked.

			“Had,” Sophie muttered. “Which is why we don’t need to talk about it. It’s over.” She pointed her fork at Maggie. “And you don’t need to tell Cal, because it’s irrelevant to his investigation.”

			Maggie didn’t look happy about that.

			Zoe shifted uncomfortably. “I can’t say I’m sorry that whatever you had is over.”

			“I know,” she said bitterly. “You don’t trust him. You both think he killed that girl, just because his father and brother are scum-sucking creeps, and even if he didn’t, you’d rather see him in jail, just to be sure he doesn’t try anything. Because, after all, he’s a Thorson.”

			“It’s not like that,” Maggie protested, but not too hard. Her fair skin blushed and Sophie figured it was because it was exactly like that, whether her sister wanted to admit it or not. Maggie didn’t trust Zane, and it wasn’t because of anything he’d done. Cal probably had a lot of influence on her opinion, but Sophie wasn’t about to give her a pass because of it. Her sister had never been afraid to hold her own opinions in the past, even if they differed from Cal’s.

			“What’s with you two?” Sophie asked. “We weren’t raised to judge people like that. Live and let live, as long as no one is harmed—remember that? Zane never harmed anyone.”

			Maggie’s eyes narrowed. “We also weren’t raised to be lambs to the slaughter. No one at the commune ever said we had to wait for someone to get killed before taking a stand against murder. And they never told us we should trip through life passing out flowers, oblivious to the evil around us.”

			“Evil!”

			“Murder is evil. So is rape and brutalizing women. Nate Thorson is evil. Emmett Thorson is evil. We’d be naive and irresponsible if we weren’t concerned about you siding with a member of their family who, as far as I can see, is reclusive and surly, and not exactly a fully functioning member of the community.”

			“How can he be? This community has already judged him and rejected him.”

			Zoe didn’t look angry, but she was obviously worried. “Maybe if you get some distance, you’ll see things more objectively.”

			“The way you do?” She looked for a hint of doubt in their faces, the slightest suspicion that they might be wrong about him, but didn’t see it. They were so afraid of the threat he might present to her that they couldn’t see anything else. She laid down her fork. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I’m hungry after all.” One more thing to hold against Zane—he kept causing her to miss half her meals.

			Maggie shook her head in exasperation, and Zoe said, “Sophie, don’t.”

			She didn’t argue with her sisters often, not since they’d all become adults, but she couldn’t take any more of this. They didn’t want to believe Zane could be trusted, and after the way he’d treated her, she was in no mood to sit here and list his good qualities. She wadded up her napkin and tossed it on the table as she stood. “I’ll look for those pictures online, Zoe.”

			She didn’t give them a chance to come up with pleas that she stay—not that they seemed to be working hard at finding any. She grabbed her shoulder bag and left.

			Outside, the sky had filled with billowing gray clouds and the first drops of rain hit with driving force. A jagged bolt of lightning struck Tappit’s Peak, sending thunder rolling across the valley. “Great,” she muttered. Nothing about this day was going well.

			She began a fast walk to her Jeep, which turned into a dash through pouring rain. She slammed the driver’s door closed as hail hit, rapping sharply on the hood, loud even over the roar of rain on the Wrangler’s canvas roof, making it sound as if she was standing next to a waterfall. It took several seconds for her to identify a lower, muffled sound as the ringing of her cell phone. Swearing under her breath, she dug the phone out of her purse and looked at the display. The Barringer’s Pass Police Department. She probably shouldn’t ignore them.

			Sticking a finger in her left ear, she held the phone to her right. “Hello?”

			“Sophie, it’s Cal.”

			Oh, good, another tense conversation to add to her crummy day. “Hi.”

			There were a couple of seconds of silence as he appeared to search for the right words, then cleared his throat. “I need to ask you for a favor.”
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			She could imagine Cal wincing as he said it. Arguing with her last night wasn’t the best setup for a favor, and that request had to be difficult.

			Their argument also hadn’t left her feeling generous toward him. She tested her feelings, probing past the very real resentment she’d felt toward him lately. That was recent, and superficial compared to her sense of loyalty to family, which by definition included Cal. Despite his deep suspicion of anything Thorson, she loved him like a brother and respected him as a cop.

			She sighed. “Whatever I can do.” As long as it didn’t involve Zane.

			“Uh, did I get you out of the shower?”

			“No, I’m in the Jeep and it’s pouring. Just speak up.”

			“Okay. I’ve been talking with anyone I can find who deals with exotic bugs. No one has a record of any coming to this area, but a couple of people told me to check with a guy named Artie Gilespie in Blackstone. Ever heard of him?”

			“No.”

			“Apparently he’s a big name among bug collectors, and sells just about anything. The trouble is, he won’t talk to me.”

			“You’re a cop. Can’t you make him?”

			“I could show up at his door and demand that he talk, but I wouldn’t get what I need. I’m betting the guy has brought bugs into the country illegally, and he’s afraid we’ll bust him, even though it’s out of my jurisdiction and has nothing to do with our investigation. The guy sounds paranoid. There’s no way he’ll tell me the name of someone he sold to, especially if they’re a regular customer.”

			“You’re probably right.”

			“But he might talk to an entomologist.”

			From what she’d heard about collectors, they were a diverse group, ranging from scientists to the weirdos who thought it was cool to play with creepy crawlies. “Maybe.”

			“Wouldn’t it be like a groupie meeting a rock star?”

			“Possibly. But if he actually breeds exotic bugs, those guys tend to know a great deal about the species they deal with. In his mind, my degree might not be worth the paper it’s printed on. Book learning versus experience.” Which she’d never again denigrate, thanks to Zane.

			“Well, hell. This guy’s my only lead.”

			The dejection in his voice played on her regret over their recent disagreements. Family members should support each other whenever possible. “That doesn’t mean I can’t try. Give me his number.”

			“Great! Thanks.” She wrote it down, then had him repeat it, even though the rain on the canvas roof had died down to the level of a fountain. “I owe you for this one,” he said.

			“I might not get anything for you.”

			“I owe you for trying.”

			He didn’t owe her anything, but she couldn’t let the opportunity go by. “Then take another look at the possibility that someone besides Zane killed Rena Torres.”

			“We are looking, Sophie. But all the evidence points to him.”

			“Look harder.”

			She heard a sigh. “You really believe in this guy, don’t you?”

			“I believe in his innocence.”

			“I’ll do what I can.”

			Which might be nothing. “And buy me dinner. It’ll cover the cost of gas.”

			He chuckled, no doubt relieved by an easier request. “Done.”

			She ended the call and looked at Artie’s phone number, then her watch. Blackstone was an hour away—easy enough to do today. She called.

			After three rings, she heard a click followed by a curt recording: “Leave a message.” Obviously, Artie didn’t concern himself with first impressions.

			“Hello, Artie. My name is Sophie Larkin, and I’m an entomologist. I understand you’re an expert in exotic insects, and I’d like to talk to you about it if you have the time. You can reach me at this number.”

			She ended the call and stared out the window at the rain. It had let up a little, but the low clouds looked like they had plenty of moisture left to drop. She wasn’t crazy about going home to her tiny apartment where she’d undoubtedly stew about Zane’s sadistic tendencies. It might be a good time to visit the commune, maybe spend some time with her mom. Kate had been excited about her newest line of jewelry, and Sophie hadn’t had a chance to see it yet.

			Right after she got some lunch. It had really hurt to leave that tortellini.

			She reached for the ignition, then paused as the phone rang. She looked at the display: A. Gilespie.

			“Hello, Artie. This is Sophie.”

			“How’d you get my number?”

			The voice was young, and the tone suspicious. From the police was probably the wrong answer. She tried to think of a likely reference who wouldn’t sound threatening. “From a guy I knew in grad school at the University of Colorado.”

			“Who?” Artie demanded.

			Crap. She couldn’t think of anyone who might have connections to a reclusive bug geek and possible smuggler. She decided her best option was to be as evasive as Artie. “I’m sorry, I’m not at liberty to say.”

			Silence. She waited it out for ten long seconds. “What do you want?” he finally said.

			Cripes, if she’d known she’d be dealing with this degree of paranoia, she would have taken the time to come up with a cover story. She scrambled for something that might catch his attention without scaring him off. Flattery seemed best. “I’m working on a project involving camel spiders and I’ve had some problems getting them to reproduce. I’ve been told you’re the one to talk to when it comes to breeding spiders.”

			“True.” He sounded more matter-of-fact than impressed. “U.S. species?”

			“Middle East.”

			That caused another few seconds of silence. “They aren’t that easy to come by. Why are you using them?”

			She was ready for that one. “I can’t say. But I can tell you it’s for the government.”

			“Oh.” With the recent military actions in the Middle East, American soldiers were encountering a lot of strange species, even spreading wild tales about them on the Internet. That the government might investigate how to deal with them seemed plausible. At least she hoped it would to a bug geek.

			“I’m about an hour away from you. Do you suppose I could come see you, maybe get some tips on what I’m doing wrong, and what I should try?”

			“How do you know where I live?”

			Good lord, how secretive did a bug dealer need to be? It wasn’t as if he smuggled drugs. “I was told you were in Blackstone. I don’t know where; you’d have to give me an address.”

			More silence. Maybe he needed a nudge. “Look, I’m not interested in telling anyone about you. I wouldn’t want the government to know I needed outside help. It makes me look bad.”

			He snorted derisively. “It sure does.”

			She bit back a smart remark about her years of higher education and her 3.99 GPA. Let him feel superior. “So can I come see you?”

			“What’s in it for me?”

			Jeez, what did he expect, money? “Gratitude—that’s all I can offer. And a professional contact if you ever need it.” She hoped like hell he never did.

			He made noises that sounded like he considered the offer pitiful. Finally he said, “Can you come tomorrow?”

			“Yes.”

			“Eighty-six ten Cottonwood, apartment C. Six o’clock. Bring a Big Mac and fries. And a chocolate shake.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Artie,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’ll see you then.”

			“Be on time.” She heard a click, followed by dead air.

			Cal was going to owe her an expensive dinner.
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			Time slowed to a crawl when she had nothing to do but clean her apartment. It was either that or apologize to Maggie so she could help out at Fortune’s Folly, and that wasn’t going to happen. When her phone rang shortly after three, she was bored enough to answer, even though she didn’t recognize the number or the out-of-state area code. Even chatting with a telemarketer was preferable to cleaning the toilet.

			“Hello?”

			“Miss Larkin? This is Carl Reznick. I got your number from Zane Thorson.”

			It took her a couple of seconds to recognize the name of the producer Zane had been working for. “Why?”

			“I heard you were no longer working for him, which happens to suit my purposes perfectly. I want to offer you a job.”

			She lowered herself to a chair, trying to think of a reason a movie producer might want to hire her, and coming up blank. Stories of being plucked from obscurity to star in a major motion picture only happened to actors for whom “obscurity” was ten years of bit parts and endless auditions. She’d never had an ounce of interest in the entertainment field.

			But she had plenty of interest in a paycheck. “What sort of job?”

			“I need someone for my next movie who knows how to handle reptiles and insects. Snakes in particular. I know that’s not your field of expertise, but I saw you with that bull snake, and I know you’re comfortable handling snakes.”

			“You want a snake handler?” Whatever the heck that was.

			“I want an animal wrangler. That’s the person in charge of the care and training of animals used in movies. In my case, I need someone who knows how to handle the snakes we’ll be using, and how to get them to slither around for a shot, or act aggressively, or crawl up an actor’s leg—whatever is needed. Someone who knows snakes and insects.”

			This wasn’t a career option that had ever been discussed by her school advisors. “Why are you asking me? Don’t they have people who do that professionally?”

			“Yes, and I had someone. But he was cited for abusive treatment and conditions, and I fired him. Now I’m stuck one week prior to production with no one to do the job, and no one available on short notice. Except you, if you’re interested. I’m willing to pay extra for the short notice.”

			She’d heard salaries in Hollywood could be generous. She leaned back in the chair, staring at nothing as she tried to adjust to the idea of working in the movie industry. Just because she hadn’t considered it before didn’t mean it wasn’t a good idea. “You need someone right away?”

			“Yes.” His voice perked up. “Are you interested?”

			“I might be.” She was curious, anyway. “How long will the job last?”

			“For this movie, only two months. We have a tight schedule, so you can pretty much count on that time frame. But after that you’d have experience. You’d probably be able to find another movie soon enough, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

			Maybe she should be, but this month’s bills were enough to concern her for now. She wasn’t looking for a new career, just something to tide her over until she could find a good position as an entomologist. “Are you shooting in that little studio behind your house?”

			“Oh, no!” He chuckled. “That place is much too small; I just use it for small low-budget stuff. This one is shooting in Costa Rica. We’re using an old plantation, and a lot of filming will be in a nearby swamp. Don’t worry, I’ll see that your housing is provided, and that it’s first class.”

			She hadn’t heard anything after Costa Rica. “It’s not in Colorado?”

			“Most movies aren’t,” he said, and she could hear the humor he held back. The question must have sounded naive.

			She was glad she’d asked it. Costa Rica was a long way from her family, and two months was a long time if one of them became sick. It had been hard enough when she’d been in Boulder during Feather’s cancer scare and Pete’s heart attack. She didn’t want to go through that again. She’d move back to the commune if she couldn’t pay her rent, whatever it took to stay in B-Pass.

			Plus, if she left, there would be no one to protest if they decided to pin a murder rap on Zane. Not that he appreciated her efforts, or even deserved them. It was the principle of the thing. It was a civil rights issue taking place in her own town, too obvious to ignore. Certainly nothing personal.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Reznick, I can’t go to Costa Rica.”

			“Why not? Zane told me you wouldn’t be working for him any longer, and he assured me you had no obligations that would keep you here.”

			“He did, did he?” The bastard had probably been overjoyed at the chance to get her out of the country.

			She heard a small hesitation. “Is that wrong? Maybe I misunderstood.”

			“No, I’m sure that’s what he said.”

			“Look, if you have another job prospect, maybe they’d let you put it off for two months. I could really use your help. And this would be a unique experience for you, something to tell your friends about.”

			She almost laughed. “I’m not trying to impress anyone, Mr. Reznick.”

			“How about impressing yourself?” The words came fast, like a practiced sales pitch. “You’d be working with some well-known names in the business. Ever heard of Terence Porter? Who hasn’t, right? He plays a reclusive tycoon in the movie. And how about Rob McKnight? I know you’ve heard of him. His character has a lot of scenes in a snake-infested shack in the swamp. You’d be working directly with him. The two of you and the snakes.” Reznick chuckled. “That sounds a little erotic, doesn’t it?”

			She winced at the image he’d conjured up. “I’m sorry, I’m not impressed by celebrity, Mr. Reznick. And I can’t leave Barringer’s Pass right now.” Because of her family, of course. Zane was incidental.

			“Are you sure? I really need to find someone soon, Miss Larkin. Promise me you’ll think about it.”

			“I won’t change my mind.”

			“Think about it,” he urged. “Talk it over with friends and family. See what they say.”

			She was sure they’d all be in favor of her leaving the state for a while, staying far away from Zane Thorson. She had no intention of doing it. But to put an end to Reznick’s begging, she said, “I’ll think about it. But don’t count on me.”

			“That’s all I ask. Remember, talk to people. See what they say.”

			“Okay. Bye.” She hung up before he could come up with more celebrities to pimp his movie. It didn’t matter whose exalted star power he dangled in front of her, she wasn’t interested. She stayed near her family, period.
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			The weather system moving over the mountains kicked up storms again the next afternoon, and she drove to Blackstone with ominous-looking clouds boiling over the mountains. At least she didn’t have to ride all the way there with the smell of fast food saturating her Jeep—there was a McDonald’s less than a mile from Artie’s apartment building. It made her wonder why he didn’t get the food himself. He obviously had a car—the old white SUV with the tarantula decal covering a third of the back window couldn’t belong to anyone else. She tamped down the irritating notion that he’d made her his errand girl simply because he could. A disgruntled attitude wouldn’t get her the names she needed.

			She climbed a flight of stairs and knocked on the door of apartment C.

			Shuffling sounds came from inside, then a voice spoke close to the door. “Who is it?” As if strange women bearing white take-out bags appeared in his peephole all the time.

			“Sophie Larkin.”

			The door opened a couple of feet and a young man filled the space. He was no more than five eight and barely out of his teens, slender in an unfit, soft kind of way that made her think he never lifted anything heavier than a Big Mac. His short brown hair was slightly mussed, not in a fashionable way, but in the way that suggested he didn’t own a comb. A stubby nose and small chin put him on the forgettable side of ordinary.

			He looked her over, his gaze coming to rest on the white bag in her hand. When he stepped aside, she took it as an invitation to come in. As she walked past him, he leaned forward, planted his face against her shoulder, and took a deep sniff.

			She jumped aside, staring. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			“Making sure you’re not a smoker. Nicotine is a powerful insecticide.” He gave her a contemptuous look. “If you’re really an entomologist, you should know that.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “I am, and I do know it. But you could have asked.”

			“People lie. I don’t trust them.” He snatched the bag and walked away, already sorting through the contents.

			He didn’t go far. The combination living room and kitchen was small, with only a couch for seating in the center of the room. Wall space was covered with tall metal shelving units holding clear plastic storage containers in an array of sizes. Track lighting ran along the ceiling, spotlighting several of the containers. Two freestanding shelves took up a large center area, bristling with lights on adjustable arms. It looked similar to one of the research labs at the university. Smelled like it, too, with the musty scent of earth and rotting vegetation competing with the smell of fast food.

			She stared at Artie, trying to imagine him as a science prodigy. “Where did you go to school?”

			“Shiffer High.” At her blank look, he added, “That’s in Blackstone.”

			“You didn’t study entomology?”

			He made a face that told her what he thought of college educations. “I’ve been keeping bugs since I was six. You want to learn something, you gotta do it.” He sneered, “Not read about it.”

			So much for her Ph.D. While Artie sat and dug into his meal, she slowly wandered around the crowded living room.

			The closest shelf held four levels of containers, each one two-thirds full of a loose mixture of dirt and decomposing vegetation. Without asking she knew it was a breeding substrate for larvae, possibly for the Goliath and Hercules beetles like the ones in containers on the next shelving unit. She stooped to look at one of the horned beetles, a perfect specimen about six inches long. Circling the room she saw more beetle species, and terrariums holding adult tarantulas and scorpions. There could easily be more species tucked away in the containers that had appeared to be empty.

			She turned back to Artie, reassessing the young man as he ate his way toward a future coronary. The kid knew what he was doing. With such a large and diverse breeding operation, he might easily be the original source for the exotic bugs Rena Torres had encountered during her last day on earth. If so, he had the name of a buyer in Barringer’s Pass who was quite possibly a murderer. She could be one small step away from finding the suspect she’d been looking for. For the first time, she was glad she’d made the trip. If she could overcome Artie’s suspicions and get him to divulge that name, the case might suddenly take a U-turn away from Zane, allowing the police to catch the real killer.

			It was a big if. Artie’s obsession with secrecy wouldn’t be easy to overcome. She didn’t doubt he had a good reason for it, but not because his imports were illegal. It was his methods. From what she’d seen and what she knew of collectors in her field, the bugs they wanted weren’t banned by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. They could pass through customs with no problems. But there were other hindrances. Importing was expensive and bothersome. A commercial importer or exporter needed an annual license, costing one hundred dollars. Each package imported required a declaration for importation or exportation form, along with a fifty-five-dollar fee to cover inspection costs. The importer was also required to obtain the proper paperwork from the country of origin, which differed from country to country. Artie didn’t strike her as the type to bother with all the rules, paperwork, and fees.

			There were two ways around it: breeding the desired insect in this country, or smuggling it in. After seeing his setup, she knew Artie was a successful breeder; it wasn’t option number one that made him suspicious. He had to be skirting customs with live specimens on occasion. Between the Fish and Wildlife Services people and the U.S. Border Patrol, he had reason to be paranoid.

			Artie licked the salt and grease off his fingers and joined her by the terrariums, sipping his chocolate shake as he watched a tarantula in a glass tank. Now that the burger and fries were gone, he seemed willing to indulge another interest. With a quick flick of his eyes, he glanced at her chest, then back to the spider. Then back to her chest. She gave him a pointed stare and he looked away again without the slightest trace of embarrassment at getting caught. The creep.

			“You need any tarantulas?” he asked, this time finding her eyes. “I’ve got a batch of young ones about to go through their first molt, and I could let you have ten or so.”

			“Uh, no, thanks.”

			He nodded, apparently unconcerned about getting stuck with an oversupply. “Scorpions? The government must have problems with those, too.”

			“I wouldn’t know, I’m just working with the spiders.”

			“The camels aren’t really spiders. They’re Solifugae arachnids.”

			She bit her cheek and refrained from answering with a string of Latin; maybe this was how her sisters felt when she told them a spider wasn’t an insect. “It’s just easier to call them spiders.”

			He gave a derisive snort. “So what’s your problem breeding camel spiders?”

			She’d used the trip down here to come up with something, but had no idea whether that particular spider was difficult to breed in captivity. She’d have to be vague. “They aren’t breeding at all, and I’m not sure why. I was hoping to see your setup so I could compare conditions—heat, light, tank size. I must be doing something wrong. Where are yours?” Hopefully, not in the next room, because the thought of Artie taking her to his bedroom made her stomach cramp.

			“I don’t have any.”

			“Excuse me?” If he’d made her drive all the way down here and even buy his frigging dinner, he was going to be helpful. “I thought you said—”

			“I said I was an expert on breeding them. I am. I just don’t have any at the moment. Doesn’t mean I can’t solve your problem.” He sucked on the straw until it rattled with air bubbles. “So what is it, specifically?”

			“They, uh, won’t mate.”

			He looked at her with disbelief, and she didn’t blame him. She couldn’t imagine it herself. “You sure they’re not the same sex?”

			The suggestion that she might make that mistake rankled, and her eye twitched with the effort of holding back a smart remark. “Yes, of course.”

			“Same species?”

			“Hatched together.” She really didn’t want him trying to puzzle out a problem that didn’t exist, she just wanted to get him talking about camel spiders. Preferably, about who else in the area might have them. “I really think it has to do with environment. Could you just describe how you keep them? Temperature, humidity, food supply, any variable you had to account for.” He hesitated, obviously unsure about sharing. She forced a coy smile. “I can see you know what you’re doing, probably more than any of the researchers I could ask. I prefer to learn from an expert whenever I can.”

			He nodded at her wisdom. Then took another look at her chest. Maybe he didn’t get this close to many real, live females of his own species. “I’ll go over the basics, and you tell me if you have questions.” He licked chocolate foam off his lips. “Then maybe we should discuss the mating process.”

			Not a chance. She clenched her fists and nodded. “Okay.”

			He set his empty cup aside and started his lecture, showing her examples as he talked. The size of the container, the location, the lighting. What ground cover and why. He spoke knowledgably, and his voice picked up enthusiasm as he went along. She nodded with interest, amazed that a self-taught hobbyist would know so much. Studying an insect’s life cycle and habits was nothing new to her, but this was probably the most she’d ever heard about breeding a specific species. When he finished, he stuck his hands in his pockets and waited for a response.

			“Fascinating,” she said sincerely. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

			“Like what?”

			“Oh, everything.” She rushed to head off specific questions, seeing that she didn’t have specific answers. “Hey, these are nice,” she exclaimed, picking up some display boxes for mounted specimens. “Most of your specimens must end up dead, in one of these, huh? I’ll have to check out your website. Do you have a lot of customers?”

			He was distracted by what was almost certainly his major source of income. “Sure. I ship all over the world. Mostly dried insects, not live, ’cause people like to mount ’em themselves.”

			Collectors. That was the subject she’d needed to get to. “I met a guy in Barringer’s Pass who has a lot of beetles. Live ones. You might even know him; he’s probably one of your customers.”

			“Could be. What’s his name?”

			“It’s . . . Oh, darn, I can’t remember. But I’m sure you’d know him.” She made a show of pressing her fingers to her forehead, squinting with the effort to remember. “He has some gorgeous Hercules beetles, and I bet they came from you. Spiders, too. In fact, that’s why someone introduced us, because he had some camel spiders.”

			His alert look showed interest, and maybe recognition, but he didn’t say anything, waiting for her to come up with the name.

			“Damn, it’s on the tip of my tongue. What was his name?” She tapped her forehead, peeking between slitted eyelids. He waited expectantly.

			She sighed in defeat. “Well, shoot, I guess I can’t remember.” She gave him an anguished look, her final dramatic effort, showing how excruciatingly sorry she was that she couldn’t come up with the man’s name. The name she knew he could spit out if he wanted to.

			“It’ll come to you,” Artie said, unconcerned.

			Protecting his sources. Never blowing his cover. He’d do great in espionage. It might even be admirable if she weren’t the one being stonewalled.

			While she pondered possible ways around it, his eyes lit on something over her shoulder, prompting a sly smile. She turned to follow his look, seeing nothing but his cluttered kitchen counter, a stack of DVDs, and a desktop computer. Certainly nothing that would cause that level of surprised excitement.

			“I know what you might like,” he said. His oily tone made her feel as if he might offer her a piece of candy if she’d get into his car and go for a short ride.

			Time to cut her losses. “Actually, Artie, I think I have enough information,” she said, but he wasn’t listening. Crossing to the counter, he scattered the DVDs until he found the one he was looking for. Holding it aloft, he lifted one eyebrow suggestively. “My last pair of camel spiders.”

			She paused, interested in spite of herself. “You videotaped them?”

			His breath came faster, and a light sheen of sweat popped out on his forehead. “Mating. Exactly what you need to see.”

			Oh, my God. Spider porn.

			She swallowed, her throat suddenly so dry it hurt. “No, thanks,” she told him, moving toward the door. “I’ve seen it before.”

			“But I’ve got close-ups of indirect sperm transfer,” he said, as if that would entice her. “Slow-motion shots of him putting his chelicerae into her genital opening.”

			She actually flinched. Spider reproduction had been dry and mildly interesting when she’d learned it in school. Now it made her want to throw up. “Maybe another time.” Before he had time to describe it further, she offered a hasty, “Thanks for your time,” and darted out the door.
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			Outside, the clouds had opened, bringing an early dusk. Sophie grumbled about reclusive perverts and drove slowly, peering into sheeting rain that fell from dark clouds hanging lower than the tallest peaks. Headlights were of marginal help. Blackstone was more than a thousand feet lower than Barringer’s Pass in elevation, and the route home snaked up mountainsides that rose steeply on one side of the road and dropped into treetops and empty space on the other. Gorgeous on sunny days; treacherous this evening.

			Few cars were on the road, and the one behind her didn’t seem to mind her slow pace, its headlights hanging well back during the long drive. It wasn’t until they neared Barringer’s Pass, with the rain letting up, that it made a move to pass. She slowed as he came beside her, allowing the driver to get around her faster on the two-lane highway. He went by in a rush of black car and road spray, swinging back into her lane in front of her.

			A second later he hit the brakes.

			Glowing red taillights fishtailed in front of her. Sophie’s heart leapt into her throat as the lights appeared to race at her like red eyes coming out of the misty gloom.

			She reacted without thinking, stomping on her brakes. She watched, wide-eyed and helpless, as both cars skidded on the slick pavement, antilock brakes unable to find purchase.

			Split-second images flashed through her mind—water spraying in wild arcs from his tires, the shine of black metal in her headlights. And the accompanying sounds—the squeal of brakes; the crunch of gravel on the narrow shoulder; her small, startled cry as she lost control.

			The sliding ended with a sickening plunge. Her Jeep did a nosedive down the weedy embankment, the headlights bouncing up and down in a mad light display. Weeds were a brilliant green flash, pine branches black and wet, slapping at the Jeep as it skidded past. Her foot was frozen ineffectively on the brake, holding it to the floor as she bumped down the slope for three or four terrifying seconds. With a jolt that flung her against her shoulder harness, the Jeep rocked to an abrupt stop.

			She clutched the steering wheel, staring out the windshield.

			Through some miracle, the Jeep was upright, nestled beneath the partially bare branches of a stunted pine. More dark green boughs glistened in the headlights, with what appeared to be open meadow beyond. The high mountain valley that sheltered Barringer’s Pass had saved her from what would have been a deadly drop over a cliff just a couple of miles farther back.

			It must have been an elk. The incongruous thought popped into her stunned brain like the answer to a question. An elk had probably crossed in front of the black car, not an uncommon event on this highway, causing him to brake while he was still too close to her. As if it mattered, some part of her mind felt at ease, having solved the problem of how she’d gotten there. Her most insignificant problem, at the moment, since the Jeep obviously wasn’t going back up that slope under its own power.

			Her thundering heart settled into a slightly more subdued pounding and she became aware of the steady patter of rain on the canvas roof, punctuated by occasional fat drips from the tree. She was alive and uninjured, and hopefully not the only one. Where was the black car?

			Night was falling fast, and in the rainy dusk around her she saw only trees and weeds. She’d never find him without a flashlight. Unlocking the seat belt, she reached for the glove box, then drew in a sharp breath and stopped. Her entire rib cage ached from her impact with the belt, enough to make her wonder if any ribs were broken. More carefully this time, she leaned across the car and opened the glove box, finding the flashlight by touch.

			Flicking it on, she stepped from the Jeep. A light, cold rain greeted her, raising goose bumps on the skin beneath her blouse. She shined the light around, illuminating scattered small trees and weeds. No car. She pointed it uphill. Unless the car had left the scene, it must still be up there, which boded well for its driver. And for her—he could give her a ride to town, or offer shelter until a tow truck came.

			With the flashlight in one hand, she used the other to half-crawl, half-pull herself up the embankment, her flat loafers providing little traction. Hiking boots would have been better, but she’d thought dressing in something nicer than blue jeans would make a better impression for a government researcher who was visiting an expert in her field. As it turned out, an extra order of fries would have been more effective.

			The climb up took a lot longer than the trip down, but a minute later she stood on the gravel shoulder, staring with relief into the car’s headlights, and the backlit figure of a man.

			He must have turned the car around, aiming its lights at the point where her Jeep had gone over the edge. Looking for her. Raising one hand against the glare, she waved the other like a semaphore to get his attention. “Hello!” she called. “I’m all right. Are you?”

			He didn’t answer. He raised one arm, pointing yet another light in her eyes. She stepped aside, out of the direct beam of the headlights, but still in the persistent beam of his flashlight. “Could you point your light to the side?” she asked, taking a few hesitant steps toward him.

			He didn’t lower the light and didn’t answer as he walked toward her. She stopped, squinting hard against the piercing pain in her eyes. In annoyance, she pointed her own light at him; let the guy see for himself how blinding it was.

			He ducked his head slightly, letting the light hit the bill of a ball cap. Beneath it, his face was shadowed even in the direct beam of light, giving him the appearance of a headless torso walking toward her. She squinted harder, playing the light over his face. No, not shadowed. Covered. The man’s face was hidden behind a ski mask.

			Startled, her hands wavered and the beam of light fell away, flashing on something in front of him. Forcing herself to find a steady aim, she centered the beam on him, and on whatever had caught the light.

			It flashed again. A knife.

			Instinct kicked in fast. She flicked the flashlight off, hoping to blend into the night. Momentarily blind from the glare of lights in her eyes, she made a mad stumble toward the embankment, dropping and sliding recklessly down the slope she’d just climbed. It was a jittery descent, her body shaking from the wild pounding of her heart and the lightning strike of fear that had sizzled through her nerves.

			She grasped at anything to keep from rolling downhill. Wet weeds flattened into a slick surface beneath her, while rocks and brush snagged her clothes and scraped her palms. She hit flat ground just as a light swept over her from above. It swung past, then found her, bobbing as the man holding it ran along the embankment above. In a new spurt of terror, she darted for the trees.

			His footsteps crunched on gravel, then slid, following her descent at the same rash speed she’d used. She didn’t pause to see which way he would go first. She ran.

			Her hands were a shield against branches that would have whipped her face, and her feet slid on wet weeds. With no city lights, moon, or stars, she could barely see six feet in front of her. The flashlight would have helped, but would have been as good as GPS, pinpointing her position. She couldn’t risk it.

			But she could phone for help. Cell reception around Barringer’s Pass was excellent, with cell towers bristling from slopes on each side of the valley. She reached for the phone in her back pocket as she ran.

			It wasn’t there. There wasn’t even a pocket, not in the nice slacks she’d worn for Artie. She hadn’t been able to follow her habitual practice of slipping her cell phone into her back pocket as she did when wearing jeans. A memory flashed, clear and depressing, of dropping the phone into the cup holder in the Jeep’s console.

			Her second of hope crumpled like tissue paper and a fresh spurt of panic kicked in. With no goal but putting distance between herself and the man with the knife, she crashed wildly through the undergrowth, making for the fringe of forest ahead.

			Amazingly, he seemed to fall behind. She dared a few glances over her shoulder at the searching beam of light, and was surprised to see him stop. Hope sparked briefly; maybe he wasn’t up for a nighttime chase through the woods. He probably hadn’t counted on her running after the accident. The woods and the rain might have saved her.

			But his searching light steadied, aimed directly at her, and she realized he’d been listening for her noisy progress as she wove a zigzag path through the trees. Zeroing in on her, the light began bobbing as he jogged forward with renewed purpose.

			Choking back a sob, she ran.
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			Trees grew thickly here, but lower branches had died away from lack of light. Sophie could see several hundred feet through the darkened forest. The man’s flashlight was aimed at the ground, allowing him to keep a sure, steady pace. No panicked run or wild dodging for him. He followed her zigzag course precisely, following the light indentations her feet left in the bed of soggy pine needles.

			There was no way to prevent leaving a trail. He would follow until exhaustion slowed her, or a twisted ankle pulled her up short. Then he would have her.

			Who he was and why he was after her might have been a question to ponder if she had the luxury of a spare minute to think. All she knew was that the answer involved a shiny knife. That was enough.

			She stuffed a hand into her mouth, muffling the whimper that tried to escape. Her only chance was to find help before he caught her. A house, a gas station, a tourist lodge—anything. Any were possible this close to town, but her bearings were off, and landmarks were hidden by the night and the crowding trees. She staggered on blindly.

			The trees were unending. Wind shivered the wet aspen leaves, raining fresh showers on her head. Exertion warmed her, along with the adrenaline-charged energy of pure fear. Her breaths came in coarse gasps, becoming the only sound in her world, a painful, monotonous rhythm, until the sudden harsh cry of a mountain lion slashed through the night, causing her to falter, then stand trembling as the call died away. Goose bumps crawled over her skin as a second cry tore the air, loud and defiant. She guessed the cat was no more than a mile away.

			It was a bad night to be prey.

			[image: •]

			Zane spotted the package on his front porch as soon as he parked the truck. Bypassing the side door, he walked around to the front and picked it up. The UPS shipping label was addressed to him, with the return address of a large web-based store.

			He hadn’t ordered anything. He drew his brows together, looking for another clue and not finding one. It was lightweight, but something slid against the sides when he tipped it. Most people would probably assume it was a gift and open it, but that required a degree of trust he’d never acquired. He’d never learned to be like most people.

			Pulling a utility knife from his back pocket, he slit the tape and opened the flaps. Puzzled, he lifted out the paperback copy of Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. There was nothing else in the box but a packing slip. He unfolded it, and read Emmett’s name listed as the sender, with a B-Pass post office box address. Cold slithered through his veins and curled into his stomach. Sinking to the porch steps, he stared at the book, knowing what it meant.

			Zane had once owned a copy of the book. He clearly remembered the day Emmett had asked if any of those high-class authors he read had ever written a story about a romantic relationship that a man might read. It had taken him by surprise, enough that he was able to give clear testimony about it fourteen months later when the book was introduced as evidence in Emmett’s rape trial.

			Zane’s book had been one of the props Emmett had used to convince the shy and pretty Tiffany Cezerki that he was something he wasn’t. That he was interested in classic literature, when his real interest was the feeling of power he got from seducing the most proper and innocent schoolgirls he could find. It was fifteen-year-old Tiffany’s bad luck that she thought highly enough of her virginity to resist him, and ended up being brutally raped for her efforts. Zane’s copy of A Farewell to Arms, creased and bearing a smudge of Tiffany’s blood, had been exhibit number twelve.

			Zane felt as if someone had doused him with ice water. With shaking hands, he set the book aside. It felt suddenly unclean, like holding something rotten and stinking in his hand. Like holding a piece of Emmett’s soul.

			Rape. That was the message. And it took no effort to figure out who Emmett was thinking about.

			He must have ordered the book several days ago. Zane breathed a sigh of relief that he’d driven Sophie away. He only hoped she was pissed off enough to stay away.
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			The smell came to Sophie first, faint on the heavy night air. Wood smoke.

			A campfire, on a stormy night? More likely a woodstove, more for atmosphere than warmth. In a house. With a phone.

			She spent several precious seconds darting in different directions, casting for the scent like an animal until it grew stronger. She followed it to the base of a steep hill and never paused, grasping at trees and brush as she scrambled up. Below, too close for comfort, tree branches shook as something moved through them. Man or cougar—it didn’t matter which. Not climbing meant certain death.

			It was asking a lot of tired muscles. Her legs shook and her side ached as she felt for grips and solid footing. At last her searching fingers found a small tree trunk above her head—the top of the cliff. Curling scraped fingers around the slender trunk, she hoisted herself the last few feet to the top of the ridge, landing on her knees.

			Raising her head, she nearly collapsed at the unexpected sight. Not a house. Not a campfire. Glowing through the trees, the impressive bulk of the three-story Greystone Lodge blazed with lights both inside and out. Chimneys streamed smoke into the night sky, no doubt from cheerful fires in the lobby and other public gathering areas. She shook as she staggered to her feet. Fires, people, and phones. Sobbing with relief, she summoned her last shred of energy and stumbled toward them.

			She didn’t have to tell them to call the police. One look at the breathless, bedraggled woman who staggered through their front door was enough to make the desk clerk grab the phone.

			A vacationing family, the concierge, and the hotel manager all fussed over her, leading her to a chair, offering water, and applying wet washcloths to scrapes on her face and hands. The female guest had tears in her eyes as she stood by with a second glass of water, watching the concierge fuss over Sophie’s scratches. Sophie figured she must look like hell.

			They assumed she’d gotten lost, then caught in the storm. She let them. Her sister Zoe had been an assistant manager at one of the high-class resorts in B-Pass, and Sophie knew better than to alarm the guests unnecessarily. The man with the knife wouldn’t follow her here. He wanted her alone, and had gone to some lengths to arrange it. He would wait for another opportunity.

			But she did tell the cops when they came. The manager listened, too, standing nervously in the corner of his office as she sat in his desk chair relating a detailed account of the accident and the man with the ski mask and knife. When she finished, the manager slipped out for a talk with his chief of security. One of the police officers left, too, a young woman who was already talking into her radio as she went through the door, requesting another unit to check for Sophie’s Jeep and the man’s car.

			Her partner stayed. He rested one hand on his belt near the butt of his gun, regarding her with a closed expression, the same kind Cal got when he was in cop mode, mentally piecing together random bits of evidence. “You’re the one who found that woman’s body, aren’t you?”

			She nodded, wondering how long she’d be known for that.

			“Is there any reason to think this might be related to that?” he asked.

			“You mean does someone want to shut me up before I say something incriminating? No. I don’t know any more than anyone else.”

			“Maybe you saw something you shouldn’t have.”

			“I saw the same thing as everyone else—a dead body I wish I hadn’t seen.”

			“I meant something else that might be connected to the murder. Something that might have happened while you were at work, or something you overheard.”

			Something Zane did or said. That was what he meant, and she resented the quickness with which he turned Zane into the chief suspect. She gave him her own closed look. “No, there was nothing. This has to be unrelated.”

			“You think you were a random victim of an opportunistic predator?”

			Dismay made her shrink back in the chair. Yes, that’s what she wanted to think. It wasn’t as if those things didn’t happen; they were on TV all the time.

			His cynical look told her how much credence he gave that theory. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Maybe it had to do with my trip to Blackstone, although I don’t see how that would affect anyone but the guy I went to see, and he wasn’t the man who chased me.”

			“What guy?” He stood up straighter, pulling out a notepad and pen. “And how do you know he wasn’t the man who chased you? It was night, and you said he wore a ski mask.”

			“I could tell it wasn’t him by his build. The spider guy was barely more than a kid, and skinny. This guy had more bulk, more muscle.”

			“Like Zane Thorson?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “No.”

			He made a note, completely unmoved by her attitude. “Who’s the spider guy?”

			She sighed. “Artie somebody. I went to see him because he breeds and sells exotic insects. It relates to the evidence found on the body—I was called in as an expert to identify insect parts. Ask Cal Drummond. But I didn’t get the information I wanted. I didn’t get anything.”

			“Maybe someone thinks you did.”

			She frowned, because it could be true. Artie’s customer in B-Pass was quite possibly a murderer, and would have every reason to keep his insect hobby secret. “Maybe,” she agreed.

			The cop was quiet, using his tongue to poke at his teeth as he thought, as if trying to dislodge bits of food. The 911 call had probably come during his supper, but it had to be more than an interrupted meal that put the tight lines around his mouth. She had the impression that she had added an unwelcome wrinkle to the case. “You’re related to Cal Drummond, aren’t you?” he asked.

			“Yes, he’s my brother-in-law.”

			“You’re the bug doctor.”

			She bit her lip, refraining from telling him she had a Ph.D. in entomology, not a license to practice medicine on bugs. If she didn’t want to be taken for a snob, she had to stop acting like one. “That’s me.”

			He nodded. “Well, you’re free to go. You want me to call Cal, have him pick you up?”

			“No!” God, that would set him off again about Zane and she’d never hear the end of it. The cop raised his eyebrows at her look of alarm, and she made herself calm down. “There’s no need to bother him. I’m fine, and I’d rather wait until I clean up before I frighten my family with my story. My sister would just be upset if she saw me like this.”

			That was a laugh. She’d be livid. Like Cal, there was no way Maggie wouldn’t connect this threat on her life to Zane Thorson, regardless of the lack of evidence, and regardless of Sophie’s own instincts that told her Zane would never commit violence against a woman. Not after what he remembered of his mother, and what he’d seen of his dad’s girlfriends. But to Maggie that was wishful thinking, and dangerously irresponsible. Sophie was tired of everyone doubting her when none of them even knew Zane. He might be an SOB, but he wasn’t a killer.

			“Is there someone else you’d like me to call?”

			Not Zoe. She was on the same page as Maggie when it came to Zane and violence against women—convict first, ask questions later.

			She couldn’t call anyone at the commune, either. If they found out about tonight’s chase through the woods they’d never let her leave the security of their remote mountain home. She didn’t need a dozen parents on her case.

			“Can you take me home?” she asked, pleading with raised eyebrows.

			Sympathy softened the lines around his mouth. “Sure. You just sit tight. I have to help Officer Buckholtz check out the grounds and the base of that cliff first, before we get more rain and lose any possible footprints.” He lifted his radio on his way out, then turned at the door. “I’ll send someone in here to make sure you have whatever you need.”

			“Thanks.” What she needed was a shower and some dry clothes. And after that, her own bed. What she didn’t need was to wait around an hour or so, answering questions and getting sidelong looks from curious hotel employees while waiting for someone to drive her home.

			Time crawled. If the cops were searching for footprints below that wet slope, it could take forever, or at least longer than she wanted to wait. The scratches on her hands stung, and the maid’s uniform they gave her in place of her wet, dirty clothes made her feel even more out of place and uncomfortable.

			She just wanted to go home. To be anyplace but here, where she felt like a lost child waiting to be claimed. She wanted to be with someone she knew, not with strangers who looked at her with pity and open curiosity.

			She wanted Zane.

			The thought startled her, then made her scoff at the pathetic way she’d allowed him to become entrenched in her mind, as if she really meant something to him. As if he might provide real comfort. She was a lingering obligation to him, nothing more.

			But one she was willing to take advantage of if it would get her home sooner.

			“Can I get you anything?”

			Sophie looked up to see one of the young women from the front desk. She straightened in her chair, meeting the woman’s overly sympathetic stare, the one she probably also gave to foundlings and homeless, abused puppies. “Yes, please. Could I use a telephone?”
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			Zane parked under the front portico of the Greystone Lodge and strode into the lobby, a scowl already in place as he scanned the various seating areas for Sophie. When he didn’t see her, he turned with irritation to the front desk. If she didn’t have the courtesy to sit and wait for him, she better at least have left a message telling him where she was. And if she found a ride with someone else after asking him to drive out here during the middle of the Rockies game . . . 

			His mental grumblings lurched to a stop. Sophie emerged from a hallway behind the front desk, walking with a young woman in a suit who appeared to be an employee. The woman looked concerned, speaking earnestly as Sophie’s gaze roamed the lobby, then spotted him. A look of relief passed over her face, and she gave him a weary smile.

			He didn’t return it. He stared, wasting five whole seconds taking in the oversize maid’s dress; the red scratches on her arms and the slight limp; and the damp, tangled hair. Then with a soft curse, he darted forward, cutting off the startled employee to take Sophie’s arm. He spoke over the woman’s hesitant protest, ignoring her in his concern for Sophie. “What in the hell happened to you?”

			“Gee, thanks, you’re looking good, too.”

			He didn’t think his question had been out of line, considering her odd clothes and the angry red scratches, but decided not to elaborate. She seemed to be walking steadily, although he didn’t know how, since it looked like she’d fallen into a briar patch and had had to push her way through it. He assumed the plastic bag dangling from one hand held her clothes. Her shoes were scuffed and muddy, dirt streaked the underside of her arm, and one hand was wrapped in white gauze. Her neck sported a bandage amidst several angry red lines. She hadn’t hinted at any of it on the phone.

			He stopped her, standing in her way when she tried to keep moving. “Sophie, what happened?”

			“I told you on the phone. I had an accident.”

			“You said you hadn’t been hurt.”

			“I wasn’t. Not in the accident. Most of this was afterward, and it’s superficial.” She tried to step around him, but he tightened his grip on her arm, unwilling to settle for vague answers. She gave him an impatient look. “Zane, can we just go?”

			“Not unless you want to go directly to the hospital, because you look like hell and you’re not telling me everything. I don’t know what injuries you might be hiding.”

			She must have heard the anxiety in his voice, because she took another look at him and sighed with resignation. As she leaned closer, he caught a whiff of pine sap from her hair. “Look, can we just get out of here? I’m not seriously injured, and I’ll tell you all about it in the truck, but these people have been hovering, trying to get all the juicy details, and I feel like the main exhibit in a freak show. I just need to get home. Please.”

			Her eyes were steady on his, but beneath his hand, her arm trembled. It was that shaking that got to him. Sophie always stood up to danger, chin thrust forward and attitude dialed up. She never ran away, even when she should. If something had her this upset, he was all for getting her out of there.

			Before he could take a step, the concierge approached, his gaze darting nervously to Zane as he stepped in front of Sophie. “Was there something you needed, miss? The police told my manager we should keep you comfortable.” The man’s gaze pinned Zane as he said the word police.

			What the hell? They acted like he was taking her against her will.

			She saw it, too, and managed a reassuring smile. “No, thanks. My friend here is going to take me home.”

			The man gave him a skeptical look, but stood aside. Zane supposed he should be glad people were looking out for her, but their suspicion reinforced the general attitude of the town toward him, and he was getting tired of it. With a piercing look, he said, “Excuse us.” When the man hesitated, he pushed ahead, forcing him to step hastily aside. He felt the concierge’s gaze on his back all the way to the doors. Holding the large glass door open for Sophie, he kept one hand on her elbow as she stepped outside, making sure he could catch her if her tired feet gave out.

			It was a good thing he was prepared. She stumbled as they stepped from the sidewalk to the drive, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulder, tucking her firmly against his side. “Jesus, Sophie, let me help. Why didn’t you tell me you were hurt?”

			“It’s not that bad, really. I’m just tired.” She pulled away, as if embarrassed that she needed help.

			He held on. “I know, you don’t need anyone’s help. But let me—”

			“Thorson! Hold it right there!”

			He lifted his head and nearly stumbled himself as alarm shot through him. Twenty feet away, a uniformed cop stood at stiff attention, his body taut and his expression grim. One hand moved to rest on the holstered gun at his hip. “Let her go,” he ordered. “Miss Larkin, it’s okay, just move away from him.”

			The first instant of shock was followed by anger pushing up from a place deep inside that never seemed to cool off. It never got the chance, not the way the B-Pass police piled one insulting assumption on top of another. His sense of pride flared red hot with the need to lash back at one more public humiliation—exactly the wrong instinct to entertain when confronted with a nervous, angry cop, he told himself. No matter how much it galled, the smartest thing he could do was to follow instructions.

			Biting back his fury, Zane slowly released Sophie’s arm, keeping his hands high and away from his body. “Do as he says,” he said to Sophie, low and steady.

			Sophie frowned. “No.”

			He prodded her. “Sophie . . .”

			“Sir! Don’t touch her.” The cop moved his finger, unsnapping the strap that kept his gun in place.

			Jesus. “Walk away from me,” he hissed to Sophie. The last thing he needed now was for her to tap into her core of stubborn indignation.

			“I will not.” The words were clipped and decisive, as if her painfully stretched patience had just snapped. Drawing herself straighter, she stepped toward the policeman, anger steadying her steps. “What’s wrong with you people?” she demanded, sounding like a mother reprimanding a child. “He’s not doing anything wrong.”

			Shit! Her damn social conscience. It would cause a lot less trouble for both of them if she’d just let everyone hate him as usual.

			The cop looked annoyed, but didn’t relax his stance. “Ma’am, I understand you’re biased toward this man, but with all due respect, someone just threatened your life and you can’t identify the man. Mr. Thorson is a person of interest.”

			Someone threatened Sophie’s life? The words raised the hairs on the back of his neck. He didn’t dare move, but he stole a glance at her, taking in the rips and scratches, weighing them against this new information. She had been hiding something. Had she struggled with someone? Had there even been a car accident, as she’d claimed?

			Anxiety over what had happened to her warred with his fear of triggering the cop’s unease. As much as he wanted to take her by the shoulders, reassure himself that she was all right, then shake the truth out of her, he didn’t dare move. Not while the cop’s itchy finger hovered over his gun.

			Apparently Sophie didn’t suffer from any such concerns. Stepping in front of him, she muttered a swear word strong enough to make Zane blink with surprise. “I might not know who that man was, but I know who he wasn’t,” she snapped. “It wasn’t the spider kid and it sure as hell wasn’t Zane Thorson!” She’d raised her voice by the end of it, shaking with anger.

			His mind spun, trying to keep up. Spider kid—another reference that proved she hadn’t given him a hint of the whole story here. But his first concern was to get her out of the line of fire should things take a bad turn. At the moment, it seemed all too possible.

			“Damn it, Sophie,” he growled between clenched teeth. “Just stand aside.” His hands itched to forcibly move her, but the cop would probably take it as an attack. He couldn’t even feel grateful that she had put herself between him and possible danger. If anything, it was one more bit of humiliation to know that she had to protect him.

			He eased sideways to give the anxious cop a clear shot at him if he wanted it, without going through Sophie. The man was obviously unhappy with the situation, but Zane suspected his frown was for Sophie, who was ruining his big capture. “With all due respect, ma’am, you told me the man wore a ski mask, and he never spoke. You can’t know for sure who it was.”

			A man in a ski mask? What in the hell had Sophie Larkin gotten herself into?

			“Look,” she said, her eyes blazing. “I’m the only witness you’ve got, and I’m telling you it wasn’t Zane.”

			He could tell it had some effect, but not enough. “Then why is he here, trying to get you to leave with him?”

			“Because I asked him to!”

			The cop’s eyes finally left Zane, staring at her in disbelief. “You called Thorson?” As if he should be anyone’s last choice.

			“Yes. I called Thorson.” She spit his words back in a tone that dared him to do something about it, making Zane swear under his breath. In his experience, the cops didn’t put up with nasty attitudes. Of course, his experience was limited to his own family, who weren’t known for being levelheaded and law abiding. He hoped the guy was willing to make allowances for Sophie having been pushed past her emotional limits.

			“You want to arrest him for being an ass,” she continued, “go right ahead. I can testify to that. Otherwise, he’s driving me home.”

			Jesus, he thought. Way to negotiate. Sweat broke out beneath his shirt.

			The cop quirked an eyebrow at him, taking his measure. Probably trying to decide if being an ass might somehow be against the law.

			Zane gave him the universal male shrug: Women. Who can understand them? Then he waited. In the tense silence, he counted heartbeats. One. Two. Three. Sophie stuck her hands on her hips, ready to launch into a new tirade.

			The cop dropped his hand away from his gun.

			Zane exhaled. Stepping forward, he laid his hand on her shoulder. “Come on, let’s go.” He turned her gently toward the truck, and to his surprise she didn’t resist. Her eyes still sparked with anger, and her arms trembled, the leftovers from her adrenaline-fueled rage. With all that energy still buzzing through her system, he didn’t want to provoke her.

			He opened the passenger door, ready to help her in, but she put enough vicious force into climbing in and yanking the shoulder strap in place that he kept his distance. No sense in getting his head bitten off.

			Getting behind the wheel, he pulled away as quickly as he could, watching the cop in the rearview mirror. The guy stood with hands on his hips and a dark scowl on his face as he stared at Zane’s taillights. Probably annoyed that he’d had to let a Thorson get away.

			He glanced at Sophie. Her lips were pressed together and her arms folded as her unfocused gaze stayed glued to the road ahead. He guessed the anger was still subsiding.

			Fine, he’d let her collect herself before he asked for the whole story. But he was going to get it, and he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to like it. Everything she did seemed to piss him off, and from all indications, this wouldn’t be any different. “Bad day, huh?” he asked, testing her mood.

			He half-expected a snapped response and a go-to-hell look. Instead she gave the slightest nod, barely moving her head, as if anything more might cause her brimming emotions to overflow and drown them both in . . . what? Anger? Indignation? Frustration? He wasn’t sure what the emotional mood was now that they were leaving the cop and the hotel behind.

			He glanced at her again before he pulled onto the highway, the spotlit sign for Greystone Lodge filling the cab of his truck with its welcoming light. Her head was back, and her eyes were closed, but her indrawn breath came out shaky and uneven as she lost her battle for control. He watched in shock as, bright and unmistakable, a tear ran down the side of her cheek. Sophie, who never gave in and always fought back, was crying.

			Well, hell, this wasn’t even close to what he’d expected.
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			Sophie tried to hang on to the anger that had been keeping her going, but her reserves were gone. All that was left was a horrible feeling of vulnerability and helplessness. She hated being the victim, loathed the fact that someone else could terrorize her and control her emotions. But she didn’t have the strength left to fight it.

			She didn’t have to. She was safe with Zane.

			The knowledge was so reassuring that the last shreds of her control collapsed. Tears slipped from her eyes, painting hot streaks down her face. A last self-conscious part of her didn’t want Zane to think she was a whimpering baby. He’d toughed out far worse things in his life than a run through the woods, and he’d probably think she should be able to handle this. She sat still and sniffed quietly as the tears came, doing her best to muffle each trembling breath.

			On the seat beside her, his hand closed over hers, warm and strong. He squeezed once, then held on, saying nothing.

			Gratitude was a sudden, physical ache in her chest. With a hard shudder, a sob tore at her throat, then another. It was like a hole in a dam, and there was no way she could hold back the rest. She covered her eyes with her right hand and let the pent-up sobs flow out with her tears.

			With her left hand, she kept a tight hold on Zane.

			Her tears faded after a few minutes and she looked up as they pulled into an unfamiliar driveway, then frowned at the dark yard and the modest house that came into view. Wherever they were, it wasn’t anywhere near her apartment complex. She sniffed one last time. “Where are we?”

			“My house.” He stopped next to it and killed the engine. “You’re staying here tonight.”
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			Curiosity wakened every tired neuron and made her take a second look, noting the dark yard with its mulched planting beds set among tall stands of ponderosa pine and aspen. The ranch house was unremarkable, but the deck she glimpsed wrapping behind the house looked new, its fresh stain gleaming under scattered tiki lights, with a second level dropping down a shadowy slope to what looked like a gazebo. She’d love to stay, to see what he’d built here.

			But not because he felt sorry for her, or felt obligated to look after her. “I asked you to take me to my house.”

			“I heard. That’s not gonna happen.” Stepping out of the truck, he slammed the door.

			She swiped at her wet cheeks and tried to reorder her thoughts, but he didn’t give her time to argue. When she didn’t immediately step out of her side, he scooped her up in his arms and set her gently on her feet.

			“Can you walk?” he asked, concern puckering his brow.

			“Of course I can,” she said, then staggered as her tired legs wobbled at her first step. A blush warmed her face and she pushed his supporting arm away, afraid the solicitousness was pity. “Really, Zane, you can take me home. I’ll be okay.” Lonely and scared, but okay, and those first two weren’t his problem.

			“Sophie, stop it.”

			She shot him a startled glance.

			His expression wasn’t as irritated as she’d expected. In fact, he looked concerned as he brushed her hair away from her face. “You’re still trying to take on the world by yourself. I know what that’s like; I’ve done it all my life. But you don’t have to do it, especially not now.” His eyes narrowed slightly and he cocked his head as if in disbelief. “A man in a ski mask? Who threatened your life? I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but this is not something I’m letting you face alone. You can wash up first, and then you can go to bed, but in between you’re going to tell me everything that happened tonight.” Probably thinking he needed to soften it, he added, “Okay?”

			She nodded, amazed at the weight he’d lifted off her shoulders with that simple offer. She reminded herself that he was just being nice, chivalrous, like Manny, but it felt good. Someone had her back. She tried not to think about how glad she was that it was Zane.

			Fighting back the tight lump of emotion forming in her throat, she managed a hopeful expression. “I don’t suppose you have lavender bath salts?”

			He flashed a smile. “Not even close.”

			[image: •]

			The bathroom he ushered her to was typically male—a utilitarian sink and a countertop with a can of shaving foam, a hairbrush, and a toothbrush holder. Beige tile covered the floor, blending with the beige toilet and tub. The toilet seat was up, but at least it looked reasonably clean. The bathtub was questionable, but she could tolerate some soap scum and mildew in exchange for all the hot water he had. She intended to use every drop. Shampoo and conditioner stood on the rim of the tub, and a half-used bar of soap was in the soap dish. All were scented with a manly fragrance that didn’t come close to lavender.

			“Sorry, I haven’t cleaned in a few days. Uh, maybe weeks. Just give me a minute.”

			She stopped him with a light touch on his arm. “It’s fine, Zane.”

			He glanced doubtfully around the small bathroom, but nodded. “Can I get you anything else? I’m not used to having guests, so just ask if there’s anything I forgot.”

			She looked at the fluffy white towel and washcloth he laid on the counter along with a comb, brush, and hair dryer. He’d even dug through a drawer and come up with a new toothbrush that he laid alongside a half-used tube of toothpaste.

			Fingering the gray maid’s uniform, she asked, “Do you have a robe I could borrow? I’d rather not get back into this.”

			He froze, as if realizing a momentous failure. “No.” His gaze darted to the hallway as he thought. “I’ll be right back.”

			She heard drawers open and close in the bedroom down the hall, and he came back carrying a T-shirt and a pair of jogging shorts with a drawstring waist. “It’s not much,” he said, looking uncomfortable about it, “but it’s better than that . . . thing.” He gestured at the uniform, then set the clothes on the counter and backed toward the door. “If you need anything else, just yell.” The door closed with a click.

			She smiled at his awkward hospitality, then put a hand to the row of buttons down the front of the uniform and felt suddenly awkward herself. Stripping quickly out of her clothes, she tried not to think about the fact that she was naked in Zane’s house, with Zane a mere twenty feet away. A few days ago it would have sounded erotic, but the reality, complete with scratches and sore muscles, was not nearly as good as the fantasy.

			Stepping into the tub, she decided on a quick shower to wash off the dried sweat and dirt, followed by a long bath. The first spray hit her chest and arms, stinging like a thousand tiny needles on the scratches. She gasped, then moved more gingerly into the water, letting her body get used to the hot stabs of pain. It took a couple of minutes before she stopped wincing in pain at every new place the water touched.

			Soap was a whole new world of hurt, burning each tender red scratch all over again, but the warm water soothed them. She shampooed and soaped quickly, then switched off the shower and filled the tub. Easing into the heat, she stretched out her legs and leaned her head against the back of the tub.

			Every part of her ached. She let her muscles soak in the heat for a couple of minutes, then sat up and used the washcloth to rub gently at dotted lines of blood on her hands and arms, wincing with each one. The backs of her hands looked like she’d stuck them in a box of feral cats, and she imagined her neck looked the same. For a moment she brightened at the thought that the man with the knife must look the same, something he wouldn’t be able to hide. Then she remembered the ski mask that had covered his face and neck, and realized he’d probably worn gloves, too. Maybe even a jacket. If he’d intended to use that knife, he would have worn something to protect his skin and clothes from blood. She winced—dressed to kill took on a whole new meaning.

			Thinking of the man with the knife made her tense up again. Sinking deeper into the soothing heat, she let her mind go blank.

			It worked for a few blissful minutes. Her world narrowed to a bathtub full of hot water and the clean scent of soap and shampoo.

			Zane’s soap. Zane’s shampoo.

			It was impossible to block the spicy scent. It filled the humid air and clung to her hair. It was also impossible to stop the associations in her mind. She’d smelled the same faint aroma on Zane when he’d pressed her against the Jeep and set her body on fire with his kisses. She flushed at the memory, and the sudden heat between her thighs had nothing to do with the warm water.

			She remembered hearing that smell was a powerful trigger for memory, possibly the most powerful. But she could control this; it was simply a matter of choosing the right memories. Like the one that came after the steamy kisses, when he’d rejected her and made her feel like dirt. That was the Zane she needed to remember, especially if she was going to stay in his house all night.

			She stepped from the tub and dried off, then slipped into her new wardrobe and examined herself in the mirror. Then white shirt proclaimed, MACEY’S MOTOR OIL, THE BEST FOR YOUR ENGINE. It fell to her thighs, nearly covering the shorts even with the waistband riding on her hips. Not the least bit sexy. But it was somehow too familiar, as if their relationship had become intimate. Like they’d just had sex, and she’d slipped into something afterward for a quick trip to the kitchen.

			No! She’d never even shared a real bed with Zane, much less a house. She couldn’t recall what had never happened. But she shivered at the prickles of awareness that raced across her breasts and between her legs at the thought. Her mind had no trouble imagining it.

			Obviously, she needed practice in pushing aside her erotic memories.

			She rinsed her underwear in the sink and hung it over the shower curtain rod to dry. Then, holding the crumpled maid’s uniform in front of her like a shield, she stepped into the hall.

			Zane was pacing in the living room, and stopped abruptly when she came in.

			She held out the uniform. “They told me they don’t want this back. You might as well toss it in your garbage.”

			His gaze traveled down her bare legs, then jerked back to the gray uniform. Without a word, he took it and walked to the kitchen. When he came back he avoided eye contact and nodded at the couch. “Have a seat.”

			She sat, but didn’t feel comfortable. Nothing about this felt comfortable. Not the uneasy flip in her stomach every time the T-shirt or shorts rubbed intimately against her bare skin, reminding her that they must have rubbed against him the same way. Not the way he stood there with his hands in his pockets, as if accidentally touching her was too unpleasant to risk. And not the stiff way they were speaking, staying clear of dangerous emotions. It wasn’t normal. But she’d get through it, then go to bed, grateful for a safe place to stay. At least he cared enough to see to her well-being.

			“So start at the beginning. Tell me what happened tonight.”

			“I guess that would be the accident. It happened on the highway when I was on my way home from Blackstone after I saw the spider kid.”

			“Whoa.” Zane held up one hand, then made a rolling motion. “Back it up. Who’s this spider kid?”

			She started with Cal’s phone call. He listened without expression as she told him about her trip to Artie’s and the rain that had made the road so slick on her drive home. When she described how the wet pavement had caused her to lose control and slide down the embankment, followed by a wild chase through the woods, she said, “All this probably wouldn’t have happened without the rain. It was just my bad luck that we had thunderstorms all afternoon.”

			“It was your good luck,” he corrected grimly. “You’d have been dead otherwise.”

			She frowned. “How do you figure that?”

			“He probably didn’t plan to chase you through the trees, Sophie. He’d just force you into a sudden stop, walk back to your car as if he’s checking to see that you’re all right, then kill you without making a sound, and without even leaving a bullet that could be matched to a gun. Fast and easy.”

			She winced at the horrifying but simple scenario, and knew it could easily have happened that way. “But I ran,” she said, as if needing to reaffirm that she’d survived. In a tight voice, she finished the story. “He chased me, and he wouldn’t give up, and I thought I’d have to run until I was exhausted and he caught me, but then I saw the Greystone. I walked inside, and it was like everyone had just been looking for something to do. They swarmed me, offering towels and bandages, and food and water, and calling the police. And that’s all I know. The cop said he’d take me home when he was done, but I didn’t want to wait that long, so I called you. End of story.”

			“No. It isn’t.” He said it slowly, with a deceptive softness, making sure he had her complete attention. “Someone tried to kill you. I don’t think he’ll be that easily dissuaded.”

			She swallowed. “Except for that.”

			He just watched her for several seconds. “Why didn’t you take the job with Reznick?”

			She blinked in surprise. “What did he do, ask you to use your powers of persuasion on me?”

			“Something like that. Sophie, it’s not a bad job, much better than laying tiles and moving rocks around. And it would get you away from whoever is trying to kill you. You need to call him back and take the job.”

			“You need to stop telling me what to do.”

			It didn’t go over well. His jaw worked as if he was crunching gravel. “I need to stop being around you, period. Why did you call me tonight?”

			She hadn’t expected that, and instead of her carefully reasoned selection of who to call, the truth popped into her mind, blindsiding her. I didn’t want anyone else. I wanted you.

			The thought was so alarming it threw her off her stride and left her floundering for an answer. She couldn’t think. Not because it might be true, but because she knew it was true. With the world crashing down around her, and a strong need inside her to just be held close and loved, she wanted Zane.

			It proved what a pathetic fool she was. She’d gotten nothing but abuse from him, and a clear indication that he wanted her to stay far away. Forever. She had to be a masochist to keep pretending he was the introspective, tender man she’d met ten years ago. That man was gone. Hell, maybe he’d never been real. She was probably delusional as well.

			He was waiting for an answer. “My sisters weren’t home,” she mumbled, the only lie she could think of. “There was no one else to call.” She looked at the floor, purposely avoiding his eyes.

			He looked even more uncomfortable than before. “You can’t stay here forever. You need to be someplace safer.”

			He regretted taking her in already? She snapped her gaze back to his, about to protest that coming here was his idea, not hers, when the rest of his statement registered. “I’m not safe here?”

			“I don’t know.”

			He looked even more distressed, and she suddenly realized why. “Because of Emmett?” His troubled look sent a chill through her as she followed its implication. “You think the man in the ski mask was Emmett?”

			“No.” He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. Look, Emmett likes to make threats and see if he can scare me, but he’s not a killer.”

			It didn’t sound convincing. “As far as you know.”

			He winced. “Yes, as far as I know. But whoever came after you, you have to assume it wasn’t random. That means he probably knows where you live and maybe that you work for me. Tomorrow we’ll figure out a place where you’ll be safer.”

			His earnest look made her set aside her concerns with Emmett as she tilted her head and studied him. “Okay,” she said. He relaxed visibly, piquing her curiosity even more. For someone who didn’t care about her, he seemed awfully concerned with her safety. She crossed her arms, considering it. His gaze darted down to her chest, then quickly up again and away, and she knew without looking that MACEY’S MOTOR OIL was doing nothing to hide the shadow of her nipples under the thin, white shirt.

			She raised her eyebrows at the first glimmer of understanding. He was uncomfortable with her here, all right. But not because he couldn’t stand her.

			“Thanks for caring enough to help me, Zane.”

			“It’s no problem.” He paused, then with an uneasy look he rushed to add, “It’s nothing personal.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			He frowned. “I’m serious. You don’t work for me anymore, and this isn’t an invitation to have you back in my life.”

			“Okay.”

			“You can stay here tonight because I’m not going to have your death on my hands, but don’t misunderstand. It doesn’t mean I care about you. Tomorrow you make other arrangements.” He gave her a firm stare, then added, “And if you ever need a ride again, call someone else.”

			She should have been cut to the bone by so much rejection. Curled up in a sniveling ball on the floor. She was sure that’s what he wanted. But he’d gone too far. His words were too hurtful, too abusive to be the Zane she knew. And that one fact hit her like a blinding strobe, showing everything in a different light. The dark words and hurtful feelings faded, vanishing like morning mist under a hot sun.

			She tipped her head, testing the thought cautiously. Could she be right? Was all the hate and rejection nothing more than a sham? Part of her felt foolish for even considering it, and yet it didn’t feel as strange as believing he’d changed so much that he’d become heartless and uncaring. Maybe he’d been pushing her away precisely because he did care, and he wanted to protect her from the harassment that came with taking his side. Or worse, from becoming a target, as she had today. The thought turned everything he’d said this past week on its end.

			She stared at him, wide-eyed, as she remembered his exact words, how he’d implanted the idea that he hated her, when he hadn’t said that at all. And all the nasty behavior that didn’t seem like the Zane she’d once known, wasn’t him. It was an act.

			It all fit. Pieces were starting to fall into place, and the picture they made was entirely different from the one she’d been looking at five minutes ago.

			“Sophie? Are you listening to me?”

			“Hmm? No, no I’m not.” She stood and stepped closer, oblivious to his scowl. Moving felt like stepping through Jell-O, dense and restrictive, in comparison to the speed at which her thoughts were piling up and rearranging themselves. He didn’t want her around. He wanted her to go home and never come back.

			And yet he’d brought her here.

			He didn’t want to come charging to her rescue, yet he had, both today and when he wanted to be sure she hadn’t been tailed from the Moosehead.

			She’d assumed he hated her, had no respect for her whatsoever, but he’d never said it. He’d just warned her to stay away from him because he wanted to keep her safe.

			“Tell me you hate me, Zane.”

			“What?” His confused expression was laced with suspicion.

			“Say you hate me.”

			He scowled. “I hate you.”

			She felt a smile threaten, but didn’t want him to think she was laughing at him. She wouldn’t, not about this. “Not very convincing.”

			He held his head high, as if trying to put more distance between them without actually backing up. “What are you doing?”

			“I’m calling your bluff.” She took another step so that she stood inches away from him, close enough that she had to raise her face to meet his eyes. Fear darted in their depths. She raised a hand automatically, as if to reassure him, but mostly because she had a sudden strong need to touch him. Like lightning, he closed his hand around her wrist, immobilizing it. “Sophie,” he warned, gravel in his voice. “Don’t.”

			“Don’t what?” As if she didn’t know. The tension building between them snapped with electricity. She had the impression that if she gave just a small push, his defenses would crumble and she’d find behind them the caring, sensitive man she’d met when she was seventeen. The image tempted her, and she raised her other hand, laying it on his chest.

			He sucked in a breath and grabbed her wrist, holding both of her hands away from his body as if her touch burned his skin. Maybe it did; flames licked inside her, gathering heat. It was a restless fire, one that had smoldered for too long to be contained now.

			His nostrils flared like a startled stallion’s, wary and ready to bolt. “Don’t do this, Sophie.” She thought it was as much plea as warning.

			It didn’t matter which, she couldn’t have stopped. Leaning forward, she pressed a kiss against his T-shirt and felt his heart leap at the touch. The certainty that she had read him correctly dared her to be bold. Nipping him through the material, she let him feel the scrape of her teeth. Beneath her lips, his heart hammered and raced. She rubbed her cheek against his chest, pressing as close as she could get to the wild desire he held back, thrilled by the evidence he couldn’t hide. He wanted this closeness as much as she did. With a satisfied growl, she bit his T-shirt again and tugged, gripped by a wild desire to pull it off.

			“Jesus, Sophie.” He groaned it, desperation breaking the rest into a guttural surrender. Releasing her wrists, he placed a hand on each side of her face, forcing her to let go of his shirt and lift her eyes to his piercing gaze. “Do you know what the hell you’re doing?” he asked, one last desperate attempt to stop her. “There’s no turning back.”

			She knew exactly what she was doing, and didn’t want to turn back. What she wanted was in the hot gaze drinking her in, and in the knowing hands that cradled her face. She wanted him, and she told him in the best way she could. Pulling his head down, she kissed him with all the passion she’d been holding on to for ten years, meeting his tongue with her own, memorizing his taste, holding his lower lip between her teeth because kissing him only increased her need, frustrating and satisfying at the same time. She withheld nothing, and made it clear he was not kissing the girl he’d known ten years before. There was nothing naive about the sexual longing she put into every suggestive stroke of her tongue, or in the way she moved her lips over his.

			He groaned like a man released from a long bondage, and the vibration of it on her lips touched her nerve endings with fire. He pulled her hips hard against his own as they kissed, then slid his hands beneath her shirt to cup her breasts possessively. She nearly gasped at the sureness with which he claimed her, canceling any lingering doubt. In every way possible, she still belonged to him.

			He massaged her breasts in greedy handfuls, pushing them together and rubbing his coarse thumbs over her nipples. She moaned into his mouth, feeling her breasts swell and flush as her nipples hardened into sensitive nubs. The answering tug from her womb nearly collapsed her knees. She wrapped one leg around his for support, holding him close.

			He made a guttural sound in response, dropping one hand from her breast and plunging it into the loose waistband of her shorts with no pretense at subtlety or tenderness. It was pure desperation, unleashed. He gripped her bottom and pulled her more tightly against him, pressing her firmly to the hard ridge of his erection. She felt a sudden dampness between her thighs and a desperate need to inch higher, to better position herself to take him inside her. Even through the barrier of their clothes, she felt his heat and the eager throbbing between their bodies.

			She whimpered her need just as the hand gripping her butt moved lower and one finger slid between her thighs to touch the slickness. She gasped at the feverish need that shot through her and clung to his shoulders, at the same time raising her knee, allowing him better access. Instead, he pulled his hand out of her shorts and growled two words in her ear. “Bed. Now.”

		

	
		
			14

			She nodded and turned in his arms, taking a step toward the hallway. Her tired leg muscles trembled and she wobbled, nearly falling. She didn’t get a chance to correct it. Cursing under his breath, he lifted her into his arms, holding her close to his chest as he strode to the bedroom at the end of the hall.

			He walked unerringly into the dark room and lowered her gently to her feet beside the bed. She heard a click, then the soft yellow glow of a bedside lamp cast a circle of light around them. She followed his efficient moves as he opened a drawer in the nightstand, laid a condom beside the lamp, then turned to her.

			For a moment she was held by the intensity in his dark gaze, tingling at the strange feeling that she knew exactly what he was thinking. That this was familiar for them both, yet totally new. They’d made love before, a sweet exploration of each other that had joined them, body and soul. She knew with every fiber of her being that this would not be like that. This would be a passionate collision of raging desires too long repressed. Desire that sparked inside her like an explosive charge ready to detonate. This was not for tenderly learning each other. It was for indulging the wild abandon of a lust that they’d left unfinished for ten years.

			She hadn’t realized he’d grabbed the bottom of her shirt until he pulled it over her head. And looked at her.

			Wearing nothing but the sagging runner’s shorts, she felt strangely exposed under his gaze. Strange, because he’d had his hands all over her only a minute before, and he’d seen every inch of her ten years ago. But it was different now. Her breasts were slightly fuller and not as perky as they’d been at seventeen. Her stomach was still flat and her hips slender, but her body was no longer boyishly thin. He’d known the girl, not the woman, and his deep gaze drank her in.

			She watched his face, thinking it might be nice if he smiled. If he gave even the tiniest sign of approval. Instead she saw only the tense twitch of a muscle along his jaw and a slight narrowing of his eyes. It should at least make her nervous. So should his sudden stillness and the unreadable burning gaze he focused on her. But she imagined the thoughts behind that gaze, and the burning shot straight down to her center, knowing they were the same as hers. Her breasts tingled until she thought she might beg him to touch her.

			She didn’t have to. She sucked in a breath as he curved a palm around each breast, then dipped his head and took her nipple into his mouth. Waves of pleasure flowed through her and she let her head fall back, supported more by the arm he slipped around her than by her own trembling legs.

			It felt better than she remembered. She suspected her imagination had embellished a good deal over the years, but she didn’t remember feeling like she was melting from the inside out, like she would go up in flames if he gave one more sharp tug with his mouth. And she hadn’t even begun to satisfy her own curiosity.

			Grabbing a handful of his T-shirt, she pulled it out of his waistband and slid her hands up his chest, bunching the shirt up above her hands because she didn’t want to slow down enough to take it off. His chest was broader than she remembered, and the hard muscles even more well defined, no doubt the result of moving heavy loads of stone and trees all summer. It was the body of a man, not a boy barely out of his teens. She smoothed her hands over the hard planes, shoving his shirt higher. When he paused to yank it off, she used the moment to lower her hands to his waist and attack the button on his jeans.

			He didn’t wait for her. Brushing her fingers aside, he made quick work of his jeans and jockeys, then, without a pause, he skimmed her shorts down her legs to the floor. With his eyes locked on hers, he flipped back the covers on his bed and urged her backward onto the cool sheets, crawling after her.

			He didn’t say a word—that was different, too. Ten years ago he had murmured constant endearments and hushed compliments tinged with awe. Now he only watched her, eyes blazing with desire. It was all she needed.

			She looked up at him, half dizzy with the thought that their minds must have joined, that his intent gaze had somehow melded her thoughts with his for her desire to be so clearly reflected on his face. The wild hunger that gripped her felt intimately connected to the voracious gleam in his eyes. It was a ridiculous fantasy, and yet she felt herself falling into his gaze, lost in the illusion that this was more than a physical act, that their thoughts and emotions were as closely melded as their bodies.

			It had always been like that with Zane. Ten years ago she’d thought that was how sex must be for everyone, with the emotional connection as real as the physical joining. She’d learned otherwise. No matter how much she liked a man or how much she wanted to be in his bed, their physical intimacy had never included the feeling that they were linked in any other way. They were two separate people with a shared need, who indulged it in the same way. It was nothing like the feeling she’d had with Zane that night on Two Bears Mountain, that he’d dropped his defenses and bared his well-guarded soul to her, the way she’d done with him. That they’d become part of each other. It was the only way she knew how to be with Zane, and it was the way she felt now as he hovered above her, ravishing her mouth while holding his erection temptingly out of reach of her hips, and as he kissed his way down her body, licking into her very center and driving her to insane peaks of pleasure. The connection pulsed between them, a knowledge that he shared every desire, every emotion, and held nothing back. It was exhilarating and powerful, just like the first time.

			Nothing else was the same.

			This was no slow seduction. He seemed to want her quivering with need, and repeatedly drove her to frenzied peaks without release. She squirmed and moaned her frustration, and silently begged for more. Her only satisfaction was in knowing that every urgent desire burning through her burned in him, too. She felt it in the straining muscles of his back and arms, in the heat radiating from his body, and in the slickness of his skin where it met hers. She felt it most of all in the hard thrust when he finally entered her, rocking the bed against the wall and driving the breath from her lungs. She wanted the force, and strained to meet each pounding thrust eagerly. Wrapping her legs around his thighs, she urged him closer, an impossible feat he seemed intent on achieving. He held her gaze with each deliberate plunge, driving her higher and higher until she finally gasped his name on a burst of blinding pleasure, lying helpless beneath him as waves of ecstasy rolled over her. He plunged into her three more times before powerful spasms gripped him, too, pulling a groan from deep in his chest. He collapsed on top of her, held close inside the cradle of her legs.

			He lay there for a long time as their bodies cooled. It gave her fevered mind time to realize that it hadn’t been a fantasy. She really was in Zane’s bed, with him lying naked and spent on top of her. It seemed unreal, something she’d been sure could never happen. She wondered how he felt about it.

			The connection she’d felt was gone, dissipating along with their satisfied desire. He rolled off her and lay there staring at the ceiling, breathing hard. She had no idea how he felt, no idea if his thoughts matched hers.

			She hated to be the stereotypical female, but asked the dreaded question anyway. “What are you thinking?”

			He didn’t laugh at her for asking. Instead, he brought his arm up to his head in a weary gesture, and closed his eyes. “I’m thinking that was probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

			The words hit her like a slap, sharp and stinging.

			They hadn’t been thinking the same thing at all. But now they were.

			Her pride could take only so much. She sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, turning her back to Zane. “You’re right, this was a stupid mistake.”

			She started to stand, but his hand closed around her arm, yanking her backward. She fell against his chest, and he immediately flipped her onto her back, holding her still, apparently not intimidated by her furious stare.

			“I didn’t say I was sorry it happened.” His face was inches away, his eyes dark and intense again, pinning her in place. “I’m not. Neither are you.”

			She made a sound of derision. “Presumptuous, aren’t you?”

			“No. I know you, Sophie. You were just as caught up in it as I was. And I’m tired of pretending that everything about you doesn’t turn me on. I’ve wanted you in my bed since the moment I saw you at that reception, and you’ve wanted it, too.”

			It stunned her, but was hard to deny, especially after hearing how she turned him on. Plus, she’d already provided that embarrassing demonstration in the parking lot. Her fury eased to grudging agreement. “Maybe not from the first moment,” she mumbled.

			The corner of his mouth twitched; he knew it was a lie.

			She sighed her surrender. If he wasn’t going to pretend, neither was she. “So why was it stupid?”

			“Because you were right when you pushed me away ten years ago. We don’t belong together.” Even as he said it, his fingers stroked her hair. “We live in different worlds, Sophie, and mine has become dangerous to you.”

			“Then change it. Defend yourself.” Her indignation rose as quickly as her desire had. “Zane, this town is caught up in a rush to justice that could end with you in prison, and you won’t even stand up for yourself. Help the police find other suspects.”

			“It’s not that easy, Sophie.”

			“Why, because you slept with Rena and you don’t want to admit it?”

			A deep flush colored his neck and touched his cheeks. Anger, she guessed, as much as embarrassment. “Damn it, Sophie, don’t bring that up. I don’t want to discuss it. Not with you, and certainly not now.”

			“That’s just stupid.” Why couldn’t he understand this? It affected his freedom, his very life. “Knowing Rena was picking up men at the Moosehead could lead the police to other suspects. Maybe to the real murderer.”

			“Or it could get me convicted. It might anyway, if they find my DNA on her, but I’d rather risk them not finding out, than to hand them my conviction on a platter.” He scowled. “Now drop it, because I’m not discussing that woman with you.”

			She wasn’t thrilled about thinking of his night with Rena, either, but his embarrassment was protecting a murderer while hanging the blame on him. She did her best to keep her voice level and rational, the way she needed him to look at it. “Don’t treat me like a child, Zane. I’m not naive enough to think you haven’t had a sex life during the past ten years.”

			“I still don’t want to discuss it with you.”

			“Why? Because I might be jealous? I wasn’t here when it happened, and you hadn’t seen me in ten years. I know that night had nothing to do with me.”

			He pushed up and turned away, sitting on the bed with his head lowered, fingers clutching at his hair. “Jesus Christ, Sophie! You don’t know what you’re saying. That night had everything to do with you!”

			She blinked at the fury in his voice, trying to make sense of what he’d said. She couldn’t. “How?” she managed.

			Irritation boiled visibly under the surface, straining in his muscles and building as he thought about his answer. Finally, in one fluid motion, he got out of bed and began pacing the carpet. It took two passes beside the bed before he spoke.

			“Okay, short and sweet,” he said, the resentment in his voice making it anything but sweet. “I didn’t want to hook up with anyone that night. I went there because I knew no one would know me. I’d just had a promising meeting with Alan Bernstein and I wanted a place where I could celebrate the way my business was about to take off without anyone looking sideways at me, or thinking I had no right to breathe the same air they did.” He fisted his hands at the back of his neck, then jerked them down in frustration. “Damn it, I just wanted to be left alone. But the waitress . . .” He gritted his teeth over whatever offense the waitress had committed. “She must have been bored. She kept hanging around, flirting. She finally made it clear that she was up for a good time if I was interested.”

			Sophie frowned. “Rena had a job at the Moosehead?”

			“No.” He snapped it, shooting a glare at her. His bad attitude might have annoyed her, but he was standing there in all his naked glory, glowering darkly, a bad angel freshly kicked out of heaven and pissed off at the world. Some seriously defective part of her sat up straight and trembled with anticipation, wishing he’d come back to bed.

			“It wasn’t Rena. Not even close. She was small, well built, cute in a sexy way.”

			Sophie hated her.

			“And she had short blond hair.” That earned her another dark look. “With those sort-of-bangs things, and little pieces that curled out from the side . . .” He made frustrated motions around his head, trying to describe the hairstyle, then gave up in disgust. “It was like your hair used to be.”

			Hers? Then she remembered. She’d worn it short all through high school, easier to keep up for a girl who played softball and tennis. And during that teenage phase of experimenting with her image, she’d dyed it blond.

			“She reminded me of you,” he muttered.

			From his accusing glare, she concluded that was not a good thing. If it was the same blond waitress she’d seen, she wasn’t sure she cared for the comparison, but that probably wasn’t the point.

			“I didn’t need that,” he grumbled. “Not some imitation of you touching me, dropping double meanings all over the place, leaning over the table so I’d get a good view of what she had to offer. No man’s immune to that.”

			She really hated that waitress.

			“I got the message, and the way she was brushing against me, it was starting to sound like a good idea.” He narrowed his eyes at her, as if everything that happened was her fault. “But like I said, she reminded me of you.”

			It seemed like that should be a good thing. “Is that so bad?”

			He threw a disgusted glance at the ceiling, as if asking heaven why she had to be so dense that he needed to explain every little detail. “Yes, Sophie,” he said, patronizing her ignorance. “It was bad. I didn’t want to confuse wanting a woman with wanting you. And yes, damn it, I still wanted you—still want you—because I’m obviously a freaking masochistic idiot. But Rena came in, and she was just as interested in forgetting about the world for one night, and she didn’t look anything like you. And God help me, after thinking of you for an hour, I was more than ready.” He turned away, pacing as if he were stomping grapes. “End of story.”

			Oh, no, not nearly the end. Her head spun, trying to fit the facts into place.

			He wanted her. That much had been obvious five minutes ago, but he was talking about a different kind of wanting. More like a longing that was beyond his control. A shiver of delight slid down her back. As old-relationship baggage went, dealing with an uncontrollable desire for her was about as good as it got.

			“Thank you,” she said quietly.

			He barked a forced laugh. “Right. Thanks for telling you about my one-night stand right after I made love to you, and while you’re still naked in my bed.”

			“She doesn’t matter.”

			“Uh-huh. Do the rest of the human females know about you?”

			“Zane, shut up. I’m saying I know what you’re talking about. Okay, quid pro quo—I lived with a guy a couple of years ago, a very nice man I actually considered spending the rest of my life with.”

			That got his attention. He stopped, staring intently. “What happened?”

			She shrugged, skipping the story of Maggie’s battle with power and celebrity that had revealed his shallowness. “Life. He didn’t stand by me when I needed him.”

			“The prick.”

			She smiled because he looked like he meant it. “It’s okay, I didn’t really care. It turns out I was with him for all the wrong reasons.”

			He was so still, so intent, that she knew he could have finished the story, but wanted to hear her say it. “Which were?”

			“All the qualities that made him nothing like you.”

			The seconds went by like minutes as he absorbed it. Finally, he said, “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”

			“Really?”

			“No.”

			She patted the sheet beside her. “Come back to bed.”

			She thought he might refuse, but after a moment’s hesitation, he slid in beside her and pulled her beneath him. He pinned her in place and kissed her, his growing erection a reminder of what she had missed over the past ten years. When his lips trailed down her neck, she arched to give him better access.

			His teeth nipped her earlobe and his tongue touched the soft skin behind it. “You realize I’m just taking advantage of your bad judgment,” he murmured, sending shivers skating down her back. “From what you told me, you have a history of making bad decisions about men.”

			“Are you bad?”

			“I’m the worst.”

			She gripped the firm muscles of his butt and dug her nails in, while whispering hoarsely in his ear, “Prove it.”

			The answering growl that came from his throat vibrated against her breast as his mouth skimmed down her body and his hand parted her legs. His fingers were as unerring as his mouth, finding the places that ached for his touch and teasing lightly before his long, hard strokes had stars bursting behind her closed eyes. She was breathing hard and straining for ways to offer more so he could take it, when he rolled her onto her stomach. She groaned into the pillow, clutching it to her for something to hang on to as he slid against her wetness, driving her higher and higher, until he filled her and pushed them both to a breathless peak. He reached down to touch her as he pumped into her, finally igniting an explosion that shook her from head to toe, leaving her weak and panting on the bed. He collapsed beside her, his skin hot and moist against hers.

			“God, Zane . . .” But she didn’t have any words for what she felt and left it unfinished.

			He kissed her forehead and pulled her close, tucked beneath his chin against the warmth of his chest. Her body felt wrung out, the sting of her scratches forgotten. She fell asleep that way, thinking through the pleasant haze in her mind that she’d wasted ten years of her life dating nice boys, a mistake she wouldn’t make again.

			Thinking, too, that she and Zane had finally gotten everything right.

			[image: •]

			Zane woke to the uneasy feeling that something was wrong.

			He raised himself gently to one elbow, careful not to disturb Sophie. Early morning sunshine broke through the blinds he’d neglected to close, painting striped lines of light and shadow on the bed. Bars of sunlight touched her bare shoulder with honey and turned the dark fan of hair on her pillow to burnished copper. The wonder of having her there beside him seemed more like a dream than reality.

			She lay spooned against him, warm and soft, her face peaceful in sleep. He didn’t want to leave the bed, didn’t want to ever move his hand from the swell of her breast, or his morning arousal from the curve of her bottom where it pressed against him. His world should feel like perfection, but the tickle of something wrong persisted in the back of his mind.

			He listened without moving, hearing nothing but the raucous calls of two blue jays arguing in the tree outside his window and the annoyed chittering of a chipmunk. Remembering how Emmett had broken into his house, he stiffened, listening for the creak of a floorboard. The house was prone to the usual squeaks and groans of older homes, advertising every footstep, but he heard nothing for the full two minutes he listened. And if his brother had been creeping around outside, Zane reasoned that the animals would have gone silent.

			He decided the uneasy twist in his gut must be from the unaccustomed feeling of waking up next to a woman without the urgent sense that he needed to leave before she got the wrong idea and expected him to stay. He didn’t have that fear with Sophie. Just the opposite—he hoped she’d want to stick around, that she’d feel comfortable in his home.

			A bad feeling to encourage.

			Lifting his hand slowly, he stroked her hair, moving a tendril off her cheek. He wasn’t sorry when she opened her eyes. She looked up at him without surprise, as if she needed no time to adjust to waking in his bed. As if waking next to him was the most natural thing in the world. It warmed him, and made his voice a bit gruff when he said, “Good morning,” and dropped a kiss against the side of her mouth.

			“Morning.” She turned in his arms to face him, then, with a smile, reached down between them and wrapped her hand around the erection probing hungrily between her thighs. “I see you’re wide awake.”

			He half-closed his eyes at the sudden pleasure. “I am now,” he growled, pushing into her hand.

			Her smile spread and she kissed him. He took it as a signal, pulling her close. Moments later their hands were bumping and getting in each other’s way as they rolled on the bed, touching and tasting as if they hadn’t done the same thing just a few hours before, until she straddled him and reached for a condom. He stilled, watching with a pounding heart as she rolled it on him, smoothing it with long strokes of her fingers that made him groan deep in his throat. When she eased herself onto him he held her hips and rocked deep, doing it again and again as her eyes closed and a breathless “Oh!” escaped her mouth.

			That small sound encouraged him to thrust harder, to make her gasp again. She did, then surprised him by laughing and falling forward onto his chest, giving him a new angle as she braced her hands on his pillow. “Mmm, right there,” she whispered, smiling and closing her eyes. It drove him crazy, watching the smile on her face change to an openmouthed gasp, and her eyes squeeze tightly as her body clenched around him and spasms of pleasure took them both, until he couldn’t move anymore. Her arms collapsed and her head settled in the crook of his neck.

			He’d been wrong before when he’d wanted to stay spooned against her forever. This position was preferable. So were maybe a few others he could think of. Too bad they wouldn’t get a chance to try them.

			Keeping her with him exposed her to Emmett, a danger he wouldn’t allow. But just for one minute he imagined how nice it would be to have Sophie with him every day and safe in his arms every night. As if they were a couple.

			The niggling sense of something wrong crept back into his mind, and this time he knew what it was. It was Sophie.

			He and Sophie could never be a couple. They’d conveniently skirted the issue of what had driven them apart the first time. He’d never been stupid enough to deny that the attraction they’d felt ten years ago hadn’t been overwhelming and real. But so had the reason she’d left him, and the reason he’d harbored so much disdain for her during all these years. And that hadn’t changed.

			Even ten years ago, Sophie had had plans and lofty goals. She was smart enough to achieve them, too. She had never let anything stand in the way of her education, including romantic relationships. Or his lack of ambition. A boyfriend who worked as a grease monkey in a garage could never be part of that life.

			She was miles above him, educated at private schools and sheltered from the real world, while he’d grown up in the gritty reality of child neglect and state assistance. He was so far down the social scale that just looking at him should have made her dizzy. But it had never seemed to matter to her. She understood what it was like to feel like an outsider, not fitting in when she was in B-Pass because for most of the year she went to a different school in a different town. And when she was home, she was one of the “commune kids,” a derogatory tag that set her apart. They’d bonded instantly.

			Their friendship had grown gradually that summer, finally exploding into passion. Then the real world had smacked him down. Or rather, she had.

			She was leaving for school. He had no plans. No solid idea of what he was going to do with his life, just the knowledge that he couldn’t find it at a university. To Sophie, that translated as having no ambition, the one prejudice she couldn’t get around. All that time she’d been slumming, wasting time with someone who would never live up to her standards. She asked him to try it, to take a class. Something. Anything. He’d said no.

			It had been like slamming into a brick wall. Nice knowing you, I have to get on with my life now.

			He’d been insulted, and lashed out, quoting his dad’s beliefs about women using men to get what they want. At the time, he’d believed it, thinking she’d used him to get some sexual experience without any danger of it affecting her rigid life plan. He’d been partially wrong—she hadn’t used him. She wasn’t that insensitive. But she was that rigid, determined to let nothing distract her from her lofty goals.

			He had no reason to believe that had changed. Maybe he’d been wrong to hate her for years when she’d only given in to the same attraction he’d been unable to resist. He didn’t hate her now. But he couldn’t pretend anything had changed. Dr. Larkin would never belong with a no-degree landscaper who had a questionable reputation.

			He wasn’t sure she’d acknowledged it yet. The look he’d seen in her eyes last night and this morning struck terror in his soul. She’d been amazed and moved, and hadn’t tried to hide it. Had seemed, in fact, to embrace it, as if she’d found something she’d been searching for. It scared the shit out of him, because he’d felt it, too. It had hit him like a revelation when he’d lifted her in his arms last night and held her close. The feeling sang through every nerve in his body: mine. She belonged to him, finally and completely. For a few seconds, it had been enormously fulfilling. She was everything he’d ever wanted, and the look in her eyes said she wanted him, too.

			He’d mistaken wanting for having.

			It couldn’t happen. It wouldn’t last. Not when she discovered his greatest shame, something he’d lied about even ten years ago for fear the cute, smart girl he was so attracted to would turn her back on him: he’d never finished high school. His father’s trial had made school too uncomfortable, and he’d left a full year short of graduation, promising himself he’d go back later. He never had. She didn’t know yet, but she’d find out eventually, and when she did she’d lose all respect for him. Dr. Larkin and a high school dropout? It was laughable. And a dropout named Thorson? She might as well throw her degree in a shredder.

			If he needed another reason for why they could never be a couple, there was Emmett. His brother was constantly on the lookout for ways to destroy anything Zane cared about, and a girlfriend would be a prime target.

			No, indulging his feelings would end in more heartbreak than he could bear. It was already difficult enough to deny what he felt. He had to make her believe he’d acted on pure lust, nothing more. The fact that he wished it could be more was his own problem.

			So was the fact that he wished it could last longer than one night. It couldn’t, not with Emmett already stalking her. And not with Sophie’s infuriating insistence on publicly defending him. For her own good, he needed to separate her from the investigation, and from himself.

			He needed one piece of information first, before he cut that tie. He got it while she was in the shower. A police officer had delivered her cell phone to the house a half hour before, and she’d left it on the coffee table. As he suspected, her brother-in-law’s number was in the directory.

			Cal picked up after one ring. “Hi, Sophie.”

			“It’s Zane Thorson.”

			He could practically feel the frost come through and collect on the phone. “Where’s Sophie? Why do you have her phone?”

			“Relax, she’s fine.”

			“Let me talk to her.”

			As if he was holding her hostage. Jesus. “She’s in the shower. Look, I just called to find out who was after her last night. Who was the black car registered to, the one that ran her off the road?”

			He waited a few seconds while Cal decided whether to part with the information. “It was stolen,” he said finally.

			So they had no idea who it was. He had one—Emmett had been known to steal cars as a teenager.

			“Why is Sophie with you?” The sharpness was back in Cal’s voice.

			Sophie’s brother-in-law had made a bad first impression, and this call wasn’t making it any better. “Ask her yourself. If you want to see her, she’ll be at the commune in a few hours.” He hung up.

			Sophie met him in the kitchen five minutes later, wearing the shorts and T-shirt she’d hadn’t made much use of last night. “I need to go home and get my own clothes.”

			“That’ll be our first stop.”

			She blinked. “Our first stop?”

			“If it wasn’t safe to leave you alone there last night, it’s no safer this morning.” When she opened her mouth in what was obviously going to be a protest, he added, “I wasn’t kidding about Emmett, Sophie. He’s dangerous, and you’re on his radar.”

			“But I thought you didn’t want him to know I meant anything to you. He’s not going to buy it if you keep me tethered to you all day.”

			“Exactly. That’s why you need to be someplace where you’re both safe and far away from me. Like the commune.” Her eyes narrowed, undoubtedly resentful that he was telling her what she had to do, so he rushed to explain. “Think about it—it’s family, and it’s safe. With that pack of mutts they have running around, Emmett can’t approach the property without a dozen people knowing it. No one can. It’s the best place, and it’s just until the police tell you it’s safe again.” She didn’t look happy, but she was thinking it over, so he pressed his point. “Run it by your brother-in-law the cop if you want to.”

			She pressed her lips together in disgust. “I don’t have to, I already know he’d like to lock me away someplace until he has you behind bars. So would my sisters. And once Cal reads the police report about last night, he’ll tell Maggie and she’ll probably organize a posse and hunt me down.” She frowned over her options, then sighed. “Okay, take me to the commune. But you have to keep me posted on anything you hear about the investigation.”

			“Don’t worry, if anything happens you’ll probably find out before I do. It seems like I’m always the last one to know.” He rubbed his thumb over the worried pucker between her eyebrows, wishing he could erase her anxiety. “It’s not so bad to stay up there for a while, is it? You were always close to them.”

			“Oh, I still am. I just don’t like being wrapped in layers of protection—everyone’s done that to me my whole life. They’re all family, and that’s a lot of apron strings to cut.” She tipped her head as if pondering a new thought. “I never took you there, did I? We were pretty secretive that summer.”

			“I was there for Jase and Zoe’s wedding.”

			“But you’ve never actually met my family, have you?”

			He shook his head. “I met Zoe once, but I don’t really know her. And I met Maggie at the reception.”

			She smiled, the first hint of happiness he’d seen since bringing up the commune. “This could be a good idea, then. Once they all meet you, they’ll see that you aren’t the walking embodiment of evil that they seem to think you are. They’ll realize they’ve been wrong about you.”

			She obviously liked the idea. He didn’t.

			If the Larkin sisters and the members of the People’s Free Earth Commune didn’t already harbor doubts about his character, he’d have to make sure they did. Being around him was dangerous for Sophie, both professionally and personally. Before he left the commune, he planned to make damn sure the rest of her family believed that.
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			Driving up Two Bears Mountain under a high, blue sky should have been relaxing. Spectacular views lay around every bend in the winding road, and the thin clouds forming as water vapor blew off the snowy peaks added to the breathtaking beauty of the meadows and forest below. But Zane’s mind was on the people he’d meet at the commune, and the bad impression he needed to make. And damn it, he was as nervous as a teenager about to meet his prom date’s parents.

			The closer they got to the commune, the chattier Sophie became. She gave him brief profiles of each member of the commune as they drove. He heard about her mother’s psychology degrees, Pete’s law background and his talent at jewelry making, Header’s horticultural knowledge and his mad skills on guitar. He even heard about Feather’s arrests for protesting at nuclear plants, her cancer, and her lingering distrust of the law. He empathized with that last one.

			What he wasn’t prepared for was the stunning house of stone and timber that looked as impressive as any of the executive vacation homes tucked into the mountain slopes outside Barringer’s Pass. Jase’s wedding and reception had been in a small meadow from which he’d seen nothing of the commune but a barn and a herd of sheep.

			“Holy shit,” he murmured. “I thought hippies were poor.”

			“Why would you think that? The commune’s been very successful.” She had her door open before he came to a full stop. “Lay on the horn a few times,” she told him, “in case they ignore the dogs.” She stepped out and disappeared from view as she knelt to greet the six or seven dogs that had given them a barking escort the last thousand feet to the house. He gave a couple of sharp taps on the horn and went to join her, glad for the distraction of the dogs to hide his discomfort.

			These were probably nice, gentle, nonjudgmental people. And he was going to have to make them think he was a threat to Sophie.

			His guilt was momentarily jarred aside by an excited shout. He looked up to see a woman wave and break into a jog. Her hair, a faded red shot with gray, was tied up in a makeshift bun, but errant strands blew around her face as she held up her long skirt and ran to Sophie, throwing herself, laughing, into her arms. “Baby! I didn’t expect you!” she exclaimed. “This is so nice!”

			“I thought I’d surprise you,” Sophie said, as if dropping by had been a happy whim, and not because some maniac was hunting her down. He’d known she’d do that, pretend everything was fine. He’d let them know otherwise.

			Sophie turned to him. “Mom, this is Zane Thorson. Zane, meet Kate Larkin.” And she turned her mom loose on him.

			That was what it felt like, anyway, being unexpectedly enveloped in a hug that clamped his arms to his sides and made him blink with surprise. Bracelets jingled and a lumpy beaded necklace poked his sternum. When she let go, she held him at arm’s length, took a deep breath, and seemed to reach a decision. “I’ve heard a lot of things about you, Zane,” she said, nodding thoughtfully. “Sophie tells me most of the assumptions I’ve made are wrong. My daughter’s a bright girl, so I have to trust that she knows better than I do in this instance.” She glanced at Sophie, lifting an eyebrow as if to say she’d better be right. “So welcome to our home, Zane Thorson. I hope you can stay awhile.”

			Her forthright admission surprised him, and he found it easy to smile at her. “Actually, Mrs. Larkin, I can’t stay long, but Sophie can.”

			Genuine amusement flashed in her grin. “I’ve never been a ‘Mrs.,’ and please call me Kate.” She looked at her daughter. “Is that right, Sophie? Are you staying with us?”

			“For a few days, if you don’t mind.”

			“That’s wonderful! Come on inside, we’ll have something to drink and I’ll pretend to be politely curious about Zane while I probe his mind for deviant behavior patterns.” She linked arms with them, and gave him a disarming smile. “You don’t mind, do you, Zane?”

			“Uh . . .” He darted a glance at Sophie, who bit back a smile. “As long as it doesn’t reflect poorly on Sophie if I turn out to be a psychopath.”

			Kate beamed. “Good answer.”

			He wanted to say something clever, but had the feeling Kate Larkin was two steps ahead of him and too smart to tangle with. He should have been worried, but for some reason her easy smile and blunt honesty relaxed him. Usually, the only honest reactions he got were hateful stares when someone was too tired to keep up a polite mask of indifference. Knowing where he stood with Kate was refreshing.

			“I hope you can stay long enough to tour the commune and meet everyone, Zane,” Kate said.

			“Will they be evaluating me, too?”

			She laughed. “Oh, no doubt.”

			She wasn’t kidding. The tour Kate took him on included stops at the outbuildings that housed the commune’s pottery and jewelry shops, the greenhouses, and the barn. Everywhere, the commune members stopped what they were doing to talk with him. They all seemed to be in their sixties and seventies, and firmly mired in 1970. The women favored long hair and jewelry. A couple of the men had grizzled beards and thin gray ponytails, but others looked like any man on the street in Barringer’s Pass, if you made exceptions for the peace signs and flowers embroidered into their frayed jeans. And every one of them asked what he thought about what they were doing, and wanted to hear all about his landscaping business. It felt more like an intensive interview than a psychological assessment, but he knew opinions were being shaped. It was his job to ensure they weren’t favorable.

			“My business isn’t actually doing that well,” he told the bushy-bearded man named Pete. “Maybe I don’t put enough effort into it.” He shrugged to show that he was fine with a lazy lifestyle.

			“That’s not true,” Sophie interjected. He hadn’t seen her behind him, but she stepped to his side, giving him an admonishing look. “He puts in endless hours, and it’s beginning to pay off. He’s just finishing a big job for an influential client, and more are bound to follow once they see his work.”

			Trying to look unconcerned, he pointed out the one fact she couldn’t dispute. “That’ll probably change if they arrest me for murder.”

			She stuck her hands on her hips, not letting him enjoy his bad-ass image for a second. “If they do, they’re wrong, and they’ll have a huge fight on their hands, not to mention a possible lawsuit for harassment and false arrest. I’ve had it with this town’s prejudice.”

			He could only hope his tolerant smile made her look naive if she believed that. Whether Pete bought it was unclear; his piercing gaze darted between them but he made no comment as Sophie continued to vent her frustration with local attitudes and opinions.

			He tried again with the woman called Feather. She smiled fondly at him, her eyes crinkling with kindness behind her wire-rimmed spectacles, and he steeled himself against her grandmotherly charm. Since they all seemed to be as highly educated as Sophie, he emphasized his significant failings in that area. “I do my best, but it’s not like I’m professionally trained, you know. I didn’t take any classes in design or horticulture or running a small business—none of it. Guess I should have. There’s probably a lot I don’t know about landscape design.”

			Feather shook her head, sending her frizzy gray hair waving around her head like a fuzzy halo. “Don’t buy into that establishment bullshit, man.” Tiny bells tinkled somewhere in the mass of beads around her neck as she gripped his arm to emphasize her point. “Books are great, but some things have to come from the heart. The best artists are self-taught, and that’s what you are. An artist.”

			He had to stomp down a flush of pleasure at finding someone who understood that part of his profession. “Uh, well, it’s mostly just moving dirt and rocks around.”

			She laughed. “I saw what you did at Jase and Zoe’s house, and that was pure artistry.”

			Shit, he’d forgotten about that family connection. And he wouldn’t deny it—the job he’d done for Jase was impressive.

			“Plus, I can tell you care for the environment in the way you incorporated native vegetation in the design, and you didn’t interfere with the natural runoff on that slope. That kind of insight is vital to the delicate ecology of the mountains.”

			“I guess.” It was tough to argue with someone who really got what he was doing.

			Excitement sparked behind her granny glasses. “I’ll bet you designed the backyard for that little house up on Spring Street, too, didn’t you? That’s your style.”

			He had a style? He felt pride light his expression, and squashed it. “The natural features of that property made it easy.”

			She shook her fuzzy halo again. “It was easy because you saw how to work that gazebo and flower garden into the yard without ruining the rugged feel of the mountains. Pure artistry. Super cool, man.”

			“Uh, thanks.” This wasn’t going as planned. He’d never had to work at damaging his reputation before, and wasn’t sure what more he could do without confessing to a murder he didn’t commit. He was brooding over it when Kate led them into the barn to meet the woman who took care of their sheep. The first surprise was that she was young, not a sixty-five-year-old hippie. The second surprise was the two women with her.

			“Zane, this is Gwen. She married Pete’s son Eli, and they both decided to stay here. And you know—”

			“Zoe,” he said. “And Maggie.”

			Kate’s happy smile took in all three of her daughters, seeming not to notice that the older two hadn’t bothered to say hello. “Zoe and Gwen are starting a clothing line using wool from the sheep, and Maggie is thinking of carrying some of the items in her store. If we could just find something to do with insects, I might be able to talk Sophie into getting involved with the commune, too.” She laughed, but Zane thought she meant it. They were a close family.

			“Hey,” Kate said, brightening at a sudden thought. “Do you want to see Zoe and Gwen’s clothing line? I have the first samples at the house.”

			“Sure!” Sophie gave Zane an apologetic grin. “I don’t suppose you’re interested in a fashion show.”

			“That’s okay, go with your mom. I’ll stay here and check out the sheep.” He held Maggie’s eyes as he said it, then turned a direct look on Zoe, letting them know he had no interest in the sheep. It was them he wanted to talk to.

			Sophie went off with her mother, the two of them chatting about shawls and sweaters until their voices faded away, leaving nothing but the occasional bleating of sheep in the adjoining pasture to break the silence. Gwen took one look at the serious expressions on their faces as the three stared silently at one another and excused herself to go do something outside.

			He stood in the main aisle of the barn, empty sheep pens on either side, facing Sophie’s sisters. From the open doors, beams of sunlight shot through the gloom, touching her sisters’ red hair with fire, and surrounding them with dancing dust motes. Very pretty. Much prettier than the nearly identical looks of suspicion they were drilling into him.

			Good; if he could build on that, he might not have to worry about Sophie for quite a while.

			“What are you doing here?” Maggie asked.

			He would have been rude, telling her it was none of her business, but on this issue he needed them on his side. “I brought Sophie to stay here because she’s in danger. She thinks it’s for a few days, but you should convince her to stay as long as possible.”

			Their dagger-filled stares vanished, replaced by startled expressions of concern. “What kind of danger?” Maggie demanded, while Zoe asked, “Why is she in danger?”

			“She’s in danger because she’s trying to defend me,” he told Zoe, making his bad influence clear. “She’s going places she shouldn’t go, talking to people who have things to hide. People who get awfully nervous when they think someone knows more than they should.” He looked at Maggie. “Last night someone chased her through the woods, brandishing a knife. He could simply have wanted to scare her, to make her back off, but I think he meant to kill her. She’s lucky she got away. She might not be so lucky next time.”

			Panic touched their faces as they both began talking. “She didn’t say anything about it!” he heard, followed by irritation that Cal hadn’t informed Maggie, and alarmed comments to each other about the scratches on Sophie’s neck and hands. Finally, Zoe said, “I’m going to make her talk,” taking a determined step toward the open barn door.

			“Wait.” Maggie laid a hand on her forearm while leveling a sharp look at Zane. “Why did she tell you and not us? Were you with her? How do we know the guy with the knife wasn’t after you?”

			Zoe seemed suddenly interested in hearing his answer, too.

			He bit back a dry smile; making sure these two didn’t like him was going to be incredibly easy. “I wasn’t with her. She was alone, but she called me when she got to safety. My guess is that she didn’t call you because she doesn’t want anyone trying to stop her from snooping around. If you ask her about it, she’ll play it down, but you should know it was serious. Someone wants to hurt her, maybe kill her. She needs to be as far from B-Pass as possible.”

			Maggie frowned. “We should talk her into going farther away,” she told Zoe. “Doesn’t she have an old roommate in California?”

			“That won’t work,” he said, cutting off their plans before they could form. “She just turned down a job offer because it was in Costa Rica.”

			Zoe’s head jerked back in surprise. “She turned down a job offer? A real one, as an entomologist?”

			“Working with insects and reptiles on a movie set,” he told her. “Probably making more money than she’d make at some research lab.”

			He knew he’d surprised them again from the puzzled looks they exchanged. They studied him, as if he’d somehow had something to do with that decision. “I told her to take the job,” he said, in case there was any doubt.

			“But she wanted to stay here and defend you instead?”

			She hadn’t given a reason, but that sounded like a good one to go with. “Yeah. Not a good idea.”

			“She has a strong sense of social justice,” Zoe said.

			“Maybe it’s misplaced.”

			“Uh-huh.” Maggie tipped her head, watching him so closely he wondered if she’d picked up the technique from Cal. He felt like a suspect. “Why did you bring her here, again?”

			“I told you, to keep her away from a killer.”

			“But isn’t she just about the only one who believes in you? Why wouldn’t you want her help?”

			He saw where she was going now, and he wasn’t walking into that trap, acting as if he cared about her. Hardening his expression, he said, “I can take care of myself, and if you want to know the truth, your sister’s getting in my way. She’s poking into my personal life and possibly getting someone very worried. So I’m dumping her with her family. I figured you’d appreciate it, since someone tried to kill her.” He shouldn’t have to remind them of that, but they seemed suddenly hesitant about keeping her here. “If you’re not worried about her, then sorry I bothered. Just so long as you let Cal know I tried to leave her here, so he can’t blame me when something happens to her.”

			“Because this is all about you,” Maggie said.

			“Of course it is.”

			Zoe did that same quizzical head tilt; maybe it was a family thing. “We thought you were interested in Sophie, that maybe you wanted to start up whatever you two had going ten years ago.”

			“What? Hell, no!” She’d hit so close to his real feelings that he blurted out a denial when he probably should have laughed it off. He didn’t know how much they knew about ten years ago, but they couldn’t possibly know about last night, and he didn’t want them thinking he had tender feelings for Sophie. He needed them to disapprove of him. The best way was to channel Emmett. “She’s okay for a good time, but now’s not the time, you know? Maybe if the police clear my name, I’ll be interested.” If that wasn’t sufficiently disrespectful, he didn’t know what would be.

			They exchanged a look again, and he couldn’t read it, but knew it wasn’t the irritation he’d been hoping for. Damn it, why not?

			“Will the police clear your name?” Maggie asked.

			He went with surly and defensive. “How should I know? Why don’t you ask your husband?”

			“I already know what he thinks. He thinks you did it, and he intends to prove it.” She lifted an eyebrow. “But I’m asking you. Did you kill that girl?”

			How had this become about him instead of Sophie? “Why do you care?”

			“Sophie thinks you’re innocent. Maybe I care about the right person being caught, too.”

			He didn’t mind misleading them, but he wasn’t stupid enough to confess to a murder to do it. “I don’t care what Sophie thinks, just what the cops think.”

			“But she obviously cares about you,” Zoe added. “Enough that she blew her only chance at a job because of you.”

			“She didn’t blow it; she could still get it if she wants it.”

			“I don’t mean the movie job.”

			He squinted at her in confusion. “What job? Where?”

			“A lab in Juniper. The guy would have hired her if she didn’t have a connection to you. But she wouldn’t quit working for you.”

			Damn it. She hadn’t said a thing.

			“Then that’s a perfect example. She should just stay out of my life. Maybe you can convince her to do that.” He wasn’t sure how they’d done it, but he felt cornered. He turned on his heel before they could come up with more uncomfortable questions, and strode out of the barn.

			It hadn’t gone as well as he’d planned, but maybe it was good enough. He’d let them know about the danger to Sophie and how it all related to him, and they would make sure everyone at the commune knew about it. He couldn’t do more than that.
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			Sophie couldn’t convince Zane to stay for supper, but Feather did. He had no choice, really. He mentioned the geology of the area and before Sophie knew it he was in the kitchen with Feather, discussing soil erosion and native habitats as she prepared supper. From the living room where she looked over Gwen’s designs for a loom, she heard him get roped into salad preparations as he talked with Feather, and before he realized it he was sitting down to eat with the whole commune.

			It was awkward for about ten seconds, then Pete made a comment about Zane bulldozing the scenery to fit suburban sensibilities, and the ensuing debate carried them through supper. She stayed out of it, letting Zane defend his positions while her family got their first real view of his values, and his love for the land. She knew that would win them over where all her protestations of his innocence would not. She especially wanted Maggie and Zoe to realize he wasn’t the devious person they thought he was, but they watched without saying anything and she couldn’t tell what they thought. At least the rest of her family seemed to like him. By the time he said good-bye, he had several heartfelt invitations to return, anytime.

			She walked him out to the truck, tucked against his side, reluctant to let him go. After spending last night in his bed, she was looking forward to doing it again, and he’d put her plans on indefinite hold. She backed him up to the truck, as if her slight body were enough to keep him there if he wanted to move.

			“We have to stop this pattern,” she told him.

			“What pattern?”

			“The pattern of spending one night together every ten years. I don’t want to wait another ten years to sleep with you again.”

			He tensed a little. “You know why you can’t stay with me now.”

			“I know. I just wish things were different.”

			“So do I.”

			He didn’t sound as wistful as she did. More like he was bracing himself for something difficult. She imagined it was normal for him to expect a bad situation to get worse; in his experience, it always had. She couldn’t convince him otherwise, but this time he’d see that others could stand up for him. She was doing it, and she was confident her family would, too. Today had probably gone a long way toward making that happen.

			“Bye for now,” she said, leaning in to kiss him.

			He softened momentarily, wrapping her in his arms and kissing her thoroughly before pushing away. His face had already gone distant when he stroked his fingers down her cheek. “Good-bye, Sophie.”

			“See you soon,” she told him as he got in the truck, purposely ending on a positive note. He didn’t answer, starting the engine and putting the truck in gear. He glanced at her once more, lifting his hand in a brief wave as he drove off. She watched until the tailgate disappeared around a stand of trees, then stood there even longer until the sound of the engine faded into the evening and he was gone.

			Soft footsteps beside her made her turn. “Looks like Zane’s no longer a dipshit,” Maggie said.

			She smiled. “I suppose not.”

			“You still believe he’s innocent?”

			“Without a doubt.” She turned to look her sister in the eye. “He didn’t kill anyone, Maggie. That sort of rage isn’t in him.” She couldn’t believe she was the only one who saw it. “What did you think of him?” she asked, caring more about the answer than she wanted to admit.

			Maggie was silent for a moment, staring thoughtfully down the empty driveway. “He’s hard to figure out.”

			It wasn’t negative, but it wasn’t the positive endorsement she’d hoped for. She tried not to let her disappointment show. “I guess.”

			“There’s a lot more to Zane Thorson than I thought.”

			Her serious tone gave the words more weight than they might otherwise have had. Sophie narrowed her eyes at her sister. “What did he say to you when I left you guys in the barn?”

			Maggie gave her a hard look. “He told us someone tried to kill you.”

			Sophie winced. “Shit.” When that annoyed Maggie, she said, “Don’t turn it into a big deal. We can’t even be sure the guy knew who I was. I might have been a random victim.”

			“Or maybe it was because you were poking around, asking questions.”

			She grumbled a few curses at Zane under her breath. “I was going to tell you.”

			“When?”

			“I don’t know. Tonight, after things settled down.”

			“After Zane was gone.”

			“Yes,” she snapped. “Because Mom and everyone would get all upset, and I didn’t want this black cloud of doom hovering overhead, interfering with everyone getting to know him.”

			“And because Zane might fill in the details you conveniently leave out.”

			She was more steamed at Zane, but Maggie was the one standing in front of her. “Just what in the hell did he tell you? He wasn’t even there, you know.” She jabbed a thumb at her chest. “I’m the one who knows what happened.”

			“But you don’t want us to know.”

			She huffed her irritation. “That’s right, because it’ll just be one more thing to hang on Zane, another bit of so-called proof that he’s no good and I shouldn’t be around him. Just what you’d expect from a Thorson. Well, excuse me for not wanting you to lump an innocent man in with the social rejects and criminals.”

			She didn’t expect to get away with a fiery tirade without setting off the same thing in her sister, and braced herself for a furious rebuttal. Instead, Maggie’s gaze was unfocused as she looked at nothing, nodding to herself. “No, that’s what he wanted us to do.”

			Sophie frowned in confusion. “What?”

			Maggie didn’t seem to hear her. She stared into the distance for several seconds before blinking and focusing on Sophie. “I need to go home.” As if the words had broken a spell, she turned on her heel and started toward the house.

			“Wait, tell me what you . . .” She let her words trail off as Maggie broke into a trot. Her frown deepened. She was sure Maggie’s odd behavior had something to do with Zane, but for the life of her she couldn’t figure out what.
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			Zane noticed the black car parked at the side of the road, but drove past when he saw no sign that anyone needed help. Thirty seconds later it followed him up his driveway. A police cruiser followed it. They parked behind him, each car angled to the side as if blocking a potential getaway. This couldn’t be good.

			He met them at the back of his truck, standing calmly with hands at his sides as two men approached. He recognized the guy in a suit as a detective he’d spoken to. The other wore a Barringer’s Pass police uniform. Both looked edgy, and the uniformed cop had his hand on his belt, too close to his gun for comfort. With yesterday’s nervous cop at the Greystone fresh in his mind, Zane wasn’t about to give him any reason to pull it out.

			They stopped in front of him, crowding his personal space, but he held his ground. “Detective Handleson, Barringer’s Pass police,” the suit said.

			“I remember.”

			“Zane Thorson, you’re under arrest for the murder of Rena Torres.”

			Zip cuffs suddenly appeared in the uniformed cop’s hands and he grabbed Zane’s arm, jerking him around. The quick physical assault raised the instinct to resist, and he willfully restrained it, calmly allowing his hands to be cuffed as his mind whirled in sudden panic.

			He’d been half-expecting this since Sophie discovered Rena’s body, but now that it was happening, he found himself lost in a whirlwind of thoughts.

			The job at Reznick’s place wasn’t done. Hell, he hadn’t even had a chance to bill him.

			Sophie was going to go ballistic when she found out.

			The tenuous new friendships at the commune that he’d dared to think might be real would crumble to dust.

			One depressing thought overrode it all—the police wouldn’t do this without solid evidence that would stand up in court. They must have found his DNA on Rena’s body.

			The cop pulled him around to face the detective again. He saw smug satisfaction in the man’s eyes as he met Zane’s stony expression.

			“You have the right to remain silent—,” he began.

			“I want to speak to my attorney,” Zane said. Then he didn’t say another word.

		

	
		
			16

			Sophie heard the dogs bark outside but paid no attention until the front door of the commune slammed and Zoe yelled her name. By the time she got downstairs, Zoe had checked the kitchen, yelled, “Sophie!” again, and nearly bumped into her in the living room.

			“I’m right here,” Sophie said. “What’s wrong?”

			Even at a full stop, Zoe seemed to vibrate with energy. “Zane’s been arrested.”

			Sophie felt her face go slack. Denial leapt straight to the front of her brain. “No! They can’t . . .” But she knew they could. Had been afraid they would.

			“They took him in last night. First-degree murder,” Zoe said, spitting out facts as fast as Sophie could take them in. “Maggie called me. He’ll be arraigned later today. You can be in the courtroom. You won’t be able to talk to him, but I have the name of his attorney. We can see him before the arraignment.”

			She froze for a second, absorbing it, swallowing back the sickness that rose in her throat. The game had changed. She had to get past the sinking realization that they had found evidence against him, and the certainty that his DNA combined with the Thorson name would be enough to convict him. Those thoughts would bog her down, overwhelm her when she needed to think clearly. To think of what she could do to prove someone else had killed Rena Torres.

			She didn’t know how long she stood there, staring, but it was long enough for Zoe to look worried. “Sophie? Now do you think he might be guilty?”

			“What? No!” It was the jolt she needed to get her moving. “I need to see him.”

			“That’s why I’m here. Grab your purse and let’s go.”

			She spun around and started up the stairs, then stopped. Turning, she looked down at Zoe. She didn’t want to ask, but had to know. “Do you think he’s guilty?”

			Zoe’s mouth pressed into a grim line. “I don’t know, Sophie. But if you say he’s innocent, I’m behind you.”

			It might be qualified support, but it counted. The wave of relief that hit her proved how much she’d needed to hear it. Finally, she wasn’t the only one on Zane’s side. She flashed her sister a quick smile and ran to get her purse.
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			Sophie had a million questions. Since Zoe had no answers, they drove in tense silence. She watched pensively as the sign for Natural Designs appeared ahead, dreading the sight of the closed storage barn and deserted yard. The place had always hummed with Zane’s energy and busy schedule, and the thought of a quiet, shuttered office and barn only deepened her anxiety over Zane’s future.

			But the place wasn’t deserted. A van and a pickup truck were parked outside the office, their owners leaning against them as if waiting for someone to open the gate to the equipment yard.

			Hooter and Manny. Damn, Manny had responded to her plea to return to work, and now she had to tell him to go home.

			“Turn in, Zoe,” she directed, already disliking what she had to do. “I don’t think Zane’s employees heard the news yet.”

			She hated that their worries would be for themselves, not Zane. Manny might express polite concern, but from what she could tell he avoided interacting with anyone more than necessary, Zane included. Zane had told her his family was in Mexico, and he seemed to have no close friends. Hooter wouldn’t care about anything other than his lost income.

			Zoe pulled up behind the other vehicles. Sophie got out, her stomach tightening at the thought of what she had to say.

			A toothpick hanging from Hooter’s mouth bobbed in time with her steps as he watched her approach. “Hey, sweetheart, where’s your gloves and work boots? Or did you chip a nail and call in sick?”

			His taunting slid off her with no effect, irrelevant in the face of a more serious issue. She said it fast to get it over with. “No one’s working today. Zane’s been arrested, and we’re all out of work until he’s out again.” She refused to accept that that wouldn’t happen.

			Hooter skipped the initial disbelief she still felt. “Goddamn,” he breathed, letting the toothpick fall from his mouth. “The son of a bitch really did kill her.”

			“No, he didn’t,” she snapped, glaring. “They arrested the wrong person, but he’s stuck until he can prove it.” When Hooter snorted in disbelief, she added, “You ever hear of innocent until proven guilty?”

			He coughed out a sharp laugh. “You ever hear of the Thorsons, babycakes? Bad blood tells every time. You’re probably lucky to be alive, seeing how much time you spent with him.” He pulled a set of keys from his pocket. “Maybe I’ll raise a beer to local law enforcement.” He opened the door of his truck, then looked at Manny. “A word of advice, Man-well—don’t listen to Mary Sunshine here. She’s blowing rainbows out her ass. Thorson did it, and they wouldn’t have him in jail if they couldn’t prove it. If I was you, I’d be looking for a new job.”

			Sophie stepped aside as Hooter started his truck and whipped it into a fast reverse arc, barely missing Zoe’s car, then shot down the drive toward the highway.

			She looked at Manny. His calm face showed neither concern nor disbelief, and she couldn’t deny a stab of disappointment. “You don’t seem surprised,” she said.

			He lifted one shoulder. “The body was buried here. Who else would do that?”

			“Anyone!” The ease with which everyone took that as proof of Zane’s guilt annoyed her. “To divert suspicion.”

			“No one else can get in.” He gestured toward the locked gate that had kept him and Hooter in the parking lot.

			She frowned over the damn facts that kept pointing to Zane. “There was a second key in the office. Maybe someone made a copy. Or borrowed it. I don’t know.” She waved it aside, too irritated to list the infinite possibilities once someone knew about the spare key. “But I do know that Zane didn’t kill Rena Torres, and I intend to prove it. As soon as I figure out what the evidence means.” She muttered the last sentence in frustration.

			For the first time, Manny showed a spark of interest. “What evidence?”

			Cal hadn’t wanted her to talk about it, but it couldn’t possibly matter now that they’d made an arrest. “Rena had been around some exotic insects. If they can figure out where she’d been, it might indicate who killed her.”

			His eyes widened and he absorbed the news in silence for a couple of seconds. “I didn’t hear about this.”

			“It’s not general knowledge. The police asked me to identify pieces of beetles and spiders from her clothing, and to talk to a guy who sells them to see if we could find someone around here who has them.”

			He froze for a few seconds. Surprised, no doubt. And confused. She couldn’t blame him. “Why they ask you?”

			“I, uh . . .” She flushed, mildly embarrassed that she’d been so secretive about her advanced degree. “That’s what I studied in school. I was working for Zane because I couldn’t find a job in my field. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be secretive, I just didn’t want to give Hooter and Cory more ammunition.”

			“So now you work for the police?”

			“No. I mean, yes, but just temporarily. I was a consultant.”

			“But you found out who has these bugs?”

			He seemed to have trouble understanding her role, and she supposed it did sound odd. “I tried, but I didn’t get any names. The police will try again, though. Maybe search the records of the one dealer they know.” She wanted to believe that, but knew they’d never look further unless she could give them a reason. “Even if they don’t, I’ll find something. I can’t let Zane go to prison for something he didn’t do.”

			“Maybe he did.”

			“He didn’t. I’ve known Zane a long time, Manny.” Technically, it was true, even if they didn’t speak for most of that time. “I know he didn’t kill that girl.”

			He nodded, looking at her as if reassessing his opinion of her. Adding more respect, she hoped.

			“What will you do?” he asked.

			Good question. She wished she had a better answer. “I’ll keep looking for people who keep exotic insects.”

			For a moment his eyes seemed to be unfocused, as though his thoughts were far away. And unpleasant, judging by his puckered brows. “Like tarantulas?” he finally said.

			Something about the way he said it sent shivers across her shoulders. “Manny, do you know someone who has exotic insects?”

			“I don’t know him, but I know who he is. He talks a lot, likes to scare people with his big spiders.”

			She tried to contain the excitement that was rising from her toes and shooting through the top of her head. One collector could lead her to others. “Does he live around here?”

			He shrugged. “He goes to the Moosehead.”

			Perfect! He could be more than a source of information; he could be the killer himself. “What’s his name?”

			He hesitated. “I heard others call him Ogden. Brice Ogden.”

			“Thanks!”

			“Wait.” She had already started toward Zoe’s car, but turned back. “This man, he has dogs, too. For fighting. He would not talk to police.”

			She nodded her understanding, wondering why in the heck Manny went to the Moosehead. He seemed too nice to hang out there. But as introverted as he was, maybe he just wanted a place where people would leave him alone. It was the reason Zane had gone there.

			With a quick wave good-bye, she slid into the passenger seat, got out her phone, and began searching phone directories.

			“What’s going on?” Zoe asked.

			“I got a lead on someone who keeps exotic insects.” She gave her sister a quick look, and realized from her blank expression that she didn’t know about the bug evidence. “There were bits of insects on Rena’s clothes and hair, from exotic species. I identified them for the police, but they can’t figure out how she came in contact with them. If I can find someone who owns those particular insects, it could prove that someone else was with Rena Torres when she died.” She went back to her search, and didn’t need much time. “Here he is! Damn, he’s all the way on the other side of Juniper.”

			Zoe’s forehead wrinkled as she puzzled out why that information might be irritating. “You can’t be thinking of going to see him.”

			“I have to. He doesn’t like cops and won’t talk to them. Believe me, Zoe, these bug guys can be strange.” Or he could be perfectly normal with a scientific interest in spiders. But the fact that he hung out at the Moosehead, bragging about his big hairy spiders argued against it. She didn’t want to be stupid about this. “I’ll ask Cal to go with me. Off duty.”

			“Sensible.”

			She called. The fact that he answered right away seemed promising. “Are you off today?”

			“All day.”

			“Want to go with me to talk to a guy who owns a tarantula, and maybe other spiders or beetles?”

			“Not really.”

			Her good mood faltered. “Why not? I’m talking about a guy who could be responsible for those bug parts on Rena’s clothes. He might even be the real killer!”

			“We’ve got the real killer, Sophie. I’m sorry, but you can’t argue with DNA. Zane lied—he was with her.”

			“But he didn’t kill her!” It was starting to feel like shouting down a dark well and getting no response but her own echo.

			She could hear Cal’s tight sigh. “A jury will decide that now. Let it go, Sophie. You tried, but you were wrong.”

			“Have a nice day, Cal.” She hung up and looked at Zoe. “If Maggie talked to him, she didn’t get through. The cops think they have their killer. I’m on my own.”

			“This is dumb, Sophie.”

			But she was already dialing. “He’s probably not even home.” She said it to reassure Zoe while hoping it wasn’t true. After two rings, a man answered. She hung up, staring at Zoe in surprise. “He’s home!”

			“Why’d you hang up?”

			“So he can’t tell me not to come see him.”

			“Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

			“I’m trying to get information. He’s not going to kill me for asking a few questions,” she scoffed, then paused to ask herself if it was true. She’d make it true. She wouldn’t act threatening. Envisioning the scenario, she decided to be a collector looking for a fellow spider geek to give her advice. She’d seem harmless.

			Zoe didn’t look as if she agreed. “Find another police officer to go with you.”

			She shook her head. “He won’t talk to them, he’d be too suspicious. The cops can’t get a warrant to search his place just because he has a pet tarantula. They can only ask for information and hope for cooperation. And they won’t get it. And if he’s actually guilty of killing Rena and I come with a cop, it’ll only give him time to get rid of the evidence. By the time they have enough on him to get a warrant, any other exotic insects will be gone. Poof, no evidence. But right now he’s not suspicious, and he’s home.”

			“And Zane will be in court in two hours. You won’t make it in time, and you’ll miss your chance to see him and talk to his attorney.”

			She was right. Sophie leaned back and propped her elbow on the armrest, tapping her teeth in a nervous rhythm with her thumbnail as she thought it through. She could call the guy, tell him she was interested in exotics, and make an appointment to see him. If he didn’t say no. She remembered Artie’s suspicious tone on the phone and knew Brice Ogden would be even more wary of strangers if he was into dog fighting. It would be better to catch him off guard, to show up without warning.

			But she’d miss Zane’s arraignment. Not that she’d be able to talk with him, anyway, but she wanted him to see her in court, to know that she had his back. Wanted to meet his attorney, too. Update him on her search for a collector.

			She gave Zoe a speculative look. Her sister could do all that.

			Zoe rolled her eyes before she could ask her. “I don’t believe it. Is this bug stuff really that important?”

			She put all the sincerity she had into her reply. “It could help us find the real killer, Zoe, and I’m not sure anything less than that will keep them from pinning Rena’s murder on Zane. So yes, it’s that important.”

			Zoe sighed. “Fine. I’ll drop you at your Jeep; where is it?”

			“That repair place on Division. Cal said it had a flat and a cracked radiator. It’s supposed to be done today.”
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			It was. She silently blessed all auto mechanics and handed over her credit card, wincing at the thought of another bill when she had no income. Before Zoe drove off, she gave her instructions. “You have to make sure Zane sees you in the courtroom.”

			“I know, I will.”

			“And you have to find his lawyer before the arraignment. Tell him to let Zane know we’ll arrange bail if we can. Somehow.”

			“Got it.” Zoe opened her car door.

			“And find out what evidence they found that made them arrest him.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it, but she had to know how convincing it might be. And how the prosecutor might twist it.

			“Right.” Zoe slipped inside and closed the door.

			Sophie leaned her arms on the open window. “And find out when he can have visitors.”

			“Okay.” Zoe started the car and eased forward.

			“Wait!” Panic shot through her with an electric jolt. Zoe represented a tenuous connection to Zane, Sophie’s only connection, and letting her go felt like severing the last tie between them.

			“Sophie.” Zoe said it firmly, with a look that warned of growing impatience. “Do you want to come with me?”

			She did, desperately. “I can’t.” But she couldn’t leave him sitting in jail without some sort of reassurance that she was still there for him. That she cared about him and was working to free him. That she loved him.

			The word floated in her mind as if it had always been there, attached to every thought she had of Zane. It quivered on the tip of her tongue, wanting to come out. One word that carried an entire message. I’m here, I care, I’m doing everything I can to help. Love implied all that, and more.

			It might scare him to hear it, but it was true. She hadn’t said it ten years ago, but she wouldn’t make that mistake again. Whatever happened, she wanted him to know that he’d touched her that deeply, that the connection was alive and strong, and not easily broken.

			“Tell him . . .”

			“Yes, what?” Zoe waited, tapping a finger on the steering wheel.

			She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t let those words go through her sister, to Zane’s lawyer, to him. They were special, not something to pass around like a note. She had to say them herself, to his face. “Tell him I still believe in him,” she finished. It sounded weak compared to I love you, but it would have to do for now.

			“Fine, see you later.” Zoe pulled away quickly this time, then braked, looking back with a stern expression. “And you be careful.”

			“I will. Promise.” She smiled reassuringly until Zoe had gone. Then she got in her Jeep, took a deep breath, and blew it out. Spider Boy hadn’t been dangerous, just weird. But if Brice Ogden was into dog fighting and hanging out at the Moosehead, he was probably older, with a twist of cruelty. This wouldn’t be fun.
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			“Zane Thorson, stand please.”

			Zane rose to his feet, moving as smoothly as possible so his handcuffs and ankle chains wouldn’t rattle. Every little jangle played on his nerves, reminding him of how thoroughly he’d lost control of every part of his life. All he had left was the opportunity to plead his case, and that he’d turned over to his attorney. His only speaking part in the drama was now.

			The judge turned to face the two rows of benches where a jury would sit, currently occupied by men in orange scrubs, cuffed and awaiting arraignment. He zeroed in on Zane. “Mr. Thorson, you are charged with first-degree felony murder in the death of Rena Torres. Do you understand the charge?”

			“Yes, Your Honor.”

			“How do you plead?”

			“Not guilty, Your Honor.”

			“You may sit down.”

			That was it. Two words: not guilty. The rest of his life was now in the hands of the stranger he’d hired to defend him. Bradley Boggs, criminal defense attorney, specializing in drunk driving and domestic-assault cases. No one in Barringer’s Pass or neighboring Juniper had specialized in murder trials.

			He tried to pay attention to what Boggs was saying, but he couldn’t concentrate. His mind felt detached from his body, unable to accept that he sat handcuffed in the very courtroom where his father had been convicted on two counts of second-degree murder. Across the hall from the courtroom where Emmett had beaten a charge of rape and aggravated assault. Now here he was, the last Thorson to fall to the judicial system. A sense of unreality clouded his mind, conflicting with an ironic sense of inevitability. As much as he didn’t want to accept it, he’d been fated to end up here, as sure as his name was Thorson.

			Boggs and the judge droned on, swapping legal phrases, and Zane steeled himself for a scan of the courtroom. Behind a low rail, banks of chairs were half filled with family and friends of the accused, plus a couple of people looking bored—reporters. Anger and embarrassment hit him in a stomach-churning mixture. He silently raged against the slanted news releases he knew were coming, and at the same time felt ashamed that the few people who mattered to him would see him in this position, sitting where he’d sworn he’d never be. He dreaded having to face their pity, but couldn’t look away. The need to see a friendly face overcame the shame, and he searched the room, daring to hope.

			Will Chambers. He spotted his friend right away in an aisle seat, sitting bolt upright, trying to catch his eye. Will nodded and forced a smile of encouragement. Zane tried to give him one in return, but knew it lacked conviction. Whatever positive message Will was trying to get across must have died somewhere in the oppressive air between them, because it wasn’t having any effect on his mood. He let his gaze roam farther, searching each row all the way to the back of the room, then starting on the other side of the aisle.

			There. He spotted Zoe’s strawberry blond hair in the second row. Sophie would be with her. His heart sped up, not wanting her to see him here, yet unable to silence the part of him that needed her. His eyes darted over the chairs on each side of Zoe, back and forth, ignoring her intent look. Then behind her. Then all the other chairs. Sophie wasn’t there.

			He nearly sucked in a breath at the stabbing pain in his chest, and tried to numb himself to her absence instead. He should be relieved. Thankful, even. His arrest had made her come to her senses and realize how wrong they were for each other. Either that, or she’d finally listened to advice and done what she was supposed to do—stay away from him. Reporters could make him out to be a cold-blooded murderer, but they wouldn’t be able to drag her through the mud with him.

			That would be a good explanation if he believed it. But when had Sophie ever done what he’d told her to do? She followed her own determined course, no matter how misguided, standing up to anyone to see justice done. She should be here.

			Unless she believed justice was being served. It was the only explanation that made sense. As much as he’d like to think she was staying away to protect her own reputation, he had to assume that the things he’d said to her sisters had gotten back to her. She’d probably decided she would no longer be the pest he’d accused her of being.

			He looked away, not wanting to see the anxious look on Zoe’s face or the reassurance on Will’s. Sophie hadn’t come. That was all he needed to know. It had taken a lot to shake her belief in him, but he’d finally done it.

			As soon as he got past feeling sorry for himself, he’d be glad she’d made the right choice. Sophie’s life held too much promise to publicly link herself to a convicted murderer. Which is what he would soon be.

			The unfairness of it overwhelmed him. A black depression was sucking him under when a woman’s raised voice pulled him back to the real world. He blinked at the prosecutor, who stood at her desk, gesturing at him in an agitated manner.

			“But, Your Honor!” she said. “The defendant is charged with first-degree murder!”

			“Miss Howard, I’m aware of the charges. I’m also aware of the evidence against him.”

			What did that mean? Zane had barely had five minutes to speak with his attorney before they’d hustled him into the courtroom, and they’d talked more about what would happen today than about the details of his defense.

			Whatever it meant, it didn’t deter Miss Howard from her outrage. “The prosecution asks that bail be set at one million dollars, Your Honor.”

			Zane lifted his eyebrows at the amount. Not that it mattered—he wouldn’t be making bail. He barely had enough money in the bank to pay a month’s bills, much less a million dollars in bail. A bondsman would cost him ten percent of the bail plus a fee, all nonrefundable. He’d have to sell the backhoe, dump truck, and everything else he owned, which meant he might as well close up shop.

			The judge seemed as unimpressed by the prosecutor’s argument as he was. “Miss Howard, the defendant has no criminal history. In fact, he has never had so much as a parking ticket. You have offered no evidence that he is a flight risk, and seeing that Mr. Thorson has a business that ties him to this community, I find no reason to believe he will try to leave. However, considering the seriousness of the charges against him, bail is set at five hundred thousand dollars. We’ll see you in ten weeks, Mr. Boggs.” The gavel cracked against the desk, emphasizing his decision.

			Miss Howard pressed her lips together in annoyed silence. Zane remained unmoved. His whole business wasn’t worth five hundred thousand, and even if it was, he couldn’t afford to give up fifty thousand to a bondsman to cover his bail. It looked like he’d be wearing orange for the next ten weeks, until his trial. And for another thirty or forty years after that.
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			Sophie would have felt better about Brice Ogden’s house if it was within sight of the highway. Or even another house. But his driveway snaked through a good quarter-mile of pine and aspen forest before ending in a scrubby clearing with an old wood-framed house in the center. A long barn-like structure farther back had at least a dozen cement-floored fenced yards stretching along one side. She didn’t have to wonder what they were for—as soon as she slammed the Jeep’s door, a cacophony of barking sounded from the barn, and a group of pit bulls rushed into their fenced runs, each one a bundle of bunched muscles and scarred brown fur. Sophie kept an eye on them as she walked quickly toward the house.

			Halfway to the house the door opened and a middle-aged woman stepped out. She brushed yellow hair behind her ear as she eyed Sophie. “If you’re selling something, honey, we ain’t buying.”

			Sophie spoke over the wild barking off to her left. “I’m looking for Brice Ogden.”

			“Oh yeah?” The woman tipped her chin up, looking her over from head to toe. “What for?”

			If there was an answer that wouldn’t get her immediately dismissed, she didn’t know what it was. “I’m hoping he can help me.”

			The woman scowled, but didn’t have a chance to say more. A large man walked out the door behind her, letting the screen door slap shut as he walked around the woman. “What you want?”

			His voice was gruff, his attitude defensive, and it took about two seconds to decide that he made a decent murder suspect—big enough to overpower most women, and arrogant enough to think he could get away with it. The desert camo pants and army boots added to the tough look, even though his gut put him a good forty pounds over army standards. His canine companions didn’t add anything to his character references. “Are you Brice Ogden?”

			“Who’s asking?”

			“Shut up!” Sophie flinched as the woman yelled it into the air. Behind the house, the barking died down to a few snarls, then started up again as loudly as before.

			Sophie raised her voice. “My name’s Sophie Larkin. I was told you might be able to help put me in touch with some people who own tarantulas.”

			He gave her the same up-and-down examination the woman had. “Yeah? Who told you that?”

			As suspected, another paranoid freak. She’d play along, except there was no way this one was going to sniff her neck. There was also no way she was going to get Manny in trouble when he was just trying to be helpful.

			“A guy I met at the Moosehead. I didn’t get his name.”

			She watched him digest what had to be a common occurrence at the Moosehead—no names exchanged—and felt dirty everywhere his gaze touched her. His upper lip curled into a sneer. “You don’t look like anyone I ever seen at the Moosehead.”

			Thank God. But he had a point—her skirt and knit top had been selected for a courtroom and to make a decent impression on Zane’s lawyer, not for cozying up to questionable men. Time to develop a tough attitude of her own. “I had to make an appearance in court this morning, and it’s none of your business why.” She wasn’t even slightly amused that the truth made a great excuse. “I just want some information on tarantulas.”

			He spit into a scraggly bush beside the front door as he considered it. “Why?”

			“Because I don’t know anyone else who has one. Look, I just want to make some helpful contacts. I thought there might be a club or something. If you don’t know, just say so and I’m gone.”

			He studied her, threw an irritated glance over his shoulder at the racket from the dogs, and said, “Christ, Cheryl, go shut them fuckin’ dogs up.” The woman tightened her lips into a thin line, but left. Brice looked Sophie over again before answering. “Your information’s out of date. I don’t have tarantulas no more.”

			“Oh.” She wondered if it was because Rena Torres squashed them all while trying to escape him.

			She hadn’t expected to get shot down so fast, and didn’t know what else to say, but Brice wasn’t done with her. “Most women don’t like ’em.”

			Around the side of the house a dog yelped, and sudden silence descended. Cheryl was tough, too.

			Sophie felt an uncomfortable need to join the Tough Club. “I’m not most women.”

			Brice showed some teeth in a slow smile.

			She longed to turn and leave, but this was her only lead. Someone around Barringer’s Pass had a collection of exotic insects, and she had to find them. “Do you have any other big spiders?”

			“Are there others?”

			So that meant no. “Know anyone else who has tarantulas?”

			He thought more carefully this time. “I might.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			He motioned with his head toward the door. “Come on inside while I look up some names and make a few calls. We’ll find someone for you.”

			He might. Then again, the chances were a lot greater that he had something else in mind. And one thing was certain—even if Cheryl wasn’t still with the dogs, Sophie didn’t care to be in the same room with Brice. It was time to be as careful as she’d promised.

			“No thanks, I’ll ask around. But I’ll keep your offer in mind.”

			“You do that.”

			He called it out as she did a fast walk to the Jeep. On the highway, she gunned it toward Barringer’s Pass, even though it was already too late. She’d missed Zane’s arraignment. But if she was lucky, she could visit him in jail and give him all her reassurances in person. And maybe mention that she loved him. Jail might not be the best place to hear it for the first time, but she had nothing else to offer.

			And he might be there for a long time.
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			Zoe flattened her hopes with one sentence. “You can’t see him, they’re moving him to the county jail in Blackstone.”

			“Then I’ll go there.”

			Sophie said it as she spun on her heel, but Zoe grabbed her arm. “Not today. His lawyer said you’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

			Frustration welled up like lava looking for a venting hole to relieve the pressure. “Well, damn it, they can’t keep him away from us forever! It’s not like he’s in solitary confinement.” She turned a stricken look on Zoe, almost afraid to ask. “Is he?”

			“No. You’ll get in tomorrow. Now sit down.”

			Zoe led her to a pretty wooden bench in the public square next to the courthouse. It was crisscrossed by brick-paved walkways and landscaped to perfection to match the charming touristy appeal of the rest of the town, but Sophie couldn’t find any charm in it today. She sat stiffly next to Zoe, ignoring the few people strolling past. “What did he say?” she asked. “How good is the case against him? And how did he look in court?”

			Zoe didn’t let go of her hand. Sophie thought it was possibly to reassure her, but was only more apprehensive at the thought that she might need to be anchored down when she heard Zoe’s report.

			“He’s fine,” Zoe said. “Not angry or sad as far as I could tell. Just very closed off. Controlled.”

			Typical Zane. It was a good start. “Did he smile at you? Nod his head? Did he ask about me? Like, could you read his lips if he said my name?”

			Zoe sighed. “He barely looked at me, Sophie. Our eyes met for a second, so I’m sure he saw me, but then he skimmed right over me. Maybe he was looking for you.”

			She made it sound hopeful, as if Sophie might be fooled into believing it. “If he was looking for me, he would have tried to say something to you. Wouldn’t he?”

			“He wasn’t allowed to talk to anyone, Sophie.”

			“No, but he could at least mime a puzzled look. Something to let you know he had expected to see me.”

			Zoe shrugged. “Maybe the guards are really strict about that sort of thing.”

			Sophie pulled a half smile to hide the aching sense of loss that he hadn’t even reacted to her not being there. “Right.”

			“Really. I mean, he didn’t smile at his friend Will, either. Well, not much.”

			“You met Will Chambers?”

			“He stayed after to corner the lawyer, same as me. The guy’s name is Bradley Boggs. He seems smart, like he knows what he’s doing.”

			Sophie tried to set aside her disappointment with the lack of communication and concentrate on Zane’s legal defense. Even if he didn’t care that she wasn’t there, it didn’t change anything. She was still on his side. “Does this Boggs have experience with murder cases?”

			Zoe hesitated. “No. But he’s dealt with DNA evidence in court before,” she rushed to add. “He talked to Zane about it, and Boggs feels they can mount a good defense.”

			“It’ll have to be a great defense if they get a jury from B-Pass.”

			“He’s asking for a change of venue to Blackstone, and says he’ll get it. There’s too much chance that a conviction here could be influenced by newspaper stories and the Thorson family’s reputation.”

			“No kidding.” Trying to counteract that was a point in Boggs’s favor. She almost hated to ask the next question. “What kind of DNA evidence do they have against Zane?”

			“A hair, found on Rena’s clothes.”

			“That’s it?” She’d been afraid it would be semen, and they’d call it rape. Hair seemed like nothing in comparison.

			“It’s enough to make a case that they were together, which he had denied. That might be all they need to push people to the logical assumption that he killed her.” Before Sophie could argue it, she hurried to add, “But that’s not the whole story. Apparently there were hairs from another person on her clothes, too. They don’t know who yet, because they only took Zane’s DNA. Boggs said the prosecution rushed this case, Sophie. That they’re too eager to convict.”

			She could believe that, but it made her feel only marginally better. Zane was still locked up, still charged with murder, with the police force and public opinion against him, and no other suspects on the horizon. She couldn’t imagine how he felt, but knew it would include anger, humiliation, and hopelessness. “I want to see him as soon as possible.”

			Zoe nodded. They sat there for several seconds, but there didn’t seem to be anything left to say. “I guess you don’t need a ride back to the commune, now that you’ve got your Jeep.”

			“I’m not going back there. I’ll spend the night at my apartment.”

			Zoe frowned. “Zane said it’s not safe.”

			“The commune is an extra hour from Blackstone. It doesn’t make sense to go all the way back there.”

			“Fine, then you can stay with me and Jase.” When Sophie opened her mouth, Zoe spoke first. “No argument. There’s no reason to take chances, and we have a guest room.”

			“I was going to say thanks.”

			“Oh.” She smiled. “You’re welcome.”

			Sophie just hoped she had something good to tell him by tomorrow, something to give him hope. Right now she had nothing.
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			The next morning, Zane lay on the lower bunk in his cell, staring at the underside of the mattress above, mentally connecting the stains to make patterns. It was almost like picking out constellations. It was the most challenging waste of time he’d found so far, next to talking with his cell mate, which he tried to avoid. The young armed-robbery suspect sat on his upper bunk, amusing himself by drawing action figures in his sketchbook. Zane had to admit they were quite good if you liked women with enormous breasts and bazooka-toting men in combat gear. And more women with enormous breasts. And sometimes just enormous breasts.

			Zane had just found a fair imitation of Orion in what looked like bloodstains when the cell door rattled and slid open. He turned a disinterested glance at the guard.

			“Thorson. Come with me, and bring your stuff.”

			He had no stuff, but got up. “You’re moving me?”

			“Yeah, all the way out. Someone bailed your ass out.”

			He stopped, saving them both some trouble. “I think you got the wrong guy.”

			“Zane Thorson, number 38201. That you?”

			“Yeah.” He stepped forward slowly, still certain there’d been some mistake. Will Chambers was the only one who’d put money on the chance that he wouldn’t flee before his trial, but he didn’t have five hundred thousand dollars to put up. And no one Zane knew would hand over the nonrefundable fifty thousand it would cost for bond. More likely it was a cruel trick by bored guards to get his hopes up, then crush them.

			“Come on, move it,” the guard said, nudging him forward. “Unless maybe you’d like to stay here.”

			“Hey, I’ll go,” his cell mate offered. Both Zane and the guard ignored him.

			He walked along the corridors, resigned to playing it out. Through a locked steel door. Down an elevator. Through two more locked doors. They stopped in front of a desk where another guard handed him his clothes and shoes, and told him where to change.

			He hesitated. The clothes were his. Would they carry a joke this far?

			“What’s your problem, Thorson?”

			“Nothing,” he muttered, and followed the desk guard into another room.

			Ten minutes later he had his wallet and keys in his pocket, and had signed the appropriate forms. The guard unlocked another steel door that opened onto bright sunlight and an asphalt parking area. He stepped through the door, and heard it close behind him. Disoriented, he scanned the jail’s back parking lot and service drive, looking for his benefactor.

			Cal Drummond detached himself from the back wall where he’d been waiting and strode toward him. He wasn’t in his Barringer’s Pass police uniform, but Zane could think of only one reason Cal would be there.

			“Don’t tell me—the department took up a collection and posted my bail so you could conduct your own quick trial, followed by a hanging.”

			“Not a bad idea. Sorry we didn’t think of it.”

			He met the cop’s hard gaze. “Then who?”

			“You can thank the People’s Free Earth Commune for getting your ass out. They paid the whole bail. And you’d better be worth it, because I happen to be very fond of those people, even if their hearts are too soft for their own good.”

			He stared. “Those nice old hippies have five hundred thousand dollars? What do they do up there, grow pot?”

			Cal scowled. “No, and don’t be starting rumors. They run several very successful and strictly legal businesses out of that commune. They work hard, they’re smart as hell, and they save their money. Don’t ask me what for. But you get arrested and the next thing I know my mother-in-law is on the phone to the commune’s investment broker, then to me. I wasn’t exactly happy to hear about it.”

			“Sorry they made you come get me. Or are you here to drive me to a remote location where I’ll have a tragic accident?” He was only half kidding.

			“I volunteered to pick you up. Insisted, actually.” He narrowed his eyes and rested his hand on his hip. Zane couldn’t help noticing it was right where his gun would be if he were in uniform. “I heard you talked with my wife.”

			He nodded, wondering if Cal was possessive enough to consider Maggie off-limits.

			“She’s been chewing my ear off about you ever since, and she insisted I need to talk to you. Congratulations, Thorson—it seems you’ve stirred the sympathies of the Larkin women, and that’s no small force to deal with.”

			He pulled his eyebrows together, thinking Cal had to have misunderstood. He’d been trying to convince Maggie and Zoe of his undesirable qualities. Nothing was going right for him lately.

			“So here I am, ready to hear why my wife’s whole family is suddenly convinced you’re worth saving. And you’d better make it damn convincing, Thorson, because I’m not as softhearted as those people, and I’m not known for my forgiving nature.”

			He believed it. It would have been nice if he had an explanation for him. “I hate to disappoint you, but I don’t know why they suddenly like me.”

			“Well, I’m damn well going to figure it out. You had breakfast yet?”

			His lip curled with distaste at the memory. “That’s what they called it.”

			That got an amused snort, his first indication that Cal might not hate him enough to shoot him at the first opportunity. “You’re about to get a second try at it, and you’ll be earning it by answering my questions.”

			After the gooey bowl of oatmeal he’d choked down, anything sounded good. Even the questionable pleasure of Cal Drummond’s company.

			[image: •]

			Sophie’s cell phone woke her. She felt for it on the nightstand, squinted at the screen, and took the call. “Hi, Maggie.”

			“Were you still sleeping?” She sounded aghast.

			“Nine isn’t that late.” Not when you spend half the night with your brain buzzing and snapping like a live wire, unable to shut down until well after 3 a.m. “I don’t have a job to go to, and I can’t get in to see Zane until afternoon.”

			“You can’t get in to see him at all. He’s out.”

			“Out? He escaped?”

			“Out, as in bailed out.”

			Her heart zoomed into high speed, while her mind raced to catch up. “How? Who?”

			“The commune. They put up the whole five hundred thousand.”

			Her brain was buzzing again. She rubbed her forehead, squinting as if that might help. “I didn’t know they had that much money.” She paused, trying to comprehend it. “Are you sure?”

			Maggie huffed out a laugh. “Yes, I’m sure.”

			“Why?”

			“Because they believe in him. In fact, they really like him.” There was a moment of silence. “So do I.”

			She stared at the phone. She knew he’d made a favorable impression at the commune, but didn’t realize it had been a $500,000 impression.

			“Are you still there?” Maggie asked. “You might want to get up. Cal drove to Blackstone to pick him up. They should be back here soon.”

			“Cal went? Jeez, Maggie! Did he take his gun?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” She hesitated, then added, “He’s not exactly on board with defending Zane yet. I think he wants to talk with him.”

			Talking was better than posturing and blaming, but she imagined it could take some time to change Cal’s mind. “Let me know when they get back,” she said.

			“Zane will probably call you himself.”

			She wasn’t so sure about that. After Zoe’s description of his mood at the arraignment, she wasn’t sure what to expect, but doubted another night in jail had improved things.

			She said good-bye to Maggie, then gave yesterday’s clothes a doubtful look. What was the proper attire for a welcome-back-from-jail meeting? She felt stupid even entertaining the thought, as if she was back in high school, worrying about how to impress a boy. A boy who might not feel about her the way she felt about him. But her skirt and knit top looked too businesslike. The last thing she wanted Zane to think of when he saw her was lawyers and legal secretaries. She’d have to borrow a pair of jeans from Zoe.
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			Zane hadn’t wanted to pig out on Cal’s dime, but couldn’t stop himself once he saw the large workingman’s breakfast on the menu. He plowed through it without coming up for air. A mere day and a half in jail had left him ravenous, particularly after last night’s limp green beans and watery mashed potatoes. He’d refused the greasy, gray meat entirely.

			Cal didn’t say more than “Pass the salt” until Zane pushed his plate aside. Then he contemplated Zane with his arms folded across his chest, his cool gaze a reminder that his estimation of the Thorsons was built around the parts of Zane’s life he could never escape—his abusive, murdering father and his rapist younger brother. The opinions of a dozen peace-loving hippies probably held little weight next to all that.

			Cal’s stare was making him edgy. “So what do you want to know?” Zane asked.

			“I want to know why they changed their minds about you.”

			“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask Maggie?”

			“I did. She said you tried to convince her and Zoe that you were a worthless piece of shit.”

			At least he’d gotten that across. He shrugged. “Can’t help who I am.”

			“Maggie said it was only because you wanted them to make sure Sophie stayed away from you.”

			“That’s a different issue. I fired her, but she’s been hard to get rid of.”

			Cal remained expressionless, and Zane couldn’t tell if he believed him or not. “Why do you want to get rid of her? She’s cute, smart, easy to get along with. Most of the time,” he qualified.

			“She’s a pain in the ass.”

			“Can be,” Cal agreed. He did more thoughtful watching, and Zane played along, giving him the same emotionless stare. “I heard you two have a history,” Cal said.

			Shit. Why was everyone so damned nosy about it? “Old news. Ten years old.”

			“The way I heard it, there’s recent history.”

			He may have twitched at that. “That would be none of your business. How I feel about Sophie has nothing to do with whether I’m innocent or guilty.”

			Cal lifted an eyebrow. “To me it does. Sophie’s my sister-in-law, and I’m pretty damn fond of her. If I thought she was spending time with a murderer, I’d have to intervene.”

			“She’s not. But feel free to intervene. Keep her away from me.”

			“You don’t want to talk to her?”

			“No need.”

			“So I shouldn’t drop you at her place?”

			“No. Wait!” A tremor of alarm went through him. “You mean her apartment? What’s she doing there? She’s supposed to be at the commune.”

			“Sophie’s a big girl, she can go where she wants.”

			Real panic grabbed his chest, squeezing hard. “Only if you don’t care if she gets herself killed!” Hell, how long had she been in town? Had anyone checked on her lately? “What’s with you people? I tell you someone chased after her with a knife, and that she’s talking to the wrong people, and all you care about is whether she’s getting involved with a member of the disreputable Thorson family. If you really care about who she’s with, then get someone to pick her up right now and take her back to the commune!”

			“She might not want to go.”

			“Then hog-tie her! I don’t care! We’re talking about her life!” He leaned forward, ready to reach across the table if he had to, to snatch the phone Cal had laid next to his plate. “Call her now. Make sure she’s okay.”

			“Actually, she’s safe. She’s at Zoe and Jase’s house.”

			Sophie was safe. Zane leaned back, letting his blood pressure drop as the fear eased away. He narrowed his eyes at Cal.

			He’d been tricked, and he didn’t like it. Especially about this. He’d spent his whole life battling the opinions of strangers, and he’d learned to tolerate it, or at least to live with it. But there was no way he’d allow others to butt into the best thing he’d ever had, his relationship with Sophie, and jerk him around just to see how he reacted. That Cal felt he had a right to pissed him off.

			Cal spent several seconds taking his measure as well. “I think I see what Maggie was talking about,” he said.

			“What’s that?” he growled, letting his dark mood show. “That I don’t like people interfering in my private life?”

			“That you care about Sophie.”

			“Fuck that. I thought you wanted to know if your irresponsible relatives should have bailed me out. To see if I might really be innocent. How I feel about Sophie doesn’t have a damn thing to do with it.”

			“That you’d put her safety above everything else does. Goes to your character.”

			“What is this, some kind of psych profile?”

			“Maybe it is. Relax, Thorson, you passed.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“It means I don’t think they threw their money away on a worthless cause.”

			He wanted to snap something insulting back at him, but couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t sound juvenile and stupid after what sounded like it might be a compliment.

			Cal, on the other hand, looked amused. “Not good at letting people into your life, are you?”

			“It hasn’t exactly paid off for me in the past.”

			“Guess I can understand that. People already have their minds made up about you. I did. It looks like I need to reexamine that.”

			He scowled. “Are we going to get all touchy-feely now?”

			Cal snorted. “Not me. But you might want to brace yourself, because you just got involved with the most touchy-feely bunch of people you’ll ever meet.”

			“I’m not involved with the commune.”

			This time Cal laughed outright. “You’re bought and paid for, Thorson. They own you.”

			Zane blinked a few times and let it sink in. He liked the eccentric group of hippies who were Sophie’s family, but they did seem rather open with their feelings and seemed to expect the same friendliness in return. Plus, Cal had a point. He owed them.

			Cal got to his feet, still grinning over Zane’s growing discomfort. “Come on, let’s get you back to B-Pass. Sophie’s probably anxious to see you.”

			Another sobering thought.

			He followed Cal out of the restaurant before correcting him. “I wasn’t kidding about keeping Sophie away from me.”

			“Right, you’re bad news. I think we’ve moved past that.”

			“You haven’t heard the worst of it.”

			Cal paused in front of his truck. “Something worse than your bad image and a guy with a knife chasing Sophie?”

			“They might be related. You know about my younger brother, Emmett?”

			All traces of humor left Cal’s face. “I’ve heard stuff about him. None of it good.”

			“He’s in town.”

			He could see Cal’s tension ratchet up several degrees as his back stiffened and a muscle twitched in his jaw. “You know that for sure?”

			“He paid me a visit. He knows all about Rena Torres, although I’m not sure he had anything to do with her death. He seemed too eager to find out if I did. Not that he wouldn’t do it.”

			“What makes him a danger to Sophie?”

			“The fact that he hates me. He wants to hurt me by hurting what I care about most.”

			Cal’s expression was grim. “Sophie.”

			There wasn’t any point in denying it when Cal already knew. “Yeah. So I need to stay away from her.” He grimaced and added the hard part. “Forever.”

			Cal hit the key fob to unlock the truck. “Let’s go. I want to hear everything you know about Emmett. Maybe it will help us find him.”

			“Won’t do you much good unless you can arrest him.”

			Cal answered as they got in, “I happen to know Jefferson County has an outstanding warrant on him. Also Davis County in Utah, and the City of Los Angeles.”

			“You happen to know that?”

			Cal flashed a wicked grin. “I brushed up on the Thorsons. Couldn’t find a damn thing on you, but your brother has a knack for drawing the attention of law enforcement wherever he goes. Pretty serious charges, too—assault, rape, attempted rape. He’s a real sweetheart.”

			It wasn’t surprising, although he wasn’t happy to hear Cal had been so diligent about trying to arrest him. “Sorry to disappoint you with my clean record,” he told him.

			“Hell, I’m glad I didn’t find anything. If I had been the one arresting you, I can’t imagine the grief I’d be getting right now from my wife and her family. You’re their new cause with a capital C. You can expect letters to the editor, calls to the police and prosecutor’s office, and possible picketing.”

			“Christ,” he muttered.

			“Flower power is some serious shit in the hands of those old hippies.”

			Resigning himself to it, Zane sighed. “Maybe the publicity will be good for business.”

			“There you go.” Cal pulled onto the highway and sped up toward Barringer’s Pass. “Now tell me everything about Emmett that wasn’t in those police reports.”
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			Sophie prowled Jase and Zoe’s house like a caged animal. “What’s taking them so long?” she grumbled.

			“Maybe they stopped to eat,” Zoe said, looking up from her book. How she could read at a time like this was beyond Sophie.

			“We ate. It doesn’t take that long.”

			Jase opened a cabinet to expose a collection of DVDs. “Here, pick out a movie. You need a distraction.”

			She frowned at the rows of plastic cases without looking at titles. “I can’t concentrate on anything.”

			“Then pick something that doesn’t require concentration. Here.” He pulled out three DVDs. “You’ll like these, they feature insects.”

			“Documentaries? I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but I think I might already know that stuff.”

			“Not even close to documentaries,” Jase said with a grin. “They’re science fiction. Humans-meet-aliens, so bad they’re good. Really,” he assured her when she rolled her eyes. “They’ve got a cult following. Just give it a try.” He thrust one of the slender cases into her hands.

			“Honey,” Zoe laughed, “I don’t think she likes that kind of thing.”

			Sophie didn’t, but her brother-in-law looked so eager to please that she glanced at the lurid picture of a giant long-legged beetle creature opening slavering jaws over the human in his claws. She choked on a laugh and started to hand it back. Then looked at the picture again. Her smile faded as her fingers tightened on the case.

			The beetle stood upright on thin insect legs. Black, heavily barbed legs, typical of many species of giant beetles. Say, an Atlas or Hercules beetle. The head was wrong, though, more like a spider than a beetle. In fact . . . A tiny shiver ran across her shoulders as she took a closer look at the cephalothorax and the long chelicerae clutching the flailing human. They belonged on a camel spider. Two exotic species digitally combined to make a frightening, if improbable, alien.

			Eyes wide, she snatched the other two cases from Jase. “Let me see those!”

			“Wow,” he said with a laugh. “If I’d known you were that interested I’d have shown them to you a long time ago.”

			The second DVD case showed a pretty woman running from a creature that resembled a walking fern with fangs. She tossed it onto the couch impatiently and examined the third one. A creature that looked like a giant mass of eyeballs on hairy stilts crawled over the rooftops of a subdivision while sticking tentacles into open windows. She had no idea what had inspired the eyes, but without a doubt the hairy legs belonged to a tarantula.

			Fingers suddenly shaking, she flipped the case over and scanned the credits. She didn’t have to look hard to find it—the name was prominently displayed in bold type for his devoted fans. Excitement sparked along every nerve as she lifted wide eyes to Jase.

			“I know who killed Rena Torres!”
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			Jase didn’t look overwhelmed by her announcement. In fact, from his doubtful look, she wasn’t sure he trusted her reasoning skills at all. Holding up the hard evidence, she pointed to the name on the back of the case. “It’s Carl Reznick!”

			Jase nodded, obviously puzzled. “I know, the man’s practically a legend. Are you saying his movies have something to do with the dead girl?”

			“No! I’m saying he was the last one to see Rena Torres alive. The one who killed her. It has to be Carl Reznick!”

			His brows pulled together. “What the hell are you talking about?”

			Zoe dropped her book and joined Jase. “Is this about that spider collector you went to see?”

			“No, that was a dead end, and he’d only had one of the species I was looking for, anyway. Reznick has everything!” She held up the DVDs. “Giant beetles, tarantulas, camel spiders—they’re all here!”

			Zoe’s mouth fell open in astonishment, but Jase looked confused. “So what?” he said.

			Since he hadn’t heard about the bug evidence, she explained as succinctly as she could, then held up the two DVDs for Jase to see. “It’s these bugs, Jase. Any one of these species is unusual, and it’s nearly impossible to find someone who has them, but somehow Rena did. And Carl Reznick used all of them in his movies! Parts of them, anyway. Don’t you get it? He had access to every single one of the exotic species that I found on Rena’s clothes! It’s too big a coincidence.”

			Jase frowned. “I don’t see how that proves he killed her. Who’s to say she didn’t leave his house and run into a killer?”

			Maybe a guy wouldn’t get it as easily as a woman. She appealed to her sister. “Zoe, what would you do if you fell onto some insects and squashed them? Live insects. Big spiders and beetles. Mashed them right into your clothes and hair.”

			“Eww!” Zoe shivered visibly. “I’d jump up and brush myself off. Then take off my clothes and shake them out.” Her shoulders rose as she clamped her arms close to her sides and trembled again. “God, Sophie, that’s disgusting!”

			Sophie looked at Jase. “Any woman would do that. Hell, I’d do that. But Rena didn’t. They were all over her. I think that means she was either already dead when it happened, or was killed immediately afterward, before she had a chance to clean herself off.”

			“Okay, maybe.” He considered it, then shook his head stubbornly. “But come on, Carl Reznick? Why would he do that?”

			“Who knows? Rena was an actress; maybe she wanted a part in one of his movies. Or maybe she did have a part.” The more she thought about it, the more sense it made. “She was interested in directing, too, which was why she met with Alan Bernstein. She probably found out Reznick lived in the area, and went to see him.”

			“Still doesn’t mean he killed her. How about a cameraman or set director? Other people are involved with those movies, you know.”

			Good point. “They probably don’t have anything to do with the insects, but you’re right, someone besides Reznick probably does.” She bit her lip, thinking it over. “They’d have to be there alone, though, after work hours, so no one else knew about it. That’s not easy unless you’re in charge of the production.” She liked it—she was convincing herself all over again.

			Jase looked more concerned as he considered it. “It’s just hard to believe Reznick murdered someone.”

			“You know any other movie people who live in Barringer’s Pass and just happen to keep those exact same exotic insects?”

			“Can’t imagine there are any.”

			“Right. I need to tell Cal.” She’d already pulled her phone from her back pocket and started dialing as she spoke. With a wave of thanks at Jase, she stepped onto the front porch and closed the door behind her.

			Cal answered right away. She pictured Zane sitting beside him as she asked him to put the phone on speaker.

			“Okay, go ahead.” His voice had the slightly hollow sound of someone speaking from a distance.

			She skipped saying hello to Zane because she didn’t know what his mood was, and didn’t care to explore that with Cal listening. But Zane should hear this, too. “Cal, do you know who Carl Reznick is?”

			“Sure, everyone does. The alien invasion movies. You guys were working at his new place.”

			“This isn’t about that. This is about his movies. I’ve never seen them, but Jase has some on DVD and he showed them to me.”

			“Does he have Night Terror? That’s my favorite.”

			“Cal, pay attention. I’m looking at the cover art from two of the movies. The alien creatures they show are digital composites of different insects and spiders. Specifically, a Hercules beetle, a camel spider, and a tarantula.” She paused, making sure it had time to sink in past his fan worship. “Are you with me?”

			“I’m with you.” His voice had lost all trace of amusement. “Are you sure?”

			“As sure as I was about the pieces I identified from Rena’s clothes. More, because there’s more of them to see in this picture. It’s too much of a coincidence, Cal.”

			“You’re right. We’ll have to investigate. Thanks, Sophie.”

			She blinked. “That’s it?”

			“What did you expect?”

			“I expect you to do something! Zane knows where Reznick’s studio is. I could meet you both there if you need positive identification of any beetles and spiders. You could have Reznick in custody within the hour!”

			“No, I couldn’t, Sophie. A picture on the cover of a DVD isn’t going to get me inside his studio. I’ll talk to him, but unless Reznick volunteers to let us search the place, we won’t get inside today. We’ll need a warrant, and to get that we’ll probably need more proof than a picture from a DVD.”

			It was too bad he couldn’t see her nasty glare, but he had to hear the bitterness in her voice. “Really? I don’t remember anyone politely asking Zane if they could search his office or shut down his business. Did I miss that?”

			“Sophie,” Cal said with an exaggerated patience that already had her hackles up. “There was a body on Zane’s property. If there’s a body planted outside Reznick’s front door, you can be sure we’ll search the whole damn place today. But if I were you, I wouldn’t hope for that because from what I hear, Zane has been working there for weeks. You know who the prosecutor would be looking at.”

			“Goddamn it.” She muttered her frustration, plopping onto the glider. “I found the evidence you needed, and everything still comes back to Zane. Doesn’t that strike you as too convenient?”

			“Maybe,” Cal said, using his unemotional cop voice that made him sound admirably objective, while she still wanted to kick something.

			Maybe she’d just perform a little investigation of her own. Snoop around Reznick’s studio. Or better yet, go see him about that job offer she’d turned down and pretend interest in it and in his movies. See if he’d show her his studio, maybe provide a small introductory course in what her duties would be on a set, while she surreptitiously looked for evidence that he’d been keeping exotic insects on the premises . . . 

			“Sophie.” It was Zane’s voice.

			Her annoyance vanished, as did her schemes to investigate Carl Reznick, replaced by a warm feeling deep inside. If he could do that to her with just one word, she must be pretty far gone. Ridiculously infatuated, at the very least. They hadn’t spoken since he’d left her at the commune, right after that incredible night of lovemaking.

			Erotic thoughts filled her mind. “Hi,” she said, soft and low, almost making it two syllables. God, what a dork.

			There may have been a small pause. She wanted to think he took time to savor the sound of her voice, but maybe she imagined it.

			“Don’t go anywhere, Sophie. Okay?”

			Her happy bubble developed a leak. She was torn between being impressed that he’d guessed her train of thought, and irritation that he was back to telling her where she had to be. “Why?”

			“We need to talk. I’m going to pick up Will’s truck, then I’ll come see you at Jase’s house.”

			She could put off contacting Carl Reznick that long. Besides, she wanted to see him, too. “Okay.”

			“Twenty minutes. Bye.”

			There hadn’t been a pause that time, she was sure, but it didn’t matter. She was going to see him in twenty minutes.
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			Zane’s heart sped up at the first sight of her. It might have been more than fondness, but he wouldn’t think about it because of the other emotions pounding in his chest—dread and distaste with what he was about to do.

			She must have been waiting on the front porch. She skipped down the slabs of granite he’d installed for Jase’s front entrance, reaching the bottom just as he stepped out of his truck and slammed the door. For a moment he let her light mood distract him. When she hadn’t been in court he’d assumed the worst, but according to Cal she’d been chasing down some lead that might prove his innocence. He was inclined to believe it; she’d been doing that just as long as the police had been doing the opposite. She didn’t hate him. In fact, she looked happy to see him.

			It only made the dread worse, knowing he was about to stomp that bright spirit into the dirt.

			She hesitated, perhaps sensing his tension. But only for a moment. He could see the decision to act move over her face, and the next instant she threw herself in his arms.

			He hadn’t meant to hold her close. But her arms went around his body, and she pressed against him, nestling her head into the hollow of his shoulder. Fitting against him as if she’d been made for it, damn it. She filled a hole in his life he didn’t even know he’d had, and he couldn’t help himself; he gave in to the need, wrapping her in his arms. He laid his cheek against her hair, inhaling the fresh scent of her, absorbing the rightness of her body fused to his. Stealing one moment to steady his world and remind himself of why he was about to break her heart.

			He should break away, but when she lifted her face to his, he met her halfway without thinking, taking her mouth in a kiss driven by desperation and yearning. He tunneled his fingers into her hair and allowed her passion to sweep over him, easing his concerns for one blissful moment. The heat of her warmed every frozen corner of his soul.

			It was a selfish indulgence. Abruptly, he ended it.

			He set her back and kept his hands on her shoulders, as much to curb his own desires as to hold her at bay. “I’m sorry,” he told her. “I shouldn’t have let that happen. That’s not why I’m here.”

			Amusement sparkled in her eyes; she didn’t believe him. She knew him well, even thought she knew the feelings he kept to himself. But this time she was wrong.

			“Nothing’s changed between us, Sophie, just because of one night together. This would be a lot easier it if you didn’t act like it has.”

			“What do you mean?” She still wasn’t alarmed, merely puzzled.

			He dropped his hands, because keeping her from kissing him was about to become unnecessary. “We had our little interlude, Sophie. We worked out the sexual knots that were driving us both crazy, and it was fun. But the situation has changed. It’s time to move on with our lives.”

			Her eyebrows drew together. “Move on how?”

			“Go our separate ways. Neither of us can afford a fling right now. I have to focus on defending myself, and you need to go find the career you’ve been postponing, and stop using me to hide from life.”

			She narrowed her eyes, finally getting it. He imagined the emotional turmoil brewing behind that cool gaze, and braced himself for the explosion.

			She arched an eyebrow—the rumble of thunder before the storm. “You think I’ve been hiding from life?”

			He barked out a cynical chuckle, rubbing it in. “Come on, we both know you have. You can’t find a job with your fancy Ph.D.? Right. I didn’t go to college, but I’m not stupid. Maybe there’s no job in Barringer’s Pass, and for sure there’s no job if you don’t look for one. But don’t pretend there aren’t other places outside of this little corner of the world. I know how important that degree is to you. It’s time to network and send out the resumés, babe. I can’t afford to waste time playing with you any longer.”

			“Playing with me.”

			Still no lashing tirade, just that ominous repetition, as if she was keeping a tally of his mistakes: moving on, hiding out, playing with her. Her anger built with each addition to the list. He imagined it was like standing in a wheat field in Kansas, feeling the air go heavy and still, watching the clouds swirl and darken. Seeing the funnel drop down. Knowing that despite all that empty space around you, it was coming right at you and you couldn’t do a damn thing to stop it. She was going to rip into him good.

			“Yes, playing. Not to brag, but I’m pretty sure you enjoyed yourself.”

			“Oh, I did.”

			Weird response. It must be the wind picking up, gathering strength. And he had one more rainmaker to throw at her. “Don’t forget about Emmett. I’m sorry he thinks you’re that important to me, but maybe he won’t if you’re not around me anymore. You really need to spend a week or two at the commune, just to be safe.”

			She nodded slowly. “Because I’m not really that important to you.”

			The storm was about to break. “I’m not saying I don’t like you. Just, you know, on an overall scale, you’re temporary.”

			She stared at him long enough that he began to fidget. What he’d said should have been more than enough to set her off, and the tension of waiting was killing him.

			Her gaze drifted downward, and he knew she was organizing her thoughts. Constructing her argument into her typical A-plus composition. Sophie excelled at everything, and she wouldn’t give him a less-than-perfect reaming out. Too bad no one else was around to appreciate it, because it promised to be a good one.

			Her eyes finally lifted and fastened on his. Here it came.

			“So this is like ten years ago. We have one great night together, then go our separate ways.”

			“Exactly. Seems to be a pattern with us, doesn’t it? Maybe we’ll do it again in another ten years.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			She was remarkably calm. So calm it raised the hairs on the back of his neck. She had to be leading up to one zinger of an opening line. Tiny waves of static electricity raced down his arms, anticipating the shattering crash of the first lightning strike.

			“No more ten-year plans, Zane.”

			No more nights with Sophie in his arms, ever. The finality shook him, but he’d known it had to be that way, and he kept his expression bland. “Then I guess it ends now.”

			“No, it doesn’t.”

			“Uh . . . what?”

			“It doesn’t end, Zane. It’s not going to work that way again, and I’m not going to pretend it will.”

			He opened his mouth, but knew he would only say “What?” again and sound like an idiot, so he just blinked stupidly.

			Sophie, on the other hand, showed no trace of confusion. She stepped closer. Too close, so she had to lift her chin to meet his eyes. “You seem to be in the mood for true confessions, so let’s get this out of the way up front. I love you, Zane. I love you now, I probably loved you for the past ten years, and I will love you for as many years as I live.”

			He felt dizzy, swept up by a sense of unreality. The gathering storm had fizzled like a dud, shredding into wispy clouds that blew away. He stood in warm sunlight with Sophie’s clear brown eyes facing him down. Words seemed to have left him.

			She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Let’s get something else out of the way, just to make things perfectly clear. You love me, too.”

			“I . . . huh?”

			“You may not recognize that squirmy feeling in the back of your mind for what it is, or you’re trying not to. But I don’t think you’re half as dumb about it as you pretend to be, you just aren’t used to saying it to anyone. So I’ll say it for you. You love me. Probably always have and always will, but I’ll leave that part for you to say.”

			His throat tightened as if someone was choking him. “Big assumption,” he managed to croak.

			Her smile was serene. “I don’t think so.”

			This was nuts. He was standing there, frozen in place, staring like a moron. And she loved him. He swallowed. “You’re crazy.”

			She smiled. “Nope. Completely sane and sure of myself. But I know you don’t have it all worked out yet, so I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to drive back to the commune, because I know you’re right about Emmett. I can’t promise I’ll stay long, though. Maybe a few days, maybe a week. Not longer, because no matter how dangerous your brother might be, I can’t hide out for the rest of my life. Plus, you need the support of the people who love you right now, and I’m first on that list.” She smiled. “Oh, yeah. That stuff about my career? I will find a job around here, and I will find a way to use my degree. It might not be exactly what I expected, but neither will the rest of my life, because I never thought I would be spending it with you, and look how that worked out.”

			How what worked out? Nothing had been worked out! Zane shook his head to dispel the ringing that had started in his ears. He’d tried to drop her like a stone, and before he knew it, she had him trussed up and standing at the altar. He had to change her mind!

			He had only one card left to play. He’d never wanted her to know because it still embarrassed him, but it was probably the one thing that would damn him in her eyes. He had no choice.

			Steeling himself against the inevitable humiliation, he blurted out, “Sophie, I’m a high school dropout.”

			Her forehead creased and she blinked with surprise. “What?”

			“I only went through the eleventh grade. I didn’t even bother to go back for a GED. What do you think of that, Dr. Larkin?”

			She stared, and he imagined her hearts-and-flowers romance crumbling to dust at her feet. “Wow,” she breathed softly.

			“Yeah, I’m not who you thought I was. Sorry to disappoint you.”

			She shook her head. “I’m not disappointed.”

			He nodded. “I understand if you’re mad.”

			“I’m not mad.” She smiled with something like wonder. “God, Zane, you should be so proud of yourself. I can’t believe you’ve accomplished so much, with so little help and formal education. It’s amazing!”

			No! It was shameful and embarrassing, not amazing! What was wrong with him that he couldn’t seem to get anything across to the Larkin women? He’d thought Maggie and Zoe had been good at twisting a conversation to their own way of thinking, but Sophie’s mental gymnastics left them in the dust.

			She pulled keys from her pocket while his mind was still seeking traction. “If you want to talk, you have my number. I’m stopping for gas, then heading straight up to the commune.” Standing on tiptoe, she pressed a quick kiss to his lips then turned away, casually twirling her keys on her finger. He watched her get into her Jeep, back around his truck, then throw a casual wave out the window as she drove off.

			He continued to stare long after her Jeep had disappeared behind the trees, still waiting for his stunned brain to kick back into gear. Not that it would do him much good. He could tell her all the reasons she should avoid him—that his life was a train wreck, that the hated Thorson name would rub its stench onto her, and that he didn’t love her. But it wouldn’t work because, damn it, she was right. He did love her.

			She was right, too, that he didn’t want to admit it. But once he’d heard her say it, the truth of it wrapped around his heart, snuggled in, and made itself at home. He loved her. Maybe he always had, since that summer ten years ago. For sure he always would.

			And for that, his brother would kill her.

			It tore at his insides. Did she think he’d be happy to hear that she’d never leave him? He was terrified. She’d just signed her own death warrant.
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			Once Sophie passed the state park with its groomed hiking trails and campsites, traffic was sparse. One car followed a few hundred feet behind her, keeping a polite distance as they wound their way up the higher elevations of Two Bears Mountain. Most likely someone who lived up here.

			She was only halfway to the commune when a red light popped to life on the dash. She frowned at the gauges and dials, then swore under her breath. The needle on the temperature gauge had swung into the red zone and flattened itself there, as high as it could go. Spotting a turnout ahead, she pulled over and turned the engine off.

			She had the hood up when a car came from the other direction and slowed. The man behind the wheel glanced at her, then did a U-turn, pulling in behind her Jeep.

			Sophie felt a stab of caution. She wasn’t usually suspicious of strangers, but she didn’t usually have a known rapist looking for her, either. There were no casual witnesses up here, people whose mere presence might keep her safe. Her hand tightened on the hood as her mind raced over possible weapons, none of which was at hand.

			Both car doors opened and a man and a woman got out. She relaxed at the sight of their concerned faces, then let the last of her tension fade away as a teenage boy climbed from the backseat. Tourists. The woman shaded her eyes and waved as her husband walked toward her.

			“What’s the problem?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. It was overheating, so I pulled over.”

			“Smart.” He held a hand out to shake hers. “Tom Snelling.”

			“Sophie Larkin. Thanks for stopping.”

			“Can’t leave someone stranded way out here. Let me take a look.” He had his head under the hood before she could object. She wouldn’t have, anyway. If Tom Snelling knew anything beyond how to lift the hood, he was ahead of Sophie.

			“Are you on vacation?” she asked.

			“Yup. Drove here from Arkansas. We love the mountains, come every year.” It was apparently all he needed to start talking. Tom chatted on about his family and his home in Arkansas as he poked and peered around the engine compartment.

			Sophie stood by the front wheel, feeling useless. It didn’t seem polite to leave, and besides, Tom’s wife and son were doing something with a cooler in the backseat of their car, paying no attention to her. The blue van that had been behind her for miles caught up, the panel proclaiming AL’S CARPET CLEANING. It slowed to a crawl as the driver looked them over. Sophie waved to let him know everything was all right, and he kept going. After that there was nothing but birdsong and Tom’s narrative.

			Two minutes later, Tom’s voice came from beneath the engine compartment. “Found your problem.” He climbed to his feet, dusting off his hands as he spoke. “You’ve got a hole in your radiator. It must have been dripping for a while, and it’s dry now. Good thing you pulled over when you did, or you’d have blown your head gasket and fused your cylinders.”

			The shop must have replaced her damaged one with a used one, which pissed her off. “How bad is the hole? I’ve got family another twenty or thirty minutes up the road. If I have someone bring a few gallons of water, could I make it up there?”

			“Oh, sure. It’s probably taken a whole day for the water to leak out. Just make sure everything’s cooled down before you put the water in.”

			She smiled with relief, but Tom looked concerned. “You want me to give you a ride to their place?”

			“No thanks, don’t bother. You’ve already been a big help. They’ll have to come anyway to bring water. I don’t mind waiting.”

			He hesitated. “I don’t know, I don’t like leaving you here alone. I wouldn’t want my wife stranded on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere.”

			“It’s not the middle of nowhere to me. I grew up around here. I’m fine, really.”

			At the sound of another car, they both looked up. The Al’s Carpet Cleaning van stopped in the road and the driver rolled his window down. A man in a Rockies ball cap leaned an arm on the window ledge. “You folks need help?”

			“No thanks,” Sophie told him.

			“She’s got a dry radiator,” Tom told him, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Says she has family up the road a ways.”

			“Really? Not much up there except a commune.”

			Sophie smiled. “That’s my family.”

			“Yeah?” The man looked at her as if he should recognize her. “You know Pete?”

			She beamed. “Of course. He’s practically a father to me and my sisters. You know him?”

			“Sure do. He loaned me tools a few times. Hop in, I’ll be glad to take you there.”

			She chuckled at all the offers of help. “Really, I could just call—”

			“You shouldn’t be standing out here alone, waiting for them,” Tom told her firmly.

			“I agree,” the other man said. “Plus, it’ll help me return the favor of Pete lending me tools. Come on, you and I can swap stories about Pete, and this gentleman can get back to his family.”

			She glanced at the woman and boy who were now leaning against their car, kicking at pebbles and looking bored, and gave in with a smile. “Fine, you both win.”

			Both men looked relieved. She thanked Tom again, then waved as he made another U-turn onto the road, continuing down toward Barringer’s Pass. With his car out of the way, the other driver swung his van around and reached across to open the passenger door. Sophie got in and shut it behind her, returning the man’s smile.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name,” she said as the van started moving. “I’m Sophie Larkin.”

			His smile grew wider, giving his pleasant features even more appeal. Sex appeal, she realized, and even though it didn’t work any magic on her she knew he must have no shortage of women vying for his attention. “Oh, I know who you are, Sophie Larkin,” he said, throwing in a confidential wink.

			“You do?” Despite the wink, his amusement at knowing something she didn’t gave her an uncomfortable feeling.

			“I’ll bet you can guess who I am, too.”

			“Al?”

			He tossed his ball cap aside, running a hand through his dark, wavy hair. A wayward strand fell onto his forehead, giving him a rakish devil-may-care look. It added a hint of danger to his attractive face, similar to the way Zane’s rough look had attracted her as a seventeen-year-old.

			She froze. Too similar.

			Her uncomfortable feeling soared into the red zone, hitting a whole new level of fear. She sucked in a shaky breath that did nothing to still the trembling inside her. “Emmett?” she asked.

			He beamed. “Got it first try. My brother must have prepared you for our meeting. How nice. I guess we can stop pretending to visit Pete.” Before she knew what he meant, he swung the van into a dangerously sharp turn, nearly scraping the rocky side of the mountain as he headed back the way they’d come.

			Bile rose in Sophie’s throat. She stared at him, but Emmett seemed to have dismissed her. She supposed this solved the mystery of who’d run her off the road on the way home from Artie’s. Frantically, she looked around. The back of the van was empty, devoid of both seats and cleaning equipment. The windowless interior gave her chills. Outside, heavily treed slopes climbed at a steep angle on her right, and plunged into a pine-choked ravine on the left. The road was so narrow that opening her door all the way would nearly clip the trees, and it descended through turns so tight they made speed limits unnecessary.

			She glanced down at the narrow shoulder between the van and the side of the mountain. It was dangerous as hell, but there would be no better opportunity.

			She slipped her hand over the door handle, prepared herself to drop onto the narrow shoulder, and lifted. The handle moved, but the door remained closed.

			“It won’t open,” Emmett informed her, as pleasantly as if they were discussing the beautiful view of the valley below. “And to save you the trouble, neither will the back doors.” He flashed a smile.

			She swallowed hard, wondering how she’d imagined only a minute ago that his smile had carried any sex appeal. Now it simply looked predatory.
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			Sophie hugged the door panel as she eyed Emmett. He sent glances her way but didn’t seem concerned that she’d try anything. He had good reason—with the drop-offs and dangerous twists in the road, she’d be foolish to do anything that would make him lose control of the van. She was trapped inside and guaranteed to be compliant as long as they were moving down the mountain. There was only one thing he hadn’t taken into consideration—the phone in her back pocket.

			The phone that was now in her hand. She kept it behind her back as she angled sideways in her seat, ostensibly keeping an eye on him. And discovered the first thing she didn’t like about her phone—the touch screen. How could she dial without seeing where to tap? The phone icon was in the corner, and she hoped her thumb tap had opened it and not some useless game or news app. Needing an excuse to look at the phone, she asked, “Where are you taking me?” She gazed out her side window like a tourist, then down at the phone. Yes! Her contact list had opened and someone’s name was on the screen.

			“Not far,” Emmett said. The answer didn’t matter, and barely registered.

			She couldn’t see whose name had come up, and couldn’t risk a longer look, but it had to be the last person she’d called, which was probably a family member. She tapped what she hoped would place a call.

			The phone vibrated in her hand and rang with an incoming call, shrill in the quiet van.

			She nearly dropped it from surprise, then met Emmett’s startled gaze. She could see him realize his mistake as his brow lowered. “Hand it over,” he snapped.

			All she had to do was take the call! She pulled the phone from behind her back, looking at the screen as she did. Cal. She tapped the screen to accept the call.

			“Now!” Emmett barked.

			She whipped her arm up, away from him. What could he do while driving? But he wasn’t driving anymore; he had stomped on the brakes. Small and distant, she heard Cal say, “Hello?”

			“Hel—” It was all she got out before Emmett’s flashing right hook landed on her jaw, cutting off her scream and sending her into darkness.

			[image: •]

			Zane didn’t know how long he’d spent sitting on the rear bumper of his truck, trying to come up with a way to discourage Sophie. She wouldn’t give up until he was finally in prison, and that could take another six months to a year—more than enough time to thoroughly trash her reputation, or worse, let her fall into Emmett’s hands. All he could do was end the process sooner. Plead guilty and go straight to sentencing.

			The very idea was appalling. But this was about Sophie’s life. His was already ruined; at least one of them should have a shot at success and happiness, and she wouldn’t as long as she insisted on tying herself to him.

			Zane had his phone in his hand, working up the courage to call his lawyer, when it rang. The screen showed Cal Drummond’s name.

			“Hey. How’d you get my number?” Stupid question, seeing that cops probably had access to stuff like that, but he wasn’t used to getting calls from cops.

			Cal ignored his question. “Is Sophie with you?” he asked.

			The question was sharp and fast, sending prickles of fear across Zane’s scalp. “No, she went up to the commune. What’s wrong?”

			“I don’t know. She just called me, but we got cut off. She yelled something that could have been hello, but sounded more like it was going to be help, then nothing.”

			The same urgency he’d heard in Cal’s voice jumped to life in his chest, knocking his heart against his ribs. He had his truck keys out as he ordered, “Call her back!”

			“Did. She doesn’t answer. I’m heading up that way, and I’ll have someone from the commune start checking from their end. There’s only one route she could take.” He paused. “Zane, how sure are you that Emmett didn’t kill Rena Torres?”

			The question sent an icy dagger into his body, chilling him to the marrow. Knowing Cal had the same fears he had was no reassurance. “I can’t be sure. But Carl Reznick—”

			“He’s refusing to let us into his studio without a search warrant. We’re trying to get one now. There’s an outside chance we’ll convince the judge, because Reznick admitted meeting with Rena, but clammed up as soon as he realized we were looking for evidence.”

			Zane couldn’t imagine Carl Reznick as a cold-blooded murderer. Emmett, on the other hand, required no imagination to cast in that role.

			“I’m going up there, too,” he said, starting his truck.

			“Zane.” Cal’s voice held a sharp warning, but he didn’t miss the fact that the cop had used his first name for once. As if they might be on the same side. “If you find something suspicious before I get there . . .” He didn’t finish the thought. “Where are you?”

			“Jase and Zoe’s house.” Which he was leaving as fast as he could.

			“I’ll meet you on the road.”
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			Sophie came to with an aching jaw and fuzz in her mouth. She sputtered and spit at the fuzz, which turned out to be part of a smelly blanket in the cargo area of Emmett’s van that fell away as she moved. She tried to lift her head, then caught her breath as pain shot through her jaw and down her neck.

			“Welcome back, princess.”

			She blinked and rolled her head. Emmett squatted just inside the open back doors of the van, picking his nails with the pointed tip of a hunting knife. Obviously, they’d stopped somewhere.

			She wished she’d had the presence of mind to fake remaining unconscious until she felt more alert. Instinctively scooting away from him, she found her wrists bound together in front of her. He smiled with satisfaction.

			“Can’t have you running off now, can we? Or fighting. Girls can scratch pretty hard, so first thing, I always make sure that can’t happen.”

			Her mind recoiled from the thought that he had experience in abducting women. She focused on the view beyond the van’s doors—no more dense forest. The trees here were sparser, and much smaller, and the breeze curling inside the van noticeably cooler. Emmett must have taken her to a higher elevation, although the small slice of mountain beyond the doors gave no clue as to where it might be. “Where are we?”

			“Someplace real special.” His eyes glittered with cold satisfaction. “Get to your feet, you’ve been passed out long enough.” Her head felt like splitting open at the slightest movement, and she didn’t want to try standing, but he gave her no choice. Stepping out of the van, he yanked her ankles, sliding her across the blanket, which bunched beneath her. Pain shot through her jaw as her head bobbed helplessly. While she was still groaning, he jerked her to her feet, leaving her to wobble on unsteady legs as he stepped back.

			She was barefoot. She hadn’t realized it until she stood on cool earth and prickly pine needles. It only added to her problems.

			Sophie closed her eyes and hung her head, moaning at the pain and dizziness. All he’d done was sock her in the jaw—was she really that much of a wimp? In movies, men took repeated shots to the face and stomach and recovered within seconds. Either Emmett had superhuman strength, or Hollywood had some explaining to do.

			She straightened slowly and opened her eyes, to find him watching impatiently. She squinted against the bright sunlight, trying to figure out where they were. “How long was I out?”

			The corner of his mouth curled upward, and she was struck by the incongruity of evil looking so handsome. “Long enough,” he told her, apparently enjoying the memory. She shuddered to think how he might have touched her while dragging her into the back and tying her up. It was probably exactly what he wanted her to think. “I gave you a whiff of something to keep you out. The effects don’t last, though. I know, so don’t try to fake it.”

			Meaning, she could have been out ten minutes or an hour. She took in the hillside with its rock outcroppings and scattered trees and thought it looked familiar, but also knew it looked like a million other slopes in the high Rockies. The van had stopped on what looked like a neglected fire road, half-grown over by pine saplings. No one had been this way in the last few years.

			“Time to go.”

			They were going to someplace more remote than this? “Go where?”

			He motioned uphill. “That way. Start walking.”

			She looked at the trackless hillside, wondering what was beyond the boulders and trees. A building? One of the many abandoned mines dotting this part of the Rockies? Or just a ravine where a body might molder for years and never be found?

			She hesitated. She’d already broken a cardinal rule of safety by allowing him to take her to a new location. Every step seemed as if it would only increase the danger, taking her farther from any hope of rescue. Whatever lay beyond those rocks and trees would almost certainly be the last thing she saw in this world.

			Following orders like a lamb to the slaughter was insane. She should fight. Determined to resist, she turned toward Emmett and met the gleaming point of his knife.

			It flashed in the sun, a mere foot from her chest. Before she could react, he flicked it across her forearm, drawing a hiss of pain from her along with an immediate welling of blood. She jerked back, cradling her stinging forearm to her stomach and watching him with new fear.

			“You prefer right here?” he asked.

			She preferred whatever gave her an extra minute to think. An extra minute to live. Biting back tears of pain and the profanities she wanted to spit at him, she turned and started walking uphill.
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			Zane stood next to Sophie’s Jeep, fighting off the terror that churned at the edges of his mind. Fresh tire tracks on the narrow shoulder of gravel and weeds showed that at least one other vehicle had been there recently. She had to have gone with whoever it was. Or been taken.

			“Did they get a location on her yet?” he called out to Cal, who’d been exchanging terse messages on the police radio.

			The police SUV was angled behind Sophie’s Jeep, a few feet from where Zane had pulled up in his truck. Cal stood beside the Ford Explorer police unit with the radio cord stretched to its limit. “Her phone’s been turned off; they can’t track it.”

			“Son of a bitch,” he growled, wishing he’d done some preemptive ass kicking and bone breaking when he’d had the chance. He’d suspected Emmett posed a threat to Sophie, and he could only blame himself for letting her drive off alone under those circumstances. He’d practically invited Emmett to abduct her.

			There had to be a way to find them. Emmett obviously had the presence of mind to turn off her phone, but his brother was no genius. “Can they find out if Emmett has a phone?”

			“Already thought of it,” Cal replied grimly. “Checking now.”

			Zane kicked dirt impatiently and scanned the surrounding slopes. Above a postcard-perfect vista of trees and meadows, the summer snowcap on Two Bears glistened brightly. He turned. From the side of the road where the Jeep stood abandoned, the mountain dropped into a dense tangle of trees. If she’d gone in either direction on foot, tracking her would be almost impossible. Their only chance was to home in on a cell phone signal, and the odds of that had just been drastically reduced.

			Cal’s sudden exclamation of, “Give it to me!” made him jerk his head up, then hurry over to the Explorer. Cal scribbled on a pad of paper, thanked someone, and slid into the front seat to begin tapping information into his navigation system.

			“What do you have?” Zane demanded.

			“Coordinates. They pinged his phone and got something.” He sounded as excited as Zane felt. They both watched in tense silence as the screen brought up an aerial view of roads and landmarks.

			“There,” Cal said, pointing to the screen as a green map came up, crisscrossed with black lines. There’s Ridgeline Road. We’re here. Emmett’s signal is . . .” His finger trailed across the screen. “Damn. It’s way over here. What the fuck is he doing way up there, fishing? Why would he bother to drag Sophie so far away when he could easily disappear twenty feet off the road?”

			Zane leaned in closer, peering past Cal’s shoulder as he tried to form a mental picture of the area. Striker’s Road to the south, Deer Run to the north. Rocky slopes and thin forest in between, accessible only by an old fire trail.

			The memory clicked into place with a punch to his gut, knocking him breathless. “That’s where he took her,” he croaked. “Let’s go.”

			He had taken three strides toward his truck when Cal’s hand on his shoulder jerked him back. “Hold on,” he said. “We can’t waste time chasing into the wilderness just because you hate your brother. How can you be so sure he has her?”

			“Trust me, he does.” He shook Cal’s hand loose, but the big cop didn’t move, waiting stubbornly for an answer. Zane realized he’d have to tell him. It wasn’t the kind of thing he was used to sharing with anyone, but for Sophie’s sake he had to. He needed Cal’s help.

			“There’s a place up there, a flat clearing,” he said. “A lot of people use it for camping.”

			“I’ve heard of it. So what?”

			“Sophie and I were there once.” And the rest was private. But Cal still needed convincing. “Look, Emmett broke into my house a few days back and went through my things. I think he found some drawings I did ten years ago, sketches I made when we were up there.” He swallowed back bile at the thought of Emmett leering at them. “Pictures of Sophie.”

			He could see comprehension register on Cal’s face as he realized the pictures were more intimate than Zane wanted to say. “He knows the place has significance for you.”

			“Yes. This is all about hurting me, and he found the best way to do it.”

			It was obvious to Zane, but he wasn’t sure Cal agreed until he gave one brisk nod. “We can use the old fire road.”

			Zane didn’t have time to feel relief. “If it’s passable. We’ll still have to hike close to a mile after that.”

			Cal was already heading for the Explorer. “Follow me until we have to go off the road,” he called over his shoulder. “Then you take the lead.”
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			They’d gone nearly half a mile before Sophie recognized the area, and realized what their destination was. She didn’t know how Emmett had found out about the night she and Zane had camped there, but the determined gleam in his eyes when she looked back at him, and the impatience in his stride, told her he knew he would somehow be defiling a place that was special to Zane. And a person.

			Her stomach pitched at the thought. She hadn’t fooled herself about the danger she was in, but she’d refused to think she had no choice, that she had to be a willing victim. That hope was becoming more unrealistic with every step she took. Her feet left smears of blood from the cuts she’d suffered on sharp rocks. The pine cones were even worse. Running away was a ridiculous fantasy, one she’d been forced to give up ten yards into their hike.

			But a sharp kick to his kneecaps wasn’t. It seemed to be the single option left. She only needed some level ground, and that lay dead ahead in the small clearing where they’d camped. Where Zane had first made love to her.

			She’d be damned if she’d let Emmett leave her battered, broken body in that same spot for Zane to find.

			Or let him kill her before ever getting to hear Zane admit that he loved her. Her heart knew the truth, but she desperately needed to hear the words, to feel them fill the hollow space inside her. She couldn’t let Emmett take that from her.

			She could see the clearing between the last trees, even see the charred circle of stones from countless campfires. She listened closely to Emmett’s loud breaths behind her, judging the distance, and carefully preparing a pleading expression, the better to catch him off guard. She had to count on him expecting fear, not a fight.

			She took ten steps into the clearing and stopped. Now. She turned.

			Two darts hit her, one just above her left breast and the other below it. Before her brain could grasp the significance, electricity shook her like a rag doll, a jolting, agonizing current that dropped her in her tracks and left her writhing on the ground. It was over in seconds. She gasped and blinked watery eyes at the sky. Emmett’s grinning face came into view in time for her to see him raise the small box in his hand and move his thumb over it again.

			“No!”

			He didn’t listen.
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			Zane had wanted to jump Emmett as soon as he saw him, but Cal pulled him behind a large rock and whispered a harsh warning. Emmett would see him coming and have time to grab Sophie before he could get to them. They would wait for them to reach the clearing, using the thick bushes on the right side to hide their approach.

			He saw the sense in it. Even curbed his anxiety enough to follow the plan, right up until the moment Sophie screamed. The ragged, high-pitched sound shook with fear and pain, and singed every nerve ending in his body. Screw the plan. He charged through a tangled mass of raspberry bushes just as a second jolt hit Sophie. Her body was jerking uncontrollably as he hit Emmett in a low tackle from behind.

			They fell beside Sophie’s legs. Zane saw the Taser gun go flying, which took care of his first concern. The second was more personal—rising to his knees as Emmett struggled to do the same, he slugged his brother in the face. The crack of teeth was followed by the satisfying thud of Emmett’s face hitting the ground.

			Zane pulled back his fist again, but it wasn’t necessary. Emmett lay slack jawed and unconscious, blood dribbling from his open mouth. Zane would gladly have hit him again anyway, but there was a more pressing concern.

			He scrambled over Emmett’s prone body to kneel beside Sophie. She pushed herself up weakly with one arm, grimacing in pain. “Zane,” she breathed, surprise and confusion mixed together as she blinked at him.

			“Don’t move, baby. You’re okay now.” He tried to believe it, even as his stomach sickened at the red mark on her jaw and the already darkening bruise below her eye. Maybe it wasn’t too late to kill Emmett.

			Her gaze dropped to the barbs that pinned her shirt to her chest. Small spots of blood marked where they’d bitten into her flesh, the wires still trailing across the ground to the Taser gun. Her expression darkened with rage, and her hand went to one of the wires.

			“No, sweetheart, don’t touch it. We’ll take you straight to the hospital—”

			She didn’t listen, giving a hard yank. The barb flew out and Zane paled at her gasp of pain. “Jesus, Sophie! Those things are like little fishhooks. That’s why I asked you to wait—”

			He broke off in shock as he realized she’d grabbed the second wire. Teeth gritted against the pain, she jerked it. The metal tube flew, bouncing off his arm. He picked it up in wonder, a slender bullet-shaped tube with a barbed needle sticking from the end like a miniature harpoon. A needle dipped in blood.

			Sophie sat with her eyes squeezed shut, breathing in deep, chest-heaving gulps as tears slowly leaked onto her cheeks. A sudden ache clamped around his heart at the sight, tightening like vice grips. In a strangled voice he uttered, “Holy Christ, Sophie,” and gathered her in his arms, holding her close.

			It had taken only seconds, but seemed to drain the last bit of fight from her. She sagged against him, burrowing her face against his neck, crying softly as he rocked her. Her tears shook him as much as her cuts and bruises, and he held her tightly, not sure if he was trying to soothe himself or her. It didn’t matter. He stroked her hair as he rocked and tried not to think about what might have happened if he’d arrived a minute later.

			He barely heard a soft scrape behind him. Didn’t care, either, unless Emmett needed to be knocked out again. He’d do that with a vengeance.

			“Drop it! Police!”

			Cal. At his yell, Sophie merely stirred groggily against his shoulder, but Zane jerked his head up. Thirty feet away, Cal stood with his legs braced and gun drawn, pointed directly at him. His mind flashed on to the cop at the Blackstone who’d faced him with the same aggressive stance, as fear ripped through his gut. But not fear of Cal.

			“Zane! Get down!”

			He didn’t hesitate. Protecting Sophie as best he could with his arms and body, he dived and rolled. At what seemed like the same instant, a single shot cracked out, abrupt and loud. A muted echo bounced back from the top of Two Bears Mountain, the only sound in a world gone suddenly, eerily still.

			Zane turned his head. Five feet away, Emmett swayed on his knees, his raised arms still gripping a knife while his sightless gaze stared at Zane. The neat hole in his chest hardly bled. Then the knife slipped from his fingers and, like a marionette cut loose from its strings, his body went slack, crumpling to the ground.

			Zane hugged Sophie close as he watched Cal walk to Emmett’s body, kick the knife away, then stoop and lay two fingers against his neck. Cal looked up, regret pulling his mouth into a tight line. “I’m sorry, Zane.”

			He glanced at his brother’s body, then held Cal’s eyes, calm and steady. “I’m not.” Then he turned away, kissing Sophie’s forehead and stroking her hair. He never looked back.
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			It had been two days since she’d been terrified and captive at the hands of Emmett Thorson, and Sophie couldn’t help smiling at everything and nothing. At life.

			Feeling safe in her own apartment again was a relief. Stopping by the Dairy Delight on the way there was an extra treat, a celebration for not having to constantly watch her back. For not needing to hide from life.

			At least, that’s how she saw it. Zane didn’t seem to agree.

			“If you want ice cream, we can stop at the store for a carton.”

			“That’s not the same thing,” she said. “Come on, be impulsive. We both need to celebrate our freedom.”

			His mouth tightened, but he didn’t argue, pulling into the parking lot. She took his hand as they walked to the order window, barely resisting the urge to swing their joined arms in joyous arcs because life felt so damn perfect. She had her freedom and she had Zane, with no barriers left between them. It didn’t get any better.

			The air carried the first nip of fall, but people still lounged on the picnic tables in front of the small store, or leaned against car bumpers while licking their double-dip cones. Several gazes locked on to them as they approached the store, the usual people watching that was part of the entertainment at the B-Pass Dairy Delight.

			“I’m tellin’ ya, something’s wrong with the legal system when they let murderers go free,” a man said, too loud to not have intended it to be overheard.

			The smile fell from her face. She turned to see who had spoken, but Zane tugged her forward. “Leave it alone,” he muttered.

			She hesitated, then decided he was right. She didn’t want to ruin her perfect day by arguing with an idiot. She kept walking, eyes forward.

			“Thorson! You got some nerve coming here.” A different man’s voice.

			Sophie’s heart rate shot up along with her blood pressure. She twisted her hand free of Zane’s and spun around, aiming a glare at two couples standing beside a green SUV. The men glared back. Zane stopped, too, but laid a firm hand on her shoulder. He stepped in front of her, facing the two men. “You got a problem, take it up with the police,” he told them. He snapped it out cleanly, but with more civility than she would have been able to manage.

			He turned, pulling Sophie against his side and taking her with him.

			“Hey! Screw the police, I’m talking to you, Thorson! Or do you hide behind women when you aren’t killing them?”

			Zane halted abruptly enough to make her glance up in surprise. The muscles in his chest and arm went rock hard with tension, and for a fleeting second she saw his eyes close in pained resignation before he opened them with a stare gone hard and cold. He turned slowly, one arm holding her back as he stood between her and the two couples. Even from behind she could sense the temper radiating off him, controlled but on the verge of snapping. A family group at one of the picnic tables lowered their cones to watch.

			Ten seconds ago she’d wanted to stand up to the two men and enlighten them about civil liberties and social niceties. Now, seeing the glint of increased interest on their faces as Zane faced them and the growing audience at the picnic area, she was more inclined to back off and take Zane up on that offer to stop at the supermarket. This could blow up, big, and Zane would be right back in jail.

			She touched his back. “Zane . . .”

			He didn’t seem to notice. “It’s a free country,” he growled at the men. “And this is public property. Anyone’s allowed here.” He dropped his voice so no one at the picnic tables could hear. “Even moronic assholes like you. It’s irritating, but I’ve learned to live with it.”

			“Jerk,” one of the women muttered, presumably referring to Zane. But she edged around the bumper, putting the corner of the vehicle between her and the men. The other woman stared at Zane in petrified silence, as if afraid of what he might do next. Sophie knew the feeling.

			“Zane . . . ,” she tried again.

			“Free for some of us,” the first man taunted. “But not you, Thorson. Not much longer. You’re going down. Enjoy your freedom while you can, because pretty soon you’ll be locked up for good, where you belong. Maybe they’ll give you a cell next to dear old dad.”

			The man’s friend agreed loudly, and one of the women laughed nervously. Sophie barely heard it, her taut nerves making zinging sounds in her head, as if they’d reached the breaking point.

			Zane didn’t move. Not one twitch, not even when she tugged on his shirt. She stepped around to see his face, and didn’t feel reassured by his clenched jaw and narrowed eyes.

			“Zane!” She said it loudly, gripping his forearm at the same time. His gaze slowly found hers. “I changed my mind. Let’s go.” She threw a disgusted look at the two men, the most she dared do. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

			Muscles bunched beneath her hand, and she imagined the force he was exerting to make his mind switch gears. “Come on,” she prodded, tugging him toward the pickup. Only his arm moved. She waited several seconds as his eyes cleared and a deep breath moved his chest. “Take me home,” she said, softer now. She slipped her hand into his and squeezed. “Please,” she whispered.

			He flicked a look at the two men, then nodded at her. She held his hand tightly as they walked back to the truck, tuning out the jeers from the two men, intent only on keeping Zane moving. But he walked without hesitation, opening her door before going around to get behind the wheel. Without a word, he pulled out of the lot and turned toward her apartment.

			The drive took five minutes. Neither of them spoke.

			Sophie broke the awkward silence as Zane put the truck in park. “I really did lose my appetite for ice cream,” she said, smiling self-consciously. “But I think there’s some cake in the freezer, and I have some pretty good coffee.”

			“I’m not coming in, Sophie.”

			It sounded so final a tiny chill ran down her back. “Why not? I thought we were going to watch a movie.” And more. It had only been a couple of days since she’d been in his bed, but it felt like a lifetime.

			He turned toward her, and her heart dropped to her stomach at the shuttered look in his eyes. “We can’t pretend anything’s changed. I may not be in jail, but I’m still charged with murder, and they still have DNA evidence that places me with the victim. A woman I denied meeting. That guy at the Dairy Delight was right, Sophie. I’m going to end up in prison.”

			Her throat closed, clogged by both anger and fear, and she swallowed hard to clear it. “Don’t talk like it’s hopeless!” she said, furious not only at his attitude, but that she knew how close it was to being true. “I’m not giving up.”

			A sad smile touched his lips. “I know better than to ask you to. I’m just being realistic.”

			She wouldn’t argue it; it was too depressing. So was what she had to say, but it was the truth, no matter how agonizing. “Then doesn’t that make our time together all the more precious?”

			“It makes it dangerous. For you.”

			Anger crept in. “Don’t give me that. There’s no danger; Emmett’s dead.”

			Annoyance flickered in his eyes, and she was glad to see some emotion other than that infuriating look of defeat and resignation. “Sophie, I’m the one who’s putting you in danger. What you saw at the Dairy Delight is just a sample of what you’ll face every day in this town.”

			“You think I care what ignorant bigots think?”

			“I care, Sophie. I care how people treat you, and that was just a small sample. Being with me will also affect the job you get. Or can’t get. It will affect where you shop, where you eat, what you do in your free time. That’s my reality, but it doesn’t have to be yours.”

			“I’d say that’s my choice to make.”

			“I’m taking it out of your hands. I’m standing up for something I believe in—isn’t that what you wanted me to do?”

			“I wanted you to stand up for yourself! To fight for yourself!”

			The defeat on his face was painful to see. “There’s nothing to fight for, Sophie. I’m a murder suspect with no defense who’s most likely going to prison. But I will fight for you, because you were right. I love you.”

			She’d wanted to hear it so badly it hurt, and it didn’t seem fair that hearing it now hurt even worse. “You love me, so you’re leaving me?” she said, nearly choking on the bitter words. “It’s a bad cliché, Zane.”

			“It’s our reality.” He leaned close, lifting a hand to her face. She closed her eyes at the gentle stroke of his fingers along her jaw, opening them when he tilted her head up. “I do love you,” he repeated, his voice hoarse with emotion. “I always will. But I will never be the right man for you, not in this town.”

			“Then we’ll leave! Find a new town.”

			“I have to stand trial first, Sophie. And I don’t think I’ll be free to go anyplace after that.”

			She stared, stunned, not knowing how to react. Then because there was nothing left to do, she got out of the truck. He drove away without looking back. She got all the way inside her apartment before the first angry tears clouded her vision.
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			Zane looked up as the police cruiser pulled up in front of the Natural Designs office, half amazed that a visit from the B-Pass police no longer raised the hackles on his neck. Not that it should—what more could they do to him? They’d put together their case and just had to wait for the trial to lock him away for good.

			Cal got out and strolled through the open gate into the equipment yard. At least one member of the police force wasn’t intent on convicting him. Zane put down his wrench and wiped his hands.

			“Problems with the loader?” Cal asked in greeting.

			“No, just maintenance. Gotta be ready if a job comes in.” Or a buyer. Everything was going up for sale this week. Even pleading guilty would rack up more legal bills than he could manage, and he’d need whatever cash he could scrape together. Besides, what good was a backhoe loader once he was in prison?

			Cal nodded, probably thinking the same thing but too polite to say it. Cal wasn’t half bad.

			“I’ve been talking to the lead detective on your case,” Cal said. “Told him about Rena hanging out at the Moosehead and being free with her affection. He thinks it might be worth tracking some of those guys down, checking their alibis.”

			It meant Cal not only believed Zane, he was working to convince other cops that their case might not be closed. It was more than he’d expected and he didn’t know what to say, especially since he doubted they could find anything before he told his lawyer to enter the guilty plea. He settled for, “Thanks.”

			It felt odd to have the police on his side. It also felt good.

			Cal tipped his head toward the loader. “You got a radio on that thing?”

			“No. Wouldn’t be able to hear it.” It made him think of Sophie and how she’d wanted to play the “Blue Danube” waltz, probably just to piss him off. He smiled, then censored the memory. He tried not to think of Sophie. There was no point in torturing himself.

			Cal wasn’t smiling. In fact, he looked uncomfortable. Zane waited, knowing he’d been working up to saying whatever was on his mind.

			“I’ve got some names already,” he said. “And I’ll probably get more, so there’s a chance we’ll find a suspect. Or someone who knows something. But if we don’t . . .” He paused as if hating to say it. “It won’t be much help to your case. You’re still the only one we can put with Rena shortly before she died.”

			He nodded, working on accepting his fate. “What about those other hairs they found on her body?”

			“There’s no match in the system. All that means is whoever it is doesn’t have a record.”

			That ruled out Emmett. “Didn’t they do a DNA profile on Reznick?”

			“He’s going in to give a sample tomorrow. His lawyer raised hell, so who knows, maybe he has something to hide.”

			“Maybe.” He wanted to hope so; Sophie had been sure Reznick was their guy. “Did they search his studio yet?”

			“He’s fighting that warrant even harder than the DNA sample, but we’ll get it. In the meantime, I’ve asked around a bit and found a couple of actresses who’ve worked on films there. Well, they’re a waitress and a hotel concierge, but they have aspirations.”

			He was surprised Cal had already been working on his behalf. “They worked on monster flicks? With giant insects?”

			“No.” A hint of a smile touched Cal’s mouth. “Porn.”

			“What?”

			“Those’re the low-budget productions Reznick’s shooting back there. Probably why he’s in no hurry to have the place searched until he gets rid of his props. Might not make him too popular around here.”

			Another scandal—Barringer’s Pass would love it, but it didn’t help him any. “He could still be doing the alien movies there.”

			“Could be. We’ll find out.” He slapped Zane on the shoulder, surprising him so much with the good-buddy gesture that he had to catch his balance. “Don’t give up. If Reznick is our killer—and I think there’s a good chance he is—we’ll prove it.”

			“Thanks,” he said, then added his name. “Cal.” As if they were friends. Surprisingly, it felt like they were.

			For the first time in his life, he dared to believe the cops were on his side.

			Too bad it had come too late to do him any good.
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			Sophie had mixed feelings about the three boxes of decorative pool tiles she found in her Jeep. They’d been meant for the Reznick project, and Zane had planned to have her haul some of the supplies to the job site in her Jeep. He probably still needed them, and if she didn’t return them he’d have to go through the time and expense of reordering. She wouldn’t do that to his struggling company. That meant she’d have to see him to return them. It wasn’t like she’d been looking for an excuse to see him.

			It sounded so logical she almost believed it herself.

			She pulled up the long drive at Natural Designs, not aware until she parked that Zane’s truck wasn’t there. She might have left and hoped for an “accidental” meeting with Zane at another time, except she’d already been seen. Manny was on the roof with a stack of shingles, and waved down at her. Nothing looked in need of repair, but Zane probably gave him odd jobs just to keep him around in case work came in.

			“Hi,” she called out, swinging out the Jeep’s spare tire and opening the back hatch. “I’m returning some stuff I forgot to drop off earlier. Don’t get down,” she said as he laid a nail gun aside. “I’ll just set them inside the office.”

			“It’s not open.” Manny held his hands out in a helpless gesture. “Zane will be back in a half hour. He has the key.”

			“Oh.” It was a good excuse to wait around for him. It also looked pathetic and needy.

			She looked around. The tiles were too expensive to leave sitting around, but with Manny there she could leave the boxes on the steps. She reached for the first one, then threw a doubtful look at the sky. Summer storms were a regular occurrence in the afternoon, and the dark clouds boiling over Two Bears looked about ready to let go with a big one. The tiles might be fine, but the boxes would be a soggy mess.

			“How about if I put these in the back of your van?” she called up to Manny. “You can give them to Zane when he gets back.”

			“Yes, okay. Give me a moment and I will get them.” He stood and headed for the ladder at the side of the building.

			“No need. I can do it.”

			He began to protest, but she ignored him, sliding open the side door on the van. The back was half full already with boxes of tools and scattered work clothes.

			Manny stepped onto the ladder. “I’ll do it for you,” he assured her. “Give me one moment.”

			His chivalry was working overtime, as usual, but there was no need to interrupt his work. Or to take longer than necessary to get the heck out of there. “It’s no trouble, Manny, I can do it.” She climbed into the van and began sliding boxes around, and tossing overalls and work boots on top of them.

			“See? No problem.” She flashed a smile at his distressed look as he appeared at the open side door. The man was almost too chivalrous.

			Throwing the last pair of gloves out of the way, she brushed at some bits of dirt and twigs on the carpet. They clung stubbornly. She scratched at one pine twig with no success, then with an exasperated sigh, she pulled it loose from the carpet. She started to toss it through the open door, then realized why it had clung to the carpet. It wasn’t a rough pine twig after all. It had tiny barbs on the side that had caught on the carpet fibers, almost like . . . She examined it more closely.

			She was holding the leg of a very large beetle.

			A chill washed over her as she moved slowly, picking another twig-like bit from the carpet. Another beetle leg. Goose bumps danced down her arms as she looked at Manny in the open doorway.

			His distress had turned to frustration. “It was difficult to get them all. I used the Power Vac at the car wash, but they are so sticky. What can you do?” He shrugged at his bad luck. Or perhaps hers. “I’m very sorry, Sophie,” he said.

			His strong, calloused hands reached for her neck.
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			Zane parked in the lot behind the hardware store and double-checked the list of supplies Manny had requested. The repair project was eating up his available cash, but the place needed to look good if he was going to put it up for sale.

			He reached for the used paint roller he’d taken from Manny’s truck as a size comparison, wondering if it could be salvaged. Bits of dirt and twigs were embedded in its fuzzy, tacky surface, which he assumed was why Manny wanted new ones. He picked a couple pieces off and saw the problem. All the crap stuck to the surface crumbled when he pulled at it, but still didn’t come free of the roller, as if it was holding on with tiny hooks.

			He couldn’t imagine what kind of shrubs Manny had been hauling in his van that would have twigs like that. He looked closer. They didn’t even look like twigs. They looked like legs. Tiny bits of broken insect legs.

			Realization came slowly, working against a sense of disbelief. There had to be another explanation. Not Manny. Hooter or Cory, sure, he’d believe it in a second. But Manny was polite, with a sense of decency that put others to shame. Maybe he was a little disdainful of his coworkers’ lewd jokes and rude behavior, but not to an extreme. At least, Zane didn’t think so.

			Actually, he didn’t know for sure. Manny was so quiet, so reserved.

			He took another look at the paint roller and tried to think of a reason it would be covered with bits of insect legs. He couldn’t.

			Adrenaline finally zapped his muscles into moving. He started the truck and pulled back onto the street, dialing his phone at the same time, listening impatiently through three rings until he heard a click. “Zane?”

			“Yeah.” He hadn’t expected to use Cal’s number, and judging by the surprise in his voice, Cal hadn’t, either. “You know those insect parts you had Sophie identify? Were there any prickly little legs that looked almost like twigs from bushes?”

			“Almost all of them looked like that.” Caution edged into his voice. “Why?”

			“I found some. They’re stuck to paint rollers one of my workers had in his van.”

			“Who? Where is he?”

			“Manny Rodriguez. He’s working on my office roof right now.”

			“I’ll be there in twenty.”
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			It was the second time in three days Sophie’d come to in the back of a van with her hands bound.

			She coughed, ending in a choking sound when she felt the lingering throb where Manny’s fingers had crushed off her air supply. Automatically, she tried to touch her neck and found her hands bound together at the wrist. Rough sisal rope chafed her skin, preventing even the slightest twist of her hands. Chivalry was dead.

			This time she was gagged, too, the cloth pulling painfully at the corners of her mouth and tasting like dust and paint. She rolled her gaze downward. At least her shoes were still on. It was funny what you could learn to be grateful for.

			The van rocked over bumps, which she assumed had shaken her to consciousness. She saw trees through the side windows, but before she could wonder where she was, the van stopped and Manny got out. Leaving her? She used her elbows to push herself into a sitting position, then shrank back as the side door slid open.

			Manny looked at her sadly. “I’m sorry, Sophie,” he said again. “I didn’t want to do this, but you made me.”

			When he tugged her out, she made a muffled noise of protest behind her gag.

			“I’m sorry for that, too, but I cannot let you scream. Someone might hear you.”

			Manny was possibly the most polite kidnapper in the world, but all things considered, it still didn’t make her like him any more than Emmett.

			She looked around, immediately recognizing the small movie studio at the back of Carl Reznick’s property. Manny shoved her toward the side door, and her decision required no thought—if he wanted her inside, she wasn’t going. Whirling around, she kicked at his knee and ran toward the slope that she knew led up to the house.

			She got three steps away before he tackled her, falling heavily to the ground with her legs pinned beneath him. He sprang up, jerking her to her feet and clamping a hand to the back of her neck. Fierce pain shot through her, nearly making her collapse again, but his strong hand held her up and urged her forward. He didn’t say a word—no reprimand for trying to escape, and no apology for squeezing her neck as he propelled her toward the door. She tried to twist away from the blinding pain, but that only made it worse, and she was forced to stagger along obediently.

			He didn’t release her as he unlocked the door with one hand and shoved her inside. She fell to her knees on a tile floor and tumbled onto her side, unable to catch herself with her bound hands. A string of swear words were garbled by the gag. In vicious frustration, she lifted her bound hands and tore it from her mouth. It felt like an old T-shirt, but she couldn’t tell for sure since it stayed tied around her neck. Coughing and choking, she pushed herself to her feet. Manny’s hand clamped on to her again, buckling her knees. “Shit!” she cried out, wincing against the renewed pain.

			He changed his grip to a vicelike hold on her upper arms, forcing her to her feet as she was shoved down a wide corridor. “Ladies shouldn’t talk like that.”

			“Fuck you.”

			She was rewarded with another rough push through an open doorway. She staggered but stayed upright as Manny hit a switch and lights flared to life above her. She barely had time to take in a large room crisscrossed by electric cables attached to two huge movie cameras as she turned toward him, eyeing him warily. Something about his pose, alert and ready to pounce, triggered a memory: A dark figure, imposing in a way that implied muscles rather than height. Threatening without saying a word.

			“It was you! Not Emmett. You’re the one who chased me through the woods!”

			He closed the door and faced her. “You shouldn’t have talked to Artie. You talk to too many people, Sophie.”

			“Yeah, it’s all my fault.”

			“This is true,” he said, apparently immune to sarcasm. “I tried to warn you, but you don’t listen.” He shrugged, then flexed his hands, cracking his knuckles. Ready to begin whatever he had planned.

			Fresh fear ripped through her. Raising her voice as loud as she could, she screamed, “Help!”

			Manny shook his head at her pitiful efforts. “Soundproof,” he told her.
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			Zane hadn’t been afraid until he saw Sophie’s Jeep in the parking lot. There was no sign of Manny or his van. He stood on the truck’s running board, scanning the entire equipment yard. “Sophie!” he yelled. Then yelled again, with more urgency, “Sophie! Manny!”

			No response.

			Taking out his phone, he dialed her number. The ringing in his ear wasn’t echoed anyplace on the grounds of Natural Designs. After four rings, it went to voice mail. “Hi, this is Sophie, please leave a message.”

			He ended the call and tossed the phone onto the seat.

			Fear burned in snapping red flames at the edges of his mind as he tried to think. Why had she come here?

			It didn’t matter, only that she had, and that she had left again without her Jeep. And, most likely, with Manny.

			With a killer.

			He had to be sure they weren’t here. Pulling out his key, he dashed to the locked gate of the equipment yard, swung it open, and ran into the barn. Then behind it.

			No one. They weren’t in the office, either.

			He ran back to the truck, started it, then sat gripping the wheel, forcing himself to think. Where would Manny take her? The wilderness? His house? Another town? He had no ideas, no way to narrow the possibilities.

			His gaze darted over Sophie’s Jeep, then jerked back. The hatch was open, with three boxes inside. He recognized the company’s name in black script on the box, and recalled giving her the pool tiles from the Reznick job. She must have come to return them.

			Reznick. Exotic insects.

			Manny and bug parts.

			It was the only connection he had. And it was action; he had to move, to do something.

			Ducking into the truck, he slammed the door and sprayed gravel in an arc as he raced down the driveway to the highway.
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			Manny hadn’t made a move toward her, but she had no doubt he would. She backed away, scanning the room as she did. It was sparse, utilitarian except for the expensive camera equipment, but seemed to be exactly what she’d been told—a low-budget movie studio. “Why do you have access to this place?”

			“Because of the bugs, of course. I deliver them.”

			“You?”

			“It’s one of my jobs.” A shadow of hesitation touched his face. “I thought you knew this.”

			“I don’t know anything.”

			It had seemed worth trying, but apparently he wasn’t buying it. “Unfortunately, you do. I deliver the live bugs for Artie. Sometimes I bring them over the border, too,” he told her, explaining the process as patiently as he had when he taught her to lay paving stones. “From Mexico. I go anyway, to see my family.”

			The lesson done, he took a couple of steps toward her. She took a couple more backward. She bumped into one of the large movie cameras, stumbled, and jumped aside without taking her eyes off Manny.

			“Why did you bring me here?”

			“Because Mr. Reznick is a suspect now, not Zane. They must find you in a place where he would leave you.”

			Where he might leave her body, he meant. But mentioning her death might be impolite. With thoughts of her impending death distracting her, she couldn’t follow his reasoning. “Why didn’t you leave Rena Torres here?”

			“You ask too many questions.”

			“Come on, Manny. If you’re going to kill me, I have a right to know.”

			He took a moment to think it over, then stepped toward her. “No, you don’t.”

			She skittered backward, caught her foot, and looked down at a tangle of cables. High-stepping carefully, she kept one eye on the cables and the other on Manny.

			He seemed content to work her slowly toward the corner of the studio with the furniture, probably making it easier to trap her. Her only chance would be to disable him long enough to make it to the door, but now he’d be watching for her ineffective kick. There had to be something here she could use as a weapon.

			The longer she distracted him, the more time she had to look. “You made Zane look responsible for Rena’s death. I thought you liked Zane.”

			“No one was supposed to find Rena’s body.”

			“But if they did, Zane would take the fall.”

			“Yes. That’s too bad. But it is your fault. You were not supposed to dig. You should have done as you were told, Sophie.”

			He stepped through the cables, relentlessly pacing her. She wiggled the rope around her wrists as she shuffled backward, but only succeeded in making her skin raw. If she could pull at the knot with her teeth she might loosen it, but she doubted Manny would stand still while she did that.

			“Is that why you killed Rena, Manny? Did she disobey you? Break a rule?”

			His frown cut deep furrows in his forehead. “Rena broke many rules. Women like that, they don’t deserve respect.”

			“They deserve to die?”

			It seemed like a leap of logic to her, but it didn’t bother him. “Yes. It was her choice.”

			She bumped into something and glanced around. A bed. She’d backed all the way into the stage set of a bedroom. She took a few rapid steps to the side as Manny paced after her, slowly closing the distance between them. She’d back into a wall soon.

			She tried again to tap into his guilt, hoping to distract him. “I hate to tell you, Manny, but Rena didn’t choose to die. You made that choice for her. Except it’s not yours to make, is it?”

			He looked mildly annoyed by the accusation, so she pushed harder. “You might not approve of women who sleep around, but it’s not against the law.”

			“I did not care about that.”

			She skirted a chair, keeping it between them as she tried to puzzle it out. “Then what did she do that was so wrong? Did she come on to you?”

			Not even an eye twitch. His intent herding didn’t falter and she risked another look at the bed behind her. Silky ropes with handcuffs dangled from the footboard; did alien monster flicks get kinky?

			Her eyes darted back to Manny as a new fear dawned. “What do you plan to do to me?”

			“I think you already know, Sophie.” He paused to drag a chair across the only exit path from the cluttered corner. “I am sorry you have to die. You were nice.”

			“I fucking baked you cookies!”

			“Thank you, they were delicious.” He paused to untie a length of cord, wrapped each end in his fist, then tested it with a quick pull.

			Her insides felt jittery. “Is that what you did to Rena, Manny? You found her here when you delivered the bugs, and you decided if she put out for other men, she could do it for you, too?” He didn’t blink as he moved closer. She backed into a table, penned in by a densely packed rack of clothing. “What’s the matter, did she turn you down?”

			She thought it would be a jab at his ego, but he smiled. “Rena offered herself. It was just a job to her.” He raised the cord as he moved in.

			A job. She felt a little slow that she hadn’t realized she was on a porn set. That explained the bedroom furniture. But it didn’t explain Rena’s excessive devotion to her craft, handing out free samples as if she had to keep in practice.

			Unless it wasn’t the sex she was practicing.

			“She filmed you, didn’t she?”

			He stopped, frowning at the memory she’d jogged. “She did not tell me. But I saw the lights on afterward, blinking like little red eyes. Recording. I knew what she did.” His voice shook with anger, the first sign that he might be losing some of his carefully held control.

			“Sex should be private,” she said, guessing his thoughts.

			“She laughed about it. She said millions of people would see me on the Internet.”

			He was close. His narrowed gaze flicked to the bed, just for a second. It was the only opening she’d get. Lacing her fingers as tightly as she could, she swung at the side of his head.

			Her swing wasn’t as powerful as she’d hoped, and the blow glanced off his jaw. But it was enough to make him stagger into the bed, which was all she needed. Diving between a nurse’s uniform and a cheerleading outfit, she fought her way through the clothes rack. She’d barely cleared it when Manny grabbed her from behind.

			She pulled free, but stumbled into a shelving unit. Trapped again, with Manny past the edge of patience. Reaching blindly for something to throw, her hands encountered a heavy piece of glass on the shelf. She pulled, tipping it to the floor in a loud shatter of glass and dirt.

			Not exactly dirt. Substrate; the habitat material for the beetles. Several more aquariums lined the shelves.

			The broken habitat littered the floor between her and Manny, causing him to pause. She didn’t; grabbing another aquarium, she pulled it to the floor. Then another, and another, moving down the length of the shelf. One crash after another scattering glass, sand, and dirt. Not a barrier, although it seemed to be strangely effective.

			Manny stood frozen, staring at the floor. Sophie looked, too. Over a scattering of mulch and broken glass, a hoard of hairy black spiders fled the destruction of their homes. Tarantulas.

			They would head for the closest cover, she knew. Manny may not have known that. He stared in wide-eyed fear, before taking a few awkward steps backward, as if he’d forgotten how to make his legs move.

			She had no pity. “They’re poisonous!” she screamed. Poor acting, but possibly up to standards for this studio. “Save yourself! Run!”

			It was as bad as any line from Reznick’s campy alien movies, but it worked. He ran.

			She wanted to leave, too, but there was only one way out, and Manny had taken it. If she ran into him again, she had to be ready. Sitting down in the scattered dirt and dead leaves from the aquariums, she set her teeth to the rope binding her wrists, and began tugging at the knot.
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			Zane stopped behind Manny’s van and jumped from his truck. He was halfway to the building when the side door burst open and Manny barreled out, eyes bulging with terror and mouth open in a silent scream.

			Dipping his shoulder, he hit him in the stomach, knocking him to the ground in perfect NFL style. Manny struggled to breathe as Zane rose to his knees, grabbed him by the shoulders, and shook him. “Where is she?”

			Manny sucked in a harsh breath, and managed a pitiful whimper.

			He slapped Manny’s face, not because it would help, but because beating him harder would mean he couldn’t talk. “Where is she, damn it!”

			Manny pressed a hand to his stomach and drew a tortured breath. “Tarantula,” he gasped.

			Zane didn’t see any, and didn’t care, but the braided cord Manny inexplicably clutched in his hand looked useful. Snatching it, he pulled Manny’s hands behind his back and tied them together, looping the cord through the man’s belt for good measure. He rolled Manny to his side and tried it one more time. “Where’s Sophie? In English.”

			Manny’s terrified gaze swung toward the studio, then back at Zane. “Poison,” he whispered.

			Zane’s insides twisted, picturing Sophie writhing in pain from something he didn’t know how to fix. “What kind of poison?” He pulled Manny to a sitting position, but it was apparent the man couldn’t speak. Letting him drop, he took off for the studio.

			“Sophie!” he yelled, barreling through the door and down a wide hallway where a door stood open. “Sophie!” He paused to scan what looked like a soundstage, and spotted her across the room, sitting in a scattering of dirt and broken glass, her head bent but moving. “Oh, God,” he groaned, both grateful and worried as he dashed across the room.

			She raised her head and sighed with relief. “Zane! Thank God. Did you see Manny?”

			“I got him.” He dropped to his knees, cupping her face and checking her eyes for . . . he didn’t know what he was looking for. “Did he give you some sort of poison, Sophie? How do you feel?”

			“I’m okay.” She lifted her hands with a pleading look. “Could you get this for me?”

			He glanced down, then transferred his grip to her hands. The sisal rope had worn raw lines in the soft skin of her wrists. “Son of a bitch,” he growled, and began working at the knot. She held still, the worried creases in her forehead already fading when he darted another glance at her. “You’re sure you’re okay? He said something about poison.”

			“He meant the spiders.”

			His fingers stopped as he shot a look around the dirt-strewn floor. “Poisonous spiders?”

			She jiggled her hands, reminding him to keep going. “They’re not poisonous, I just told him that. They’re tarantulas.”

			He stopped again, staring at her. “How many tarantulas?”

			“Lots, but they’re harmless.” She jiggled her hands again. “Please. The rope.”

			He finished quickly, then examined each wrist as she shook feeling back into the other. The red lines in her skin made him yearn to go outside and take a few more shots at Manny.

			“Thank you,” she sighed. With a grateful smile, she threw her arms around his neck.

			He forgot about hitting Manny. He sat on the dirt, pulled Sophie onto his lap, and took her face in his hands as he kissed her, first gentle, grateful kisses, then a long deep kiss that might never end.

			Manny was probably wiggling his way toward the trees, but Zane could hear the first wailing police car bumping its way downhill toward the studio, no doubt wreaking hell with his new sod. They could handle Manny. He had the most important person right here in his arms, and he wasn’t letting go of her again.
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			Zane sat in his truck, reading the latest issue of the Barringer’s Pass newspaper-slash-rumor mill, the Echo. They were calling Sophie the Spider Woman, wringing every bit of drama possible from the deluge of tarantulas she’d loosed on Manny. Most of them had been babies from a breeding aquarium, a fact the Echo chose to leave out when they mentioned the “dozens of poisonous spiders” she’d released.

			At least they’d stuck to the facts with his interview. The reporter had been ecstatic when Zane had called to offer a first-person account of foiling his brother’s schemes, then revealing Rena’s killer and simultaneously clearing his own name. It was such a delicious combination of scandal and high drama that the paper had shown unprecedented restraint, adding only a few lurid adjectives. It had been difficult for him to tell the story, drawing unwanted public attention to himself. But Sophie and her family had done so much to defend his name that he couldn’t sit back and let them do it all. He’d had to speak up for himself. It turned out that promoting himself hadn’t been as uncomfortable as he’d feared, not after the rejection and hatred he’d experienced by avoiding the public eye for most of his life.

			A tap on the window pulled him out of the article. He set the paper aside and opened his door, stepping out to face the man he’d been waiting for.

			He was exactly what Zane had expected, a dignified graying executive, polite but no-nonsense. “Sorry, but you’ll have to move, buddy. You’re in my spot.”

			“I know.” The labeled parking spaces for executives in Pace Laboratory’s parking lot had made identifying Ron Cezerki easy. “I’ll be glad to get out of your way, Mr. Cezerki. But I wanted to talk with you about something we have in common. Two things actually.”

			Cezerki raised an eyebrow, not shutting him out yet. That part was coming soon. “What’s that?”

			“We’ve both had our lives irreparably damaged by Emmett Thorson.”

			Hardness settled over Ron Cezerki’s features like a curtain falling. “Emmett Thorson is not someone I care to think about, or to discuss with strangers.” He jerked his chin up in a challenging gesture. “Who are you?”

			He took a deep breath. “I’m Zane Thorson, Mr. Cezerski. I’m not apologizing for that, but I’m hoping you won’t have me hauled off by security before I can tell you about the other thing we have in common.” He looked him straight in the eye, not aggressive but not backing down, either.

			Cezerki took his measure, grinding his jaw over his decision. “What’s the other thing?” he asked.

			“We both admire Sophie Larkin for her intelligence and her integrity. I also happen to be in love with her, so I have even more reason to know how special she is.”

			It was enough to make Cezerki pause, but not enough to improve his disposition. “Zane. I remember you from the trial.” His flat stare narrowed to a sharp point. “You said Emmett was innocent of raping my daughter.”

			“No, I answered what I was asked. I said I’d never seen my fifteen-year-old brother act violently toward a woman—that was the best his lawyer could get out of me, and he knew it. If I’d been allowed to speculate, I would have said Emmett was not only capable of rape, he might kill, too. If you want to despise me for being related to him, well, you won’t be the only one. Just don’t think I defended anything he did.”

			Bringing up the subject had cracked Cezerki’s control, and he sucked in several deep breaths, apparently forcing himself to stay calm. “What does this have to do with Sophie Larkin?”

			“Emmett? Nothing. That has to do with you and me. Sophie had nothing to do with it.”

			“So what’s your point? If you’re trying to clean up your image, you picked a bad time, and a poor way to make a good impression.”

			He lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t care what you think of me, Mr. Cezerki. It’s what you think of Sophie that matters to me. Like I said, she’s a special person. I’ve learned a lot from her lately about standing up for yourself and your beliefs, no matter what others say. She does that. I imagine you’d understand, the way you stood up for your daughter, even after the legal system let you down.”

			Cezerki cocked his head slightly in a speculative glance, and Zane was sure the man knew where this was going. He didn’t keep him waiting. “Is it true you wouldn’t offer Sophie a job because of her connection to me?”

			“I don’t know how you’d know about it, but yes, it’s true.”

			“Then I want to say that you’re doing her a disservice, because she doesn’t deserve to be punished for being loyal to a friend and to her own convictions. You’re also doing yourself a disservice, because she’s the best there is.”

			Cezerki gave him a long look. “You forgot to mention that her convictions about your innocence appear to have been right.”

			He shrugged. “Didn’t want to lay it on too thick, but damn right they were.”

			Cezerki hummed thoughtfully to himself. Zane waited. Finally, he asked, “You have someplace you have to be, Thorson?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Get in your truck and follow me. There’s a coffee shop a mile up the road.” Cezerki strode back to the car he’d left idling behind Zane’s pickup, slid inside, and headed out of the parking lot. Zane scrambled to start his truck and follow.
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			Sophie parked next to Zane’s white pickup, the only other vehicle at Natural Designs. The police had finally released his pickup yesterday, along with the dump truck she could see through the open doors of the large equipment barn. Zane was there, too, wiping his hands on a rag as he walked out to meet her.

			He smiled, his eyes conveying the spark of desire that always seemed to leap between them, and she steeled herself against responding to it. Not yet. And not unless he had a good explanation for what he’d done.

			“Hi,” he said, leaning in to kiss her.

			She kissed him back, because she wasn’t ready to deny herself every satisfaction until she decided whether she was seriously angry with him or just mildly pissed off. “Hi.”

			“I thought you were going to see someone about a job.” He reached out, casually brushing a strand of hair off her cheek. Damn it, she liked it when he did that.

			“I did,” she said, hurrying to make her point before he touched her again, because it had the annoying affect of making her mind go all fuzzy and happy. “I talked with Ron Cezerki at Pace Labs.”

			“That’s the place in Juniper where you wanted to work, isn’t it?”

			“That’s right. Funny you would know that.”

			“You must have mentioned it.”

			“Or maybe Ron did when you talked to him the other day.”

			His cocky, off-center grin was probably the same one he would have used as a kid, getting caught with his hand in the cookie jar. If they’d had a cookie jar. “That could be it,” he said. Not the least bit embarrassed.

			He didn’t even apologize. It helped her forget his sexy smile and remember the fury that had spoiled her triumphant moment. She pinned him with a narrowed glare. “Zane, I don’t need you lobbying for me. I don’t want it. I’ll get a job on my own merits, and not because you guilted someone into it, or twisted their arm. And furthermore, I resent that you think I need your help. I earned two masters degrees and a Ph.D. without your help, and I can find a job without it, too.”

			“Good, because I’m not offering help.” He probably meant to look disinterested, but curiosity danced in his eyes. “Did he offer you a job?”

			“Yes. And I’m not taking it, because I didn’t get it. You did. Thanks a lot for ruining that perfect opportunity.”

			He made a sound that sounded suspiciously like a muffled laugh. “What do you think I did, use the Thorson name to scare him into hiring you?”

			“Something like that.” It didn’t sound like Zane, but she clung stubbornly to the facts. “I happen to know he hates you.”

			“He hated Emmett, Sophie. So did I. I thought Cezerki and I should talk about that because it was interfering with your life, and that’s not right. I know how much you hate social injustice. It seems I’ve learned something about standing up against it.”

			She’d worked up a nice, hot temper, and couldn’t believe how easily he’d pulled her indignant anger right out from under her. “You’re using my own argument against me?”

			He smiled. “When you’re right, you’re right.”

			She bit her cheek, going over his explanation, reluctant to back down so easily. “You really didn’t try to convince Ron to hire me?”

			“Your qualifications may have come up. But all I wanted to convince him to do was look at you without looking at me. Sophie, I don’t know enough about what you do to convince someone to hire you. You did that all on your own when you interned there, and when you came back with the right qualifications.”

			She stared at him for several seconds, unable to come up with something to refute his sensible answer, or to explain his unexpected intervention on her behalf. The Zane she’d known a few weeks ago wouldn’t have done that. “I don’t believe it,” she muttered, shaking her head in wonder. “We’ve turned you into a social activist. My mother’s going to be thrilled.”

			He chuckled. “So are you going to take the job?”

			She looked around his empty yard and parking lot. “You just want to get me off the payroll.”

			“Are you kidding? I’m desperate for help. Alan Bernstein just signed a contract for $90,000 worth of landscaping, and you’re the only employee I have at the moment. Plus, now you have experience.”

			Her own employment situation was forgotten in an instant. “You got the contract!” She grinned her delight. “That’s great!” Throwing her arms around his neck, she gave him a congratulatory kiss. Then a few more, just for fun. “Can I see the plans?”

			“Sure, they’re in the office.” He threw an arm around her shoulders as they started across the deserted parking lot. In another week the place would probably be humming with activity as he got a new crew started on the Bernstein job.

			“So what gave me away? Did Cezerki tell you I went to see him?”

			That was another issue, and she gave him a warning look. “He told me to say hello to my fiancé.”

			He smiled. “Ah. I see.”

			“Well, I don’t. You didn’t have to make up something like that to prove your concern about me.”

			“I didn’t make it up. Are you going to tell me you don’t think we’ll get married?”

			She stopped dead. That was not the answer she’d expected. “I . . .” She cleared her throat and tried again. “I don’t recall talking about it.”

			“I don’t recall telling you I loved you before you informed me that I did. Some things are just obvious.”

			Marriage was obvious? She let the thought roll around in her head, waiting for the disbelief. Nothing.

			Maybe he was right.

			She squinted one eye, wondering what other surprises lay ahead. “Did I say anything else you intend to use against me?”

			He smiled. “Can’t think of anything right now. But stick around, I’m sure I will.”
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