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Chapter 1

Fear of self is the greatest of all terrors, the deepest of all dread, the commonest of all mistakes. From it grows failure. Because of it, life is a mockery. Out of it comes despair. — David Seabury

Margot Davenport should never have opened the front door. She should have just kept on getting slowly and thoroughly drunk that night. But the pounding on the door went on and on, reverberating throughout the house and inside her skull. Stumbling from the couch in the living room, Margot knocked over her glass and an empty wine bottle and grabbed onto her throbbing head with a hand.

“Damn it!”

In the hall, she tripped over her furball of a cat, Marmaduke, who streaked past her and up the stairs. She swore again. The banging continued. The crazy fool outside had given up on the doorbell long ago.

“John! Come on. Open up! It’s me, Jake!”

At the mention of Johnny’s name, Margot’s stomach twisted and rolled with sudden nausea. “Okay! Okay! Give me a second.”

She groped for the light switch to the hall. Nothing happened.

“Damn, stupid thing!” That’s what she got for not replacing the house’s ancient wiring.

“John, I’m freezing my ass off!”

“What do you expect,” Margot muttered, wondering if this guy was playing some sick joke at her expense.

Margot hit the outside light switch and peered through the glass panel beside the door. A man stood on the front porch. She didn’t recognize him, but then again, the sheet of snow and the light’s glare against the night backdrop didn’t help matters.

A gun or pepper spray for protection sounded pretty nice right now, but Margot hated guns and had never expected the need, living on the outskirts of Greyson, Arizona. It wasn’t like this town up in the White Mountains was loaded with crime. The worst incident had been a case of disorderly conduct last winter, and that had been from a drunken tourist.

“Who is it?”

A pause on the other side followed—almost as if she’d surprised him.

“Margot? Is that you? It’s Jake Preston.”

Though muffled, his words were clear enough to make out. The name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t recall what Johnny had said about him.

Margot frowned and winced as pain cut across her temple, brow and the base of her skull. She should have stopped at one glass of wine. “How do you know Johnny?”

“I worked with him at Miltronics for several years on the outskirts of Boston.”

Margot debated about turning this Jake away as she watched him stamp his feet against the porch. He must be freezing—what with the wind and snow.

“I know it’s late, but I need to talk to John. Please. If you could just get him, you’ll see I’m harmless.”

The urgency in his voice made her decide. He obviously didn’t know about her brother. She sighed heavily. What she had to tell him wasn’t going to be easy.

Margot unlatched the lock and opened the door.

An angry gust of wind burst into the house, tearing the knob from her grasp. The door flew wide and crashed against the wall. Gasping, she reeled back as snow flew in, stabbing her face with icy spikes.

“Here, let me.” He stepped inside and shoved the door closed with his shoulder. He turned his back against the light from the kitchen, casting his face in shadow. His baseball cap further shielded his features—along with sunglasses of all things.

How very odd. Sudden apprehension curled up her spine as Margot stepped away from Jake and the doorway. Topping a good six-feet, he appeared far larger than when he’d stood behind a locked door.

“What are the sunglasses for?” she asked.

“The light.”

“What?”

“My eyes. They’re sensitive to light. I injured both corneas as a child.”

“Oh.” She must have been staring at him like an idiot, but something about him made her uneasy. And it wasn’t just the glasses and pale complexion.

He must have sensed her disquiet, because he explained further, “It’s called traumatic iritis. It’s something I’ve had to live with for as long as I can remember.” He shrugged a large canvas backpack from his shoulder and placed it on the floor. “Can you get John for me?”

“He’s dead.”

Margot never intended the words to come out so abrupt and final, but...it hurt. Balling her hands into fists, she fought against the sudden tears that burned the back of her eyes. Please no. Not now. She couldn’t fall apart in front of this stranger.

“He can’t be. That’s impossible.”

“His—” Margot cleared her throat. “His funeral was today.”

He flinched, stumbled, and hit a shoulder against the front door. A muscle in his square jaw clenched and unclenched, and his ragged breathing magnified the tension filling the foyer. He said something under his breath she didn’t catch.

Goosebumps crawled along her spine. She needed another drink. Seeing how her brother’s death ate at this man was like witnessing her own pain.

“How did he die?” Jake finally asked.

Outside, a metallic crash resounded as a gust of wind hit the house. They both jumped, and Margot swallowed a scream. A faint clang immediately followed. Then nothing but the howling wind.

“I think that was a trash can,” she said and tried to form her thoughts into something coherent. Then she realized her lack of manners and how she couldn’t thrust him back out in the storm without explaining more about Johnny, but she wasn’t about to bring him back into the living room and broadcast her drinking with an empty wine bottle and glass on the floor. “Why don’t you put your coat on the post behind you, then we can talk in the den.”

After he took off his down jacket, he removed his hat to reveal very dark, almost black, shoulder-length hair, a shade lighter than her own. He had a blunt nose, square jaw, and a strong, stubborn looking face. She wondered about his eyes, and if they were just as inflexible, but she saw only her face reflected in his lenses.

Margot led him across the hall and was about to hit the switch by the door of the den when Jake caught her wrist, his gloved fingers cool and smooth against her skin. “Don’t.”

At the harshness of his voice, her breath hissed into her lungs and her heart jerked inside her chest. He stood directly behind, so close the warmth of his breath whispered across the nape of her neck.

Only when she pulled away from the light switch did he release her wrist. “It looks like there’s a lamp on your desk,” he said in a smooth, warm baritone. “I’ll get it instead. It might be too bright otherwise.”

She exhaled, feeling a fool. There’d been no reason to act the neurotic. He’d just been concerned with his vision. Nodding, she folded her arms across her middle and followed him into the darkened room. He reached the desk and turned on the brass lamp, throwing the room into muted shadows.

Looking around, he slowly walked the length of the large room. “You must like to read.”

“I do, but not as much as it appears.” Books from ceiling to floor lined two walls. Along the third wall, more books filled every available space in the cherry wood shelves on either side of a deep red, brick fireplace. Other than the two chairs and sofa grouped to one side of the room, the only real relief, her desk, a Chippendale replica, sat facing a huge bay window bracketed by thick, forest green velvet drapes. Margot loved this room, the bold, rich colors, the faint musty smell of old books, the feeling of being surrounded by so much knowledge. “It’s my business—selling rare books over the Internet. At least it has been since I left the corporate world, but now with everything going electronic I’ve been forced to start looking into doing e-book conversions for authors.”

“John mentioned you had a store.”

Margot’s arms tightened around her middle. She didn’t know if she was up to discussing her brother with this stranger without cracking. Johnny’s death was still too fresh, too painful.

“Did you want a drink?” she asked. “I’m having wine.”

“Just water.”

Margot escaped into the kitchen. After she poured Jake’s water, she fixed herself a fresh glass of Merlot. She took a deep drink, savoring how the liquid, warm and full-bodied, slid over her tongue and down her throat. Oh, how it eased the pain and dulled the senses.

Finally gaining some control of her ragged emotions, Margot squared her shoulders and returned to the den to find Jake had moved to a book-lined wall.

“Here’s your water.”

“Thanks.” He took his drink, his black-gloved fingers flexing over the etched glass. The leather looked supple as it molded over the knuckles and tendons of his hand. Strange. But if he wanted to hide his hands, it was no business of hers. Still, she did wonder.

His hands might be scarred and ugly, but the rest of him looked anything but. A thick black belt wrapped around a pair of narrow hips encased in faded jeans. The material molded over his long, lean legs, while a long-sleeved, black turtleneck hugged his tight, muscular chest and stomach. Not many men could get away with such a shirt, but he could.

So he had a nice body. That didn’t mean she had to stare as if she hadn’t seen one in a long while.

“Please. Tell me more about John. How did he die?”

She walked over to the high-backed, wing chair in forest green velvet, but couldn’t bear to sit down. Instead, she moved to the window and turned away from the night sky and falling snow to find him facing her. The desk lamp behind Jake thrust him in deep shadow while his glasses, more effective than any imaginable shield, masked his expression.

She swallowed down the sudden tightness in her throat. “It was a car accident. It looked like he didn’t have the car under control when he hit the turn. He was going way too fast and couldn’t make it. The railing gave and he fell into the ravine. He didn’t stand a chance.”

“Do they know why the car went out of control?”

“No.”

“Did you talk to him that day? Did he seem upset?”

Clenching the glass to her chest, she raised her chin and straightened. “It wasn’t suicide.”

“Of course not,” Jake quickly assured. “He wasn’t the type.”

The stiffness in her fingers and spine eased. “Some people thought differently.”

“Then they didn’t know John.” The corners of his mouth dipped downward as he rested a hand against a bookshelf. “So he didn’t act oddly before the accident?”

“I don’t know. I never got a chance to see him. He must have been on his way here. He was only a couple of miles from home when his car went off the road. Why do you want to know?”

“No reason in particular. Just thought he must have had his mind on something. He was a damn good driver.”

She stilled. Something in his tone didn’t ring true. He’d been asking a lot of questions. People asked questions for reasons, not out of a sense of politeness.

“John talked a lot about you.”

Heat fired into her cheeks. “Really? That doesn’t sound like Johnny.” What the hell had he told this—Jake?

“Yeah. I even have a photo of the two of you.” He pulled his wallet from his jeans pocket. After some difficulty, he slipped out a crinkled paper, walked over and showed her a picture.

She glanced down at it and tensed. The photo had been taken over three years ago in Boston on her twenty-fifth birthday. Just before her divorce. She stood between Johnny and Malcolm, an arm around each. She looked happy. What a lie. She’d been anything but. That morning she’d had her last fight with Malcolm before moving out.

She polished off the rest of her wine and walked over to the fireplace to set her glass down on the mantel with a surprisingly steady hand. “Why the photo?”

“It’s not just the photo. He also gave me this.” Jake pulled something else from his pocket. Gold glittered against the lamplight. A necklace with a large circular medallion.

Margot sucked in a lungful of air. Not just any necklace. Johnny’s. A gift she’d given him on his birthday. She raised a trembling hand, and Jake draped the chain across her palm. She lifted the medallion of a bull, signifying Taurus, John’s zodiac sign. She turned it over and read the inscription on the back. “To the hero in the family. Love, Margot.”

A deep wave of emotion caught against Margot’s chest as she squeezed the medallion. “I...” She cleared her throat. “Where did you get this?”

Once again, shadows deepened around Jake as he stepped away from the light and Margot. He tucked the picture and wallet back into his rear pocket. “John gave it to me. He said that if I ever needed time to myself or needed a place to stay, I’d be welcome here. That I could rent a room for a while. He thought that if you couldn’t reach him for some reason, the picture and medallion would assure you I was legitimate.”

Questions, doubts swirled inside her head. She blinked as a fresh wave of pain pounded into her skull.

What did it mean? Was Johnny’s car accident something more? Impossible. Too crazy to even contemplate. No, for Johnny to give Jake his medallion told her just how much he trusted this man.

Unless Johnny didn’t give it to Jake. She frowned. Which didn’t make any sense. Why would this man show up at her door with a stolen medallion? She had nothing to offer, no money, no fame...

“What about the motels in town?” she asked, stalling.

“I tried the two, but they’re both booked solid because of ski season.”

Margot opened her mouth to say something, then shut it. She didn’t like this. Didn’t like it a bit. What had Johnny been thinking? He knew she liked her solitude, that she’d come back home to get her life back together after the divorce, that she’d claimed the house as her own, even going as far as getting the paperwork together to buy out Johnny’s share. He’d never really been interested in the place. Other than the lab outside in the barn, which Johnny had built a couple of years before he’d joined Miltronics, everything else was pretty much her own.

When it came down to it, she could see Johnny making the offer. He’d always been the type to get caught up in someone else’s troubles. Now Johnny was gone, and it was just her. She could tell Jake no and it would be the end of it, but part of her wanted to say yes. After all, he’d known another side of Johnny. A side Margot never had the opportunity to see. Johnny’s work had been so important to him at Miltronics, yet he’d been so reticent on the subject.

“How long would you be staying? That is if I decide to rent you a room.”

“One week. Two max.”

She rubbed the back of her neck. Two weeks. Not very long. At least she tried to tell herself that. She’d do one last favor for Johnny. Yes, and she’d also get a chance to add a few more precious memories of him. “I have a room on the ground floor in the back by the stairs. It’s not very big.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Fine. It’ll be a hundred twenty-five a week plus meals.”

He nodded and placed his glass on the desk. “I’ll get my things.”

Margot led Jake into the hall. In the foyer, he hunched down on one knee by his canvas backpack and swore.

“What’s wrong?”

“I must have left a zipper partially opened. It looks like some snow seeped inside. Can you show me the room? I need to check if my laptop’s okay.”

“Sure.”

As he followed her to the back room, she grew conscious of him directly behind, of his heavier steps, of his much larger frame, but most importantly, of his masculinity. Other than Johnny and the men at the gathering after the funeral today, it had been ages since she’d been alone with a man.

She was about to turn on the room light by the door, then thought better of it. Being touched once tonight by Jake was enough. She stepped away from the threshold to give him plenty of space to enter. “Here it is. If you need anything...”

“Thanks,” was all he said as he walked inside. Not bothering with the light, he closed the door, leaving her in the hall to wonder how he could see inside there without bumping his shins on everything in his path.

Shrugging, she turned away and went back for her glass. She also picked up Jake’s untouched water. In the kitchen, she refilled her glass with wine and went upstairs to her room. She closed her door but didn’t bolt it. She couldn’t. For some stupid reason, this room didn’t have a lock, and she’d never bothered installing one.

Well, she wasn’t going to act paranoid and put a chair under the knob. After all, one of the reasons she’d moved back here was because of the lack of crime in the area. Her brother had always been a good judge of character, so if he had befriended Jake, it was good enough for her.

Margot quickly undressed, changed into her nightgown and slipped under the down comforter. In the dark, she sat up against the headboard and sipped her wine.

She thought of Jake directly below. What was he doing? Was he also lying in bed unable to sleep? What had driven him from the Boston area to come here of all places? Was he running from something or someone? A woman, maybe? She’d sensed his pain even though he’d hidden it well. Eventually, exhaustion and alcohol numbed her thoughts and pulled her lids closed.

~~*~~

Margot jerked awake. She lay there, heart pounding, mind struggling for a reason why. Then she heard it. From outside. A high, piercing cry. It sent goose flesh up her arms and legs and chilled her soul. Another cry ripped through the night, sounding more terrifying than the first. Such pain. So much pain in that one cry...

Silence followed. Thick and suffocating. Then it hit her. Marmaduke!

Margot had completely lost track of her cat. So focused on Jake, she could have easily missed Marmaduke slipping outside.

Snapping on the bedside light, she glanced over to the chair where Marmaduke slept at night and found it empty. Heart ricocheting against her ribs, Margot flung back the covers. Vivid memories of when she was a child drove her from the room.

At the age of ten, she’d stood frozen in the front yard, unable to stop the neighbor’s Doberman from killing her cat, Sassy, unable to close her eyes against the terror or her ears against the screams—screams similar to the ones she’d just heard.

There were coyotes out there, animals just as savage as any Doberman.

When Margot couldn’t find Marmaduke on either floor, she thrust her bare feet into a pair of boots and grabbed her jacket and a flashlight.

The second she stepped outside and closed the door, an angry, frigid wind slapped at her exposed face and hands and tore the breath from her lungs. She brushed at her hair as it whipped into her face, while snow pelted her from an impenetrable, black sky.

How could she possibly find Marmaduke in this mess? The outside light barely penetrated past the porch. Granted, she knew the property and how the front yard sloped downward to an outcropping of aspen intermixed with pine. If anything, Marmaduke would venture there or the barn to the left.

With the flashlight in one hand, Margot grabbed the shovel butted up against the wall for protection with the other hand. She paused at the bottom of the porch stairs and peered into the darkness. The idea of finding Marmaduke’s remains turned her stomach, but the fear of leaving him out in the cold, possibly wounded or even dying, urged her through the snow and past the porch’s illumination.

The cry of the wind, high and mournful, swept through the trees as Margot snapped on the flashlight. She aimed its beam down the driveway, where snow darted and whirled across the ground, and swept the light to the left.

That’s when she noticed another light, faint but distinct. It penetrated through the falling snow and barren trees from the barn window.

Someone was in the lab.


Chapter 2

Whimpering, Jake lay naked on the linoleum floor in John’s lab. A million vicious talons pierced through his flesh and into the marrow of his bones. He wanted to die, to cave into the pressure. Another tidal wave of pain roared through his veins. He gasped and pulled himself into a fetal position.

The seizure had hit him just as he’d opened the door to the lab and turned on the light. He’d barely managed to get inside and shut the door before falling to his knees.

This attack was far worse than the other two. They’d hit him unexpectedly and with such savage intensity that they’d completely incapacitated him. Yet, they were gone after several minutes, as if he’d hallucinated each episode.

If only he’d kept his nose out of it, done his job, he wouldn’t be paralyzed on a cold, hard floor, in some lab in the middle of nowhere. But hell. His morals had interfered. Now he was paying for it. If only, if... Shit.

He would have done it all over again.

Over the pain, he heard the rattle of the doorknob.

Margot.

He couldn’t be found out. Not now. He’d left the light on. So damn stupid. He lay right, smack in the middle of the room. He’d be impossible to miss. She was going to ask questions, get suspicious. He couldn’t afford that. Not when she’d been married to Malcolm.

Jake focused on the space beneath the desk. Raking in a lung full of air, he dug his fingers into the linoleum and crawled across the floor. Every muscle screamed a protest. Sweat broke out on his brow.

Just as he pulled himself under the desk, another pain, more violent than the last, slammed into him. The unexpectedness of it tore the breath from him.

And in that instant, nothing mattered. Margot. Being discovered. Nothing but the pain and the knowledge that he was dying.

~~*~~

Margot paused on the outside of the lab door. She thought she’d locked the barn. But then...maybe she hadn’t. God, she didn’t know. Ever since Johnny’s death, she hadn’t been able to wrap her mind around a coherent thought.

She should call Carl, Greyson’s deputy, and get him out here, but Margot balked at the idea. Carl would just use it as another opportunity to make one of his lame passes. Then he’d give her that look of his and tell her to stop acting paranoid and lay off the alcohol. After all, nothing happened around here. Plus, who could possibly be interested in anything in the lab?

Unless Jake— Well, he had another thing coming if he thought he could waltz in here without getting her permission.

Curiosity, more powerful than any fear, eventually got the best of her. Inhaling a breath of courage, Margot shoved her flashlight into her coat pocket and opened the door. Lifting the shovel in both hands, she paused on the threshold and listened. She could have sworn she’d heard something. But the only sounds were her breathing and the hum of the refrigerator in the corner. Icy, winter air swept into the lab. She stepped inside and closed the door quietly. Nothing looked disturbed. Which didn’t explain the office light in the far back of the building.

“Is anyone here?”

Margot didn’t receive an answer, but then, she hadn’t expected one. If a thief was hiding somewhere, it was highly unlikely he’d come out and introduce himself.

Palming the shovel’s handle, she moved cautiously across the floor. The light from the office threw the far corners of the main room into grotesque shadows. The computers, vials, microscopes and other equipment cluttering the countertops that ran against the walls on either side suddenly appeared menacing and unfamiliar. On those same counters, cages once holding mice sat empty. A number of stools butted up to the counters, while in the middle of the room sat a metal desk and a large table with three computers, all now silent. The chrome refrigerator in the far corner continued to hum back at her. She dreaded the idea of going through its shelves, knowing she wouldn’t be able to make sense of anything inside.

Johnny had always kept this part of his life private from her—at least near the end. He’d probably given up explaining the validity of one of his hypothesis or some other theory after getting tired of seeing her eyes glaze over too many times. She’d never been able to grasp his conversations. They were like a foreign language and in school she’d been terrible with Spanish or French.

Tension cut across her shoulders as she stepped into the office in the back of the building. “Marmaduke, are you in here?”

No cat. No person. Completely empty.

She exhaled a shaky but relieved breath, turned off the office light and used her flashlight to retrace her steps back to the front door. Maybe all that wine had gone to her head after all. Maybe, just maybe, it had been an owl or a coyote and not Marmaduke, she reasoned, as she stepped outside and closed the door. The cat was probably safely asleep somewhere in the house, and she’d just missed him. Just in case, she’d double check the lab tomorrow in the light of day. Right now, she found the place too creepy.

As to the light, Margot hadn’t a clue. Maybe she just hadn’t noticed it on until tonight. God knows, for the longest time she hadn’t been interested in anything around her other than her books. Setting the shovel against the barn wall, Margot drew the lapels of her coat closer around her neck. She shuffled through the snow toward the house, all the while arcing the flashlight’s beam back and forth for signs of Marmaduke, but she didn’t find him anywhere.

Once inside the house, she replaced her boots and jacket for a robe and walked into the kitchen where—of all things—Marmaduke sat regally by his empty, water dish.

“Why you little monster!” She crossed the room and eyed the cat with a mixture of relief and disgust. “You really don’t deserve any water. Not after scaring the pants off of me like that.”

But she picked up his dish and filled it with water anyway. Over the sound of the faucet, a noise, faint but distinct, echoed through the house. A door closing. She snapped off the water and looked at the doorway leading to the hall.

“Who’s there?” she whispered. “Jake?”

Only the tick of the kitchen clock answered her. Then Margot noticed the cat. Tall switching in clear agitation, Marmaduke, sat hunched low on all fours.

“You heard it too, didn’t you?”

Uneasiness pricking the back of her neck, Margot moved across the kitchen and bent down to place the water dish on the ground by Marmaduke. Suddenly, the cat sprang, bounding from the kitchen and disappearing into the hall.

Margot jerked, sloshing water over the bowl as she placed it on the floor. Cautiously, she walked to the doorway and peered around the corner. She found the hall empty. The door to Jake’s room stood closed.

She laughed self-consciously as she stepped into the hall. Her nerves were obviously shot. And Marmaduke sure as hell wasn’t helping matters.

Suddenly, the air stirred about her, teasing her hair and seeping into the fabric of her housecoat.

Someone was in the hall with her.

Pivoting, Margot searched the shadows around her. Her bare toe hit something on the hall mat. She looked down. A set of her keys to the lab. She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. She picked them up. They were warm to the touch.

“Hello?”

Her whisper washed over the hall and died into silence.

Unable to shake the feeling that someone was watching, Margot backed out of the hall and into in the kitchen. With a shaky hand, she put the keys back on the empty hook on the wall beside the doorway to the laundry room.

No. It couldn’t be. They’d only been childhood stories, made up scary tales between Johnny and her during long boring days stuck in the house as kids. There were no ghosts. Never had been. Still, her hand wouldn’t stop trembling. After all...Johnny was dead. Which could mean it might be him who— No. Impossible.

To hell with her headache. Margot needed a drink, something with a kick, anything to calm the wild beat of her pulse. She uncorked the bottle on the counter and drank the first glass without pause. The second, she savored. At the sink, she stood until tension eased from her limbs. Her pulse slowed and a numbness settled over her mind and body.

Suddenly, Margot was exhausted. The funeral, the cries in the night, her fear for Marmaduke’s safety, and Johnny’s co-worker in the other room. And, of course, her overactive imagination. Ghosts. Really. She rested both hands against the kitchen counter and bowed her head.

“Are you all right?”

Margot whipped around, her robe billowing around her, and stumbled. She caught the counter with a steadying hand and found Jake in the doorway, the hall’s shadows clinging to his large frame. He still wore the same clothes he had on earlier. “Ah—yes. Of course. I just couldn’t sleep.”

“The same. Do you mind company?”

She cleared her throat, trying to appear unfazed. “No. I can light a fire in the den. It won’t be so chilly in there.”

The fire wasn’t such a good idea, Margot soon realized as she stood back and watched the flames put an intimate cast to the room. She glanced over at Jake beneath her lashes. Something about him fascinated her. Some inner energy or magnetism. She couldn’t even begin to explain to herself never mind anyone else as to the reason why.

He sat with a leg crossed over the knee in one of the high-backed chairs. The black clothing accented his lean frame and pallor. Maybe he was recovering from some surgery, an accident or a broken heart. He turned and caught her stare. Flushing, she swung around and sank down onto a matching chair. Already she disliked those sunglasses. Because of them, she had yet to read his expression.

“So tell me, how long have you—did you know Johnny?”

“Almost four years.”

“Mmmm. What was he like to work with?” She leaned forward.

~~*~~

Jake glanced at the place where her robe gapped open, revealing the shadowy curve of her breasts. He could see why Malcolm had married her. She was gorgeous. All the right curves, and a face that would make even a dead man’s heart race. More than anything, she was completely unaware, or uncaring of her appeal.

He smiled sadly. “He had a quirky sense of humor. You might say he was the optimist in the department. But he pulled his weight. Out of everyone, I knew I could count on him. He was very much a team player. I can’t think of anyone who disliked him.”

Before Margot turned to shield her face with the thick wall of her ebony hair, he caught sight of her expression. The anguish, the despair. Sudden affinity caught at his insides.

“I’m glad he was well liked,” she whispered. “Malcolm showed up at the funeral. He was the only one from Miltronics. Then again, I wasn’t really expecting anyone. Northern Arizona’s quite a ways from Massachusetts. But I am surprised you hadn’t heard of the funeral.”

Damn. She didn’t know. How could she not know about the fire, the dozen people who died? What did it mean? Was she so out of touch with the world around her? He decided to keep the news to himself, and, instead, cleared his throat. “I don’t work there anymore.”

She swiveled in her chair to look at him. She had beautiful, bold, brown eyes with thick winged brows that accented their rich color. She looked innocent. But could she really be, having been married to Malcolm? Jake wished to hell he knew.

“You must have known Malcolm then. My ex-husband.” The alcohol had thickened and added a roll to the end of her words, giving her voice an oddly sexy intonation. But even the wine didn’t relax the tightness to her lips.

“Somewhat. I was in a different division.” Which was a damn lie. “I know he wasn’t the most popular person around.” Which wasn’t.

She leaned back against the high-backed chair, exposing the long column of her throat to the fire’s glow. “I can believe it. He’s a very stubborn man. Too much at times. But so very smart and logical. And ambitious.”

He tried to keep the bitterness from his voice. “I’ll grant him that.”

As she turned the wine glass in her hand, the flames from the fireplace flickered through the crystal. As she stared at it, her expression turned thoughtful. She bit down on her lower lip. “You didn’t happen to hear anything earlier tonight, did you?”

He shifted in his chair. “No. Why?”

She shrugged. “I thought...I guess I must have just heard a coyote.”

The sigh of the gas fire in the hearth enveloped the room. He watched as she sank deeper into her chair and laid a cheek against a brocade throw cushion.

When she yawned behind the back of her hand, he rose from his chair. “I’ll let you get some rest.”

She sent him a rueful, sleepy smile. “I’ll try.”

Jake went to his own room to sleep, but after an hour of battling with his sheets and a racing mind, he gave up and slipped from his room. Light from the den illuminated the hall in a soft, yellow glow. He entered the room. Gas flames still danced around the ceramic logs in the fireplace, their light revealing Margot asleep in the chair where he’d left her. Somehow, she’d retained a grasp on her wine glass without spilling its contests.

He walked over to her. Bending, he eased the partially filled glass gently from her fingers and placed it on the end table. She shifted but didn’t wake.

Jake noticed she’d downed far too much alcohol tonight. Could it be because of a guilty conscience? Or something more? Yet the reason might be simply because she’d just buried her brother.

None of the wine had spilled onto her robe, part of which had slipped from one creamy shoulder to reveal a red satin nightgown. Her skin looked as silken as the gown shimmering against the firelight.

His chest tightened.

Unable to stop the impulse, he reached down and curled a finger around a lock of her satiny hair. She stirred. The ebony strand slipped through his fingers to curve against her cheek, and her lips parted. They were wide and bow shaped. So damn kissable.

But was Margot really delicate? Was she like her brother, John, whom he’d trusted and respected? Or did that face hide something hard and unfeeling? Something just as ruthless as Malcolm? After all, she’d married Malcolm. At some point she’d been attracted to him.

He sighed. Who was he to judge? He was far from anyone’s Prince Charming. And what did it matter? Either way, she was unattainable.

He pulled a crocheted blanket from a basket by the chair and draped her in its warm folds. For one long moment, he watched her as yearning and loneliness sank and pooled deep in his gut. Then he slipped silently from the room.


Chapter 3

“So what’s he like?”

“Who?” Margot acted dumb as she hid behind the evening paper and pretended to read the business section. She didn’t particularly like being reminded of how she’d let alcohol and her bad judgment convince her to rent a room to Johnny’s co-worker.

Joyce Hoffman grunted. “Your house guest, renter, whatever you want to call him.”

“He’s okay. Did you know the Dow lost 120 points yesterday?”

Pressing down on the newspaper between Margot’s two hands, Joyce crumpled it against the restaurant’s table. “Just ‘Okay’?”

Margot eyed her friend with amusement. Joyce’s short, platinum hair swept back from a face chiseled with smooth precision. She might look the cool blonde, but Margot knew better. Joyce could lose her temper with the best of them. And she cared. Always had. From as far back as grade school.

“Yes. ‘Okay’.”

“Oh, come off it, Margot!” She grabbed the newspaper and flung it into the adjacent chair. “Give me a break, will you? You’re not even reading the thing!”

“Oh, all right. I’ll stop. And can you keep it down? We are in a restaurant. I don’t want everyone in town knowing my business. It’s bad enough as it is.” She sat up in her chair and glanced around the room decorated in a definite country flavor with stenciled cows edging the doors and ceiling. Even though only a few locals dotted the room, the place was packed. Ski season was in full swing. Many a person from the Phoenix area escaped the desert to Greyson and the surrounding mountains for a bit of snow and clean air. “And as for Jake. There’s really nothing to tell. He’s been renting a room for almost a week now. Not enough time to see much of him, other than in the evening. He seems pretty busy and keeps to himself, which is just fine.”

“Is he cute?”

“I never noticed.” Margot laughed. “Oh, okay. Just stop rolling your eyes like that. I guess he’s kind of attractive. I haven’t really gotten a good look at him.” Margot sank back against her chair.

“Well, why not?”

“I don’t know.” She picked up a pepper shaker and twirled it in her hand. “I’ve only seen him in the evening.”

“Oh, I seeee...”

Exasperated, Margot plopped the shaker on the light blue tablecloth, leaned forward and whispered, “No, you don’t. I’m not sleeping with him.”

“Now calm down. It was just a little wishful thinking on my part. Anyway, it’s about time you hooked up with someone and had some fun. We all know Malcolm didn’t do you any favors.” Both elbows on the table, Joyce leaned toward Margot. “I can understand wanting to come back here for a while to lick your wounds after the divorce, but you’re still here.”

“I like it here.”

“That’s something I’ll never understand. If I’d been you, I would never have come back. And if I had, I’d have left so fast your head would have been spinning.”

“Then why are you still here?” Margot asked, surprised at the bitterness in Joyce’s voice.

“It’s called money.” Joyce drummed her fingers by her plate. “I was stupid not to try for a degree or move out when I had a chance.”

“You still can.”

Joyce grunted and arched a blonde brow. “Yeah, right. My brother can’t function on his own. Plus, I inherited the grocery store from our folks. It takes all my time, and trying to unload it to some local or crazy tourist hasn’t worked.”

Margot really didn’t know what to say to that, and thank goodness the arrival of their dinner saved her from having to reply

“Hey, ladies. Having a night out on the town?” Mark, owner and tonight helping out as waiter and cook, placed two steaming plates on the table.

“I was getting a little claustrophobic in the house,” Margot said as the meal’s aroma wafted to her nose, tempting her that second to sink her teeth into a thick battered shrimp. From past experience, she knew they tasted as heavenly as they smelled. To hell with calories. People didn’t come to Mark’s Hideaway for something light. Grease was his trademark. From thick wedged French fries to shrimp and monstrous hamburgers.

Mark stuck a pencil behind an ear. “Hey, Margot. I’ve been wanting to ask you if you’ve got any cookbooks.”

“Oh, just a couple hundred. Anything in particular?”

“Got anything from England? I wanted to try something different. Maybe some fish and chips they wrap in newspaper over there. Or maybe I’ll go way out and try my hand at something real sick and sweet like buttered tarts.”

“I might. I’ll see what I can find and give you a ring later tonight. I know I had this recipe for dumplings and stew. The dumplings were to die for. Johnny loved them. Every time he came to visit he’d talk me into making them.”

To her horror, tears welled in her eyes. Oh, please not now. She couldn’t lose it here. She thought she’d be able to say her brother’s name aloud without crumbling. The strained silence and Mark and Joyce’s pitying glances worsened the ache in her chest.

Mark clumped her on the back. “We all miss him. You did good on the funeral. All those flowers, the speech....”

She blinked rapidly. “Yes, I...thank you, Mark.”

He cleared his throat. “Well, got work to do. I can’t stand around here jawing all day.”

After eating, Margot cut the evening short, left the Hideaway and Joyce, and drove home. She wasn’t up to acting jovial, and she didn’t want to drag Joyce’s mood down with hers.

Time. Margot tightened her grip on the steering wheel. People told her that was the only thing that really helped after the death of a loved one. But she didn’t care about time or tomorrow. She hadn’t for a while.

Granted, she liked her job, her Internet bookstore and converting books to electronic formats and everything that went with it. She’d never go back to being a corporate lawyer. The competition, the grueling hours and everything it entailed had chewed her up and spat her out until she no longer had anything to give.

Margot turned off the main highway, guided the car along a narrow paved road and up a long, crooked driveway. Her large, two-story, red brick house, draped in deep shadow sat on top of the hill. Its Queen Anne-styled tower jutted fiercely up into the night sky, while windows, black, empty, and lifeless, stared back at her. Not exactly the most welcoming sight, but it was home and had been off and on for the last twenty-eight years. And now with Johnny gone, every inch of it was all hers—from the wrap-around porch and gingerbread trim to the high-pitched roof.

Two years ago, she’d returned to this place for good. She’d come here to get her life back together again after losing her job and divorcing her husband. Some might say she came here to hide, but Margot would be quick to argue.

The moment Margot stepped into the house, closed and locked the front door, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. In the foyer, she could almost feel the physical touch of someone’s eyes on her from the darkness, so strong was the sensation. Heartbeat breaking into a gallop, Margot reached for the switch to the hall light, but paused and swore under her breath. The stupid thing didn’t work.

Awareness still prickled against her skin. Frozen, yet poised for flight, she peered down the hall. Nothing separated from the thick shadows, while the only sound was that of her short, ragged breathing.

No. Not again. She couldn’t handle this feeling of being watched.

“Jake?” she called, even knowing he wouldn’t answer. He was out for the evening. The reason why she’d left the house in the first place, unable to remain inside with only herself for company.

No one was there. At least no one human, Margot decided as she ventured further into the house. The heels of her boots echoed against the wood floor.

“Johnny? Is that you?” Then she realized the craziness of the question and mentally shook herself. “Enough.”

She squared her shoulders, pulled her boots off, and hung her jacket in the closet. “Ghosts, Margot? Now really. You’re losing it.”

Needing a drink, Margot strode into the kitchen and turned on the light. She hated the tremble in her hand as she pulled a new bottle of red wine from the small wine rack on top of the counter. She’d had water at dinner, knowing how much Joyce would protest if she’d gotten anything stronger. After she took several deep swallows of wine, the shaking eased somewhat. Only when she refilled her glass, corked the bottle and slid it across the counter to butt up against the wall, did she dare look back out into the hall.

Empty.

What had she expected? Or should she say who? Johnny? Margot laughed shakily. “You’re becoming one of those hysterical females. The type you loathe in those old horror movies.”

Talking aloud didn’t calm her nerves much. Not even the wine helped tonight. Work. Maybe that would do the job. Glass in hand, Margot hurried into the den and turned on the MP3 player to the soothing strains of Jewel—anything to keep the house’s suffocating silence at bay.

Then she remembered Mark and the cookbook. She walked over to the shelf along the room’s far corner and ran a finger across the microwave books, past copies of Betty Crocker, Jewish American and Old Settlers cookbooks. She frowned, unable to find the volume or remember the exact title. All she recalled was the blue and white cover. Damn! She couldn’t lose it now. Not just because of Mark, but because the book contained Johnny’s favorite recipe. Any token memory of her brother was better than none.

It didn’t help that the books were in a hodgepodge order. Strange. Margot could have sworn she’d gone through this room and alphabetized everything for year-end inventory, cross-referencing each title with her database.

She’d have to give Mark a call and let him know. Margot went to her desk for the telephone book and opened the drawer. As she peered inside, her grip on the handle tightened. The stapler sat turned over in the far corner. The stack of fresh, yellow sticky, notepads had fallen, fanning across half the length of the drawer. Pens and pencils, usually neatly arranged inside the holder against the front were scattered over the telephone book.

Someone had been in her desk drawer.

~~*~~

Jake stared at the mirror in his room and hated the reflection that looked back at him. He barely recognized himself. He tugged at the dark brown wig. Before leaving Boston, he’d thought of dying his hair instead, but he’d decided the wig a better option. But he hadn’t counted on it being itchy as hell, and he should have at least picked a better color, something that didn’t leach the color from his face.

The room’s bright light threw his features into a grotesque caricature. Nothing helped. Without the disguise, he’d always be some sick freak. Disgusted, he turned away and glanced at the dresser where a syringe rested on top of a small black case. He’d been about to give himself an injection when he’d heard Margot’s unexpected arrival. Damn, but he’d had a close call.

Sighing deeply, he slipped on his gloves. It would have to wait now, he conceded as he put on his glasses, turned off the light and left the room. Hearing a noise from the den, he walked down the hall and stopped in the doorway.

Margot stood leaning over the desk, muttering something under her breath. Reassured at the low lighting, he ventured further into the room.

She glanced up and turned, her lips parting in surprise. Her black hair swayed with the movement and draped over a shoulder in a smooth glossy wave. The black corduroy jeans and red silk blouse clothed a body he hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off since he’d first stepped through her front door. The full breasts, tiny waist and flare of hips shouted sex. Thank God, Margot hadn’t a clue as to the effect she had on him, and he intended to keep it that way.

Until the ability to attract a woman was stolen from him, he’d never realized how much he’d loved everything about them. It was far too long since he’d tasted a woman’s lips or breathed in her scent, caressed the soft skin of a rounded breast, and held the firm, naked flesh of a woman’s hips in his hands as he buried himself into her body.

He noticed her narrowed eyed gaze and asked, “Is something the matter?”

“Were you going through my things?”

He flexed his fingers. Obviously, the wrong question to ask her. Stay calm, he told himself. Don’t antagonize. He just might talk himself out of this. As long as he remembered to play it cool and keep it as close to the truth as possible. He’d learned quickly these last couple of months. Had to in order to survive. A good lie, a convincing lie always had some basis of truth.

“Yes.” Think quick. He saw her hand on the drawer handle. “I needed to make a couple of calls and was looking for your phone book. I was having a hard time connecting to the Internet. Why? Did I make a mess of things?”
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