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Chapter One
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“SAY AGAIN, FOZZIE. You’re breaking up.”

Foster Mayhew slapped the radio. He took a calming breath and wiped his palms on his cargo pants. Several hundred feet below him, in the dense foliage of the tropical island jungle, Hotshot, the team medic, had their target. A few minutes and they’d be aboard the helo. Safe.

Focus. Almost clear. His heartbeat ticked away the seconds.

Fozzie kept his voice steady. “Another storm band is closing in. Fast. Get her up here,” Fozzie barked into the radio. “Now.”

Endless seconds ticked by. “Target is ready for transport,” Hotshot said.

“Thank God,” Fozzie whispered under his breath. He keyed the radio. “Hotshot, hold the hell on. Manny, start winching.”

All too slowly, the litter rose from the jungle below. Blackthorne, Inc. had been hired to get the target out, and that’s what they’d done. However, alive was understood to be part of the deal, and from the look on Hotshot’s face when he brought her on board, it wasn’t a given. Yet.

“All accounted for,” Manny said. “We’re clear.”

Grinch, the pilot, did the helicopter equivalent of pedal to the metal and they were off.

“Another successful mission, mates,” Fozzie said with forced bravado. “Chalk one more up to Blackthorne, Incorporated.”

When he didn’t get a response, Fozzie glanced over his shoulder. Hotshot knelt over their target. Kathleen? Katherine? Didn’t matter. Keeping them anonymous made the job easier if things went south. And since people trusted Blackthorne for its discretion, Fozzie preferred to know only what was necessary for the mission. Getting the target out of the jungle was their job, and they’d done it.

“How’s the patient?” Grinch asked.

“I wouldn’t know. Hotshot’s the medic. Me, I’m just the one who saves your arses.”

“And we’re glad you do, them being mighty fine asses and all,” Grinch replied.

“Shut up and fly,” Fozzie said. “I’ll alert the boss.”

An ambulance waited at the airstrip. Four men rushed a gurney to the helo. Within seconds, the ambulance tore away, sirens screaming, lights flashing.

“She gonna be all right?” Fozzie asked. “Did we get her in time?”

“I hope so.” Hotshot’s grim expression sent a knife through Fozzie’s belly. “She’s dehydrated, running a high fever. The local specialists are probably familiar with whatever bugs lurk here.”

“Hey, mates, we did our part. It’s out of our hands.” Fozzie brushed his palms together and wiped them on his pants. “How about a beer?”

“You’re buying.” Grinch said.

*****
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TORIE STOKER HELD HER breath against the smell of sickness and disinfectant as she pushed open the door to Kathy’s room. Bleeps and hisses filled her ears. The fact that this hospital happened to be on Isla Caribe, a tropical island where Torie was on vacation didn’t reduce the creep factor.

She stared at the figure in the bed near the window. Her knees shook. Her stomach roiled. Residual effects of the bad clam, she told herself. Not because it was Kathy lying in the bed, full of tubes and swathed in bandages. A second bed lay empty, and Torie perched on the edge of the plastic-covered mattress, exhaling and inhaling. If not for that pesky clam, she might be lying in the bed, not sitting on it. Composing herself, she rose and crossed to Kathy’s bedside. Gently, she touched her friend’s arm, avoiding the I.V. tubing.

Kathy’s lids fluttered. They were swollen and red. Her eyes slitted open. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.”

“You okay?”

Torie suppressed a laugh. “I think that’s supposed to be my line.”

“Looks worse than it is,” Kathy said. “They’re pumping me full of antibiotics.” She smiled. “And some very nice, happy medicine.”

Torie cast a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure the door was closed. She pulled the visitor’s chair close to the bed and sat. “You were gone four days. I didn’t know who to call, or even if I should call anyone. What happened?”

“No biggie. Fell. Landed in a stream. Hit my head. Wrenched my knee, couldn’t hike out. Picked up some local infection from the water, I think.”

“Sheesh, Kath, that’s definitely biggie territory.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Torie took in Kathy’s flushed face, her labored breathing. Thoughts of her best friend lying helpless and in pain for days flooded her with guilt. “I should have been there.”

“It’s all behind us. I was the one who decided to wander off the trails looking for new specimens. I should have been more careful.” She reached for the water glass at her bedside.

Torie jumped up. “Let me help.” She maneuvered the flexible straw into Kathy’s mouth.

After she drained half the glass, Kathy smiled. “Thanks for calling out the search party.”

“It wasn’t me. I was sick as a dog for almost thirty-six hours and totally out of it for at least another twelve. When I could think again, I figured you’d hooked up with someone, or I’d missed a message. I didn’t start worrying until yesterday. When the hospital called this morning, I rushed right over.”

The beeps from one machine got faster. Kathy exhaled a shaky breath. “God, Torie, this was supposed to be a vacation.” She gasped, as if breathing were difficult. “Everything got screwed up.”

“It wasn’t your fault there was a bad clam in my paella. I should have stuck with the pasta.”

Kathy’s eyes were closed, but the machine’s beeps hadn’t slowed. Torie watched the monitor. Ninety-two. Ninety-six. Would that summon a doctor? Her heart pounded as if trying to match the rhythm of the readout. She squeezed Kathy’s hand. “It’ll be all right. You need to get well.”

“My notes?”

“I still have them, but I haven’t looked at them yet. Sorry.”

Kathy’s face paled. Her breathing grew labored. “Keep them safe.”

A slender man in a blue lab coat entered the room. “I’m sorry, but it’s time for Miss Townsend’s treatment. I’ll have to ask you to leave. Afternoon visiting hours begin at two.”

“Treatment?” Torie said. “What kind of treatment?”

“We must make sure the dosage of the antibiotic is correct and that her lungs are functioning properly. I must draw blood, and she must do breathing exercises.” He raised a contraption that looked like a mug with a thick flexible straw coming out of the bottom, then set it on the bedside table. “But first, the blood.”

Torie glanced over her shoulder as the man studied the monitors and made notes on his clipboard. She pushed Kathy’s hair off her face. “I’ll be back. And I’ll bring you some clothes.”

Kathy tugged her closer. “My papers,” she whispered. “Don’t say anything.”

“I know, I know. All your work for Wingard Research is hush-hush. Don’t worry.”

Torie thought Kathy’s obsession with confidentiality was a bit over the top, but she also knew if one of the big pharmaceutical companies got wind of what was going on at Wingard, they might try to grab the glory—and the money—for themselves. She winked. “I’ll guard them with my life. See you this afternoon.”

The man glared at her, then looked at the door.

“I get it, bloodsucker,” she muttered, giving him her best withering glare. “I’m leaving.”

In her hotel room, Torie nibbled room service toast and sipped ginger ale. No appetite might be a good thing, hip and thigh-wise, but she didn’t like the lingering queasy feeling. She inserted her iPod ear buds and settled onto the bed with Kathy’s notes.

And what was she looking for, anyway? Kathy was a medical researcher with the conviction that there were yet-to-be-discovered cures hidden in yet-to-be-discovered flora. Torie’s knowledge of doing medical or botanical research was nonexistent. Kathy never met a plant she didn’t like. Torie, on the other hand, could barely keep silk plants alive. But she’d learned enough to be entrusted with the care and feeding of Kathy’s personal houseplant collection when Kath had to leave town.

Polar opposites in every respect. Kathy, a willowy blonde, Torie a dumpy brunette. Kathy, who did serious, important work. Torie, who lived off her grandmother’s trust fund. Kathy who loved the night life. A tease, a flirt, never short on male companionship. Torie who tagged along, seemingly invisible to the men surrounding Kathy. Yet, like the opposing poles on a magnet, Kathy and Torie’s attraction had been instantaneous when they’d met two years ago, and a friendship had taken root, as firmly as any of Kathy’s plants.

Torie stared at the sheaf of papers. Spreadsheets filled with numbers and pages written in Science-ese. Torie sighed. Not her idea of a beach read.

Kathy once said Torie could hold an entire book in her head. A major exaggeration, but for some reason, things she read stuck with Torie, whether or not she fully understood them. But right now, her head wouldn’t hold onto ten words, much less ten pages. Her eyelids drooped. When the papers fell out of her hand, she admitted defeat and closed her eyes.

When she opened them, she checked the bedside clock. Two-thirty? How could she have slept over four hours? She crammed the notes into the night table drawer and darted for the bathroom. After doing the bare minimum required not to frighten dogs and small children, she grabbed a cab to the hospital.

Pushing open the door to Kathy’s room, she stopped short at the sight of a man in the chair beside the bed. Salt-and-pepper hair curled over the collar of his beige linen jacket. Not a doctor was her immediate reaction.

Torie inhaled a sharp breath and leaned against the jamb. He couldn’t be here for her. But where had he come from? While Kathy drew men like wildflowers attracted butterflies, this one seemed older than her usual hangers on. Sweat filmed her neck. Torie lifted her hair and let it float down, wishing she’d taken the time to clip it up.

She stepped backward. Before she could sneak out, Kathy’s voice trapped her.

“Torie. Come in.”

Ignoring Kathy’s visitor, Torie edged around to the other side of the bed. Kathy was only a few shades darker than the stark white hospital sheets. Her eyes glistened with fever. Red patches flushed her cheeks.

“Sorry I’m late. How are you doing?” Torie said.

“Don’t think I’ll make the Olympic track team.” Kathy suppressed a fit of coughing, blinking tears away.

“They’re trying to find the right course of antibiotics,” the man said. “According to the doctors, she’s picked up a bacterial infection that’s resistant to the usual medications.”

Torie’s gaze snapped to the man. He stood and offered his hand across the bed.

“Derek Wingard.” His pale gray eyes peered through round, steel-rimmed glasses. Full lips curved in a friendly smile above a dimpled chin. Clean-shaven, a hint of spicy cologne layering over the hospital antiseptic. In his late forties, she estimated from the creases around his eyes.

The name registered. “As in Wingard Research?”

“At your service.”

“My rescuer,” Kathy said.

Torie took him in. About five-ten. Lean, almost spindly. Definitely not a Tarzan type. She couldn’t imagine him carrying Kathy out of the jungle.

“Not exactly,” he said. “I was worried when I couldn’t reach Katherine, especially after seeing the hurricane warnings.”

“Hurricane?” How out of it had she been? “What are you talking about?”

Kathy’s laugh turned into another coughing spell. “Derek always blows things out of proportion. Some rain, some wind, and he’s calling it a hurricane.”

“There were definitely storm warnings on the Weather Channel,” he said.

“Storm. Not hurricane. Never made it to Tropical Storm status.” Kathy coughed again.

Torie shifted her gaze to Derek. “So how did you find her?”

“When she didn’t return my calls—”

“Cell phone fell in the water, not that it would have had a signal,” Kathy interrupted.

“As I said, when she didn’t return my calls, I found a Miami-based company that did search and rescue work, and they airlifted Katherine to safety. I came as soon as I got the word she was all right.”

Torie shot a glance at Kathy, who didn’t look very all right. She scooted a chair closer to the bed and perched on the edge of the padded vinyl seat. “Airlifted. Sounds exciting. Big macho hard-bodies, right?”

“Don’t remember. I was out.” Kathy fingered the tie on her hospital gown.

“Damn it,” Torie said. “I forgot your stuff. I’ll go back to the hotel. Get you a nice nightgown, your toothbrush.”

“No hurry.” Kathy’s eyes closed, and Torie stiffened with worry. The monitors beeped at a steady pace. She watched the numbers on the display. Although she didn’t know what they meant, they weren’t fluctuating. She took Kathy’s hand. The returned grip said she wasn’t really asleep. Torie breathed more easily.

“Did the doctors tell you what was wrong?” Torie asked Derek. “This morning they were going to run some tests.”

He shook his head. “I offered the resources of my lab. They said they’re used to these infections here. It’s a matter of tweaking the medications and dosages.”

“Kathy says your company researches treatments for obscure diseases,” Torie said. “Or do you do tropical medicine too?”

“Our primary concern is orphan diseases, yes. But research is research. If this bug spreads beyond this island, we can probably develop something.”

“Count me in,” Kathy said. “Faster treatment would be nice.”

“The doctor said you’ll be here at least a few more days,” Derek continued. “Don’t worry about your project. I’ll assign it to Lonnie Freeman.”

“Lonnie?” Kathy said. “How’s he doing?”

“He’s managing,” Derek said. “It was his left hand he caught in the car door, not his right, which helps.”

“First the broken leg, then the smashed hand. Poor guy is accident prone.”

“Maybe he’s a klutz, like me,” Torie said.

“Or me, for falling the way I did,” Kathy added.

Derek stepped back. “You need your rest. Let me know where to find your notes and I’ll be gone.”

“My office. Desk. File drawer. Bottom left.”

Derek rose. “Do you need a ride?” he asked Torie.

“That would be nice,” she said.

“Can you give us a minute, please?” Kathy asked. “I want to tell Torie what to bring me—girl stuff, you know.”

Derek’s face reddened. He ducked his chin in Torie’s direction. “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

“I'll won't be long,” Torie said.

When he’d left, Kathy said, “My reports?”

“I can bring those, too. I didn’t get very far. Fell asleep. Sorry.”

A corner of Kathy’s mouth curved up. “Pretty dry stuff.”

“Maybe if you tell me what I’m looking for, I’ll be able to pay more attention.”

“I wish I knew. I planned to compare the two reports until—” she waved her hands—”all this happened. I thought you could look. I’d rather not say anything to Derek yet.”

“Yeah, there’s the minor detail that nobody’s supposed to know you let anyone outside the company see the paperwork.”

Kathy gave a wry grin. “That, too.”

“Why not turn them over to your Lonnie Freeman guy? Wouldn’t he be a better choice?”

“I trust you more. Lonnie can be a dweeb sometimes, and he can get lazy. If something looks funky, let me know.”

Kathy’s eyelids fluttered.

“Get some sleep,” Torie said. “Derek and I will come back later, okay?”

“Ask the nurse for a pen and paper before you go. I need to make some notes about the plants I saw before I did the ass-over-teakettle thing.”

“You are such a workaholic.” Torie put the television remote next to Kathy’s hand. “Why don’t you relax? You’re supposed to be on vacation, remember?”

“So are you. Go find a beach hunk. Maybe you’ll find Mister Right and settle down.”

Torie’s stomach twisted. Settling down wasn’t in the cards for her. Kathy’s plants set roots. Torie didn’t. She’d accepted the invitation to the island because she suspected her father had picked up her trail. She’d pushed things by staying in one place as long as she already had.

“Maybe someday. Don’t worry about my life, just rest. I’ll be back,” she said, in a very bad Arnold imitation. She hastened to the lobby where Derek waited. He stood at her approach and flashed a friendly smile. The sensation in her belly was completely different now.
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Chapter Two
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“WHY THE LONG FACE, Fozz? No redheads in here?”

Fozzie scowled at Grinch. “I’m merely in a contemplative mood.”

“Whoa, something’s got someone’s shorts in a wad,” Manny said. “Must need another round.” He motioned to the waiter.

“Tonic for me,” Grinch said when the man shuffled over. “I’m flying in the morning.”

“I’m gone,” Fozzie said. “Man like me needs his beauty sleep.”

“As if anything would help your ugly puss,” Manny said.

Hotshot waggled his eyebrows. “My money says sleep’s not what Fozzie has in mind. He’s going walkabout again.”

“With an eye out for redheaded pulchritude, I’m sure,” Manny added.

Tossing a bunch of colorful currency onto the table, Fozzie accepted the usual post-mission banter. “Get stuffed, the lot of you.” He wove through the bar, eyes burning and throat scratching from the cigars and cigarettes. The concept of smoke-free hadn’t hit this island. He pushed open the door.

Outside, the tropical air smothered him. Car exhaust combined with more cigarette smoke from people seated at the outside tables. His stomach churned.

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and wandered in the general direction of their hotel, trying to ignore the knots in his belly and the voices in his head.

Post-mission buzz. Get over it.

They’d done all they could. Whether she lived or died was out of their hands. Why couldn’t he put it out of his mind?

Because you hate not knowing.

But would knowing they’d failed be worse?

You didn’t fail. You did exactly what you were sent to do.

The smell of brine and seaweed grew stronger. Steel band music wafted from the distance. He realized he’d wandered to the waterfront with its nightclubs, restaurants and shops targeting tourist dollars. He followed his ears toward the music, discovering it came from a higher-end version of the bar he’d left. He glanced at his watch. An hour ago?

You’ve got it bad, my man.

Shrugging tension out of his shoulders, he passed through the opening in the low iron grillwork dividing the outdoor seating from the sidewalk, and found a table near the restaurant wall. Ingrained habit. Back to the wall, face the entrance, even when he was on personal time. Or was there personal time in his line of work?

Get a grip. You've got a new assignment. Move on.

He fished in his pocket for the file Blackthorne had sent to the hotel. A waitress, long dark hair blowing in the sea breeze flashed him a white-toothed smile.

“Red Stripe,” he said. “Skip the glass.”

“Right away.” She disappeared, hips swaying in counterpoint to her hair.

He turned the paper over and over in his hands. When the waitress returned and deposited the brown bottle in front of him, he took a long pull, quenching a thirst he wasn’t aware he’d built up on his walk. He wiped the condensation from his hand and shifted the candle on the table closer. He unfolded the note and read the instructions for the tenth time. As expected, they were exactly the same as when the hotel desk clerk had handed him the papers.

Robert Stoker Hamilton, head of Epicurean Unlimited, a restaurant supply company selling everything for the trade, including the kitchen sink. Bread, burger, or brazier, if a restaurant used it, Epicurean sold it. The man had hired Blackthorne, Inc. to find his daughter, and Horace Blackthorne had saddled Fozzie with the chore.

Locate Victoria Hamilton, age twenty-nine. Tell her Daddy wants to make amends. Last suspected location, Florida.

He looked at the next page. It hadn’t changed either. An only child. Daddy thought she liked to read. Shipped off to a Swiss boarding school at age thirteen.

Fozzie couldn’t imagine Victoria’s childhood. His family’s sheep station had been miles away from civilization, and he may have grumbled about the work, but there were always people around. Two sisters, a brother. Mom, Dad, his grandparents. Aunts, uncles, cousins. Station hands. A constant flow of people. Loud, loving people.

Bloody hell.

Find a grown woman, one who obviously had no desire to keep in touch with her old man. Then again, this could be a quick-and-easy. Find the woman, tell her Daddy wants her to come home. Mission accomplished. Much as he hated the way Horace Blackthorne required all his operatives to delve into the public side of Blackthorne, Inc., it came with the territory. Pulling a seek-and-find investigation was a hell of a lot better than babysitting some rich client’s too-wild offspring so they didn’t embarrass the parental units.

He flipped the paper. A high school yearbook picture at least ten years out of date. Not much to go on. But that was why people hired Blackthorne, Inc.

With his mood lightened, Fozzie studied the low-quality faxed picture. A perfectly average face. He tried to add ten years and frowned. Women changed appearance hourly. Hoping the “more to follow” notation under the picture meant a thick dossier would be waiting in Miami, he surveyed the patrons, spotting at least five women who bore a vague resemblance to his quarry.

If one restaurant in a tiny resort town yielded five possibles, he could only imagine what it would be like searching an entire state. Even as he watched, a couple entered the restaurant. Another woman who touched at the nondescript image in the photo. Her eyes darted around the outdoor tables. He watched as a hostess began leading them across the patio, but the woman shook her head and said something to her companion. Older, Fozzie noted. Significantly. Her father? Normally, when men opted for younger women, they went for arm candy, and this woman was more like white bread.

The couple followed the hostess into the darkened cavern of the restaurant proper. He hoped Blackthorne’s computer geeks were working on narrowing the field. Big time.

*****
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TORIE IGNORED THE BUTTERFLIES swirling through her insides. Automatically, she scoped out the restaurant, trying to see if anyone took interest in her. In the five years since she’d learned of her grandfather’s plans, she’d stopped trusting anyone.

If she was alone, she knew nobody would look twice at her, so lingering gazes or flirtatious smiles meant someone had ulterior motives. Likewise, she tuned into quickly averted glances. Or to people sitting alone. She took in the man in the shadowed rear of the patio who’d looked up when they’d arrived. Thick, curly brown hair and bushy eyebrows. Teddy bear came to mind. After giving her a casual appraisal, he returned to whatever papers he was reading. Probably waiting for someone. She tried to relax.

“Is this all right?” the hostess asked, waving her arms toward a table near the boundary of the outdoor patio seating.

Torie lifted her face to Derek’s. “Um... I’d rather sit inside. Is that okay with you? I ... um ... it’s quieter. I’m kind of tired of steel drums.”

He nodded, and they followed the hostess through the darkened interior of the restaurant. His hand at her back was simple courtesy. His behavior was strictly fatherly. Yeah, right. As if she’d had a normal father.

“Are you avoiding someone?” Derek asked when they’d been seated. “You’ve been looking over your shoulder since we left the hotel. You don’t have some bruiser of a jealous boyfriend, I hope. Nobody who would get the wrong impression. My intentions are purely honorable, I assure you.”

She laughed nervously. “A bruiser? Not hardly. Or a ninety-pound weakling, either. I guess I’m an inveterate people watcher.” She hid behind the menu waiting for the heat to leave her face. Was she that obvious?

Change the subject.

“It was very nice of you to come all this way for Kathy,” she said.

“I wanted to make sure she got the best possible treatment. Sometimes medical care in other countries isn’t up to our standards.”

“But didn’t the doctors say they had more experience with these infections?”

He smiled. “I’ll admit to a case of American ego. And a bit of selfish entrepreneurism. We’re on the verge of a breakthrough, and Katherine’s the best researcher I have. I need her healthy and on the job.”

Over dinner, she parried his questions about her background, turning the conversation toward him. “How did you get involved in your line of work?”

His smile faded. “I lost my grandfather to one of those diseases nobody’s heard of. I didn’t know until I was much older that a viable treatment was within reach. But all the money goes into the high-profile diseases. The big companies would rather spend what they have in pursuit of the diseases that afflict millions, not hundreds.” Bitterness edged his tone.

“Like AIDS and cancer?”

“Exactly. When my grandfather died, I made up my mind to use my inheritance to help others in his situation. I made some wise investments and founded Wingard Research.”

“That’s very impressive.”

He spread his hands in a gesture of nonchalance. “I figure someone needs to stick up for the underdog.”

“You must be doing a good job. Kathy enjoys her work.” Torie tensed, realizing she was approaching questionable territory. Keeping the conversation away from herself was one thing, but she couldn’t let Derek know that Kathy shared her confidential notes.

Derek didn’t seem to notice. “Have you known Katherine long?”

“Not really. I volunteer at the library, and she was looking for reference books. We connected.”

“And what do you do?”

She hesitated, sipping her wine while she collected her thoughts. “I guess we have something in common. I also inherited from one of my grandparents. Call me selfish, but I’ve never felt the urge to get a job or climb the corporate ladder. I move around a lot. Haven’t really found anything I want to settle down and do.”

Maybe it was the wine, maybe it was because Derek posed no threat, but Torie found herself enjoying the evening. Someone brushed by their table, bumping her elbow. Wine sloshed in her glass.

“Sorry,” the man said.

“No problem,” she mumbled into her drink. She felt his gaze ripple over her, and she gripped the stem of the glass.

He said nothing more, simply continued on his way. Once he passed, she twisted her head. Teddy Bear. On his way to the restroom. Or an excuse to get a closer look at her?

“I think we should leave,” she said to Derek. “I want to get to the hospital once more tonight and see how Kathy’s doing.”

Derek checked his watch. “I need to touch base with my office.”

“So late?” Torie asked.

“Experiments can run round the clock for days, and I’m expecting some significant results. I’ll get you a cab. If I finish before visiting hours are over, I’ll join you there. Give my good thoughts to Katherine.”

Twenty minutes later, Torie pushed open the door to Kathy’s hospital room. A stout woman in a white uniform bundled the linens from the bed. Torie’s heart leaped to her throat as her stomach plunged to her toes.

“Excuse me?” Torie said.

The woman turned. “Yes?”

“The woman. In this room. Kathy. Katherine Townsend. Where is she?”

The expression on the woman’s face confirmed Torie’s fears.

“I’m sorry—”

“When? How? Why?” Torie fought to push the words past her tightening throat.

“I will get the doctor,” the woman said. Sheets in hand, she bustled away.

Torie stared at the empty bed. On quaking knees, she backed out of the room. She couldn’t stay in here, not one second longer. In the hall, she gripped the handrail on the wall while the world phased in and out around her.

A hand rested on her shoulder. She blinked away hot tears and stared up into deep brown eyes. A caramel-colored face sharpened into focus. “I am Doctor Cardenas. You are ... ?” The words reverberated from the distance, echoing in her ears.

She was aware of her mouth opening, but no words came.

“Please. Come with me and we can speak in more comfortable surroundings.”

A hand at her elbow. Walking on numb legs. Waiting for an elevator. Sitting in a padded chair. A cold glass pressed into her hand.

“Drink.”

Torie blinked, and found herself seated at a wooden desk, a glass of water in her hand. With effort, she controlled her trembling and raised the glass to her lips. Cool liquid soothed her desert-dry mouth but did nothing for the emptiness in her heart.

She struggled for composure. Dr. Cardenas—that was his name, she recalled—stood at her side. His eyes held compassion and sorrow.

“Please. Before we continue, I need to confirm your identity,” he said.

Numb, she pulled her passport out of her purse. He perused it, then handed it back. “Thank you, Miss Stoker. Would you like more water?”

“I’m—” she coughed, cleared her throat. “I’m all right. What happened to Kathy?”

“I’m afraid the infection spread too rapidly. Her respiratory system couldn’t handle it and shut down.” He crossed to the desk and removed a sealed envelope. “She left this for you.”

He passed it across the desk, and she saw her name printed in Kathy’s distinctive hand.

“Thank you.” She put it in her purse, something to deal with later. What should she do now?

She should see the ... body. Say goodbye. Somewhere deep inside she found the courage to ask.

“Are you sure?” the doctor asked.

No! If I don’t see her, she won’t be dead. “Yes.”

“Very well.”

The world shrank to the clicking of her sandals on the tile as they wound their way through a maze of corridors. The doctor pushed open a glass-paned door and motioned her inside. She held her breath, bracing herself for the sight of Kathy.

“Please wait here,” Dr. Cardenas said, stepping into a small anteroom. He indicated two chairs beside a wooden desk and disappeared behind a pair of double doors. Moments—or an eternity—later, he returned. “This way.” He held the doors open, and once again she held her breath. The doctor remained close enough to catch her if she faltered. Torie steeled herself. She was not going to pass out. Or get sick.

The room looked very much like what she’d seen on television. A steel door stood open and a long metal shelf extended from the depths of the compartment it guarded. A chill, not just from the refrigeration, cut through to her bones. A gray plastic bag, like an oversized sleeping bag, was unzipped enough to reveal Kathy’s face.

“Did ... did she ... suffer?” Torie asked. Kathy’s face, reposed in death, looked almost peaceful. Almost. The bluish-gray pallor made it impossible to deny she was dead.

“No. Her medications prevented that.”

She stepped forward. “You’re in a good place, Kath. I’ll bet you’re surrounded by plants—beautiful, flowering, colorful plants. I’ll miss you.”

She turned and pushed past the doctor and out the double doors. As she exited she heard the rasp of the zipper. She clenched her jaw and waited in the anteroom. Dr. Cardenas joined her.

“Is there anything else I can do?” she asked.

“We’ve contacted her parents. They’re flying in from Michigan tomorrow.”

“Her boss. Derek Wingard. He should know about ... what happened. He’s staying at the same hotel we—I am. The Royale.”

“Yes, I remember. We spoke earlier today. Would you like me to notify him?”

Something told her she should deliver the news in person, but this time, she took the coward’s way out. “Yes, please.”

Clutching her purse, she stood. “Thank you, doctor. If there’s anything I can do, you can reach me at the hotel.”

“Do you need transportation?” he asked. “I can have reception call a cab for you.”

“Thank you.” Chin held high, spine stiff, she strode through the lobby to the street where the hospital smells disappeared behind the blend of ocean and car exhaust. A cab pulled to a stop.

“Miss Stoker?” The driver jumped out to open the rear door.

Torie slid into the seat. “Hotel Royale.” She stared into nothingness, her eyes refusing to focus, as if by denying the world existed, Kathy would be alive again.

She navigated the hotel lobby, survived the elevator ride to her floor, thinking of Kathy entrapped in a body bag. As if watching someone else, she trudged along the hallway and fumbled her key card into the lock. She went straight to the mini-bar and pulled out the bottle of Bacardi, Kathy’s favorite, and skipped the usual Coke mixer. “Here’s to you, friend.” She tipped the bottle to her lips, letting the fire burn all the way to her belly.
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Chapter Three
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TORIE SHIFTED HER ARMLOAD of firewood and kicked open the door. Stomping her feet on the porch before stepping over the threshold, she gazed at the billowing gray clouds rolling across the sky. She hurried inside, dropping the wood into the box next to the stone fireplace before shrugging off her backpack.

Arranging the kindling and the logs precisely the way the books had demonstrated, she laid a fire. Within moments, warm orange and yellow flames shot up like dragons’ tongues. She stared into the blaze for several heartbeats, proud at how quickly she’d handled the transition from the sub-tropics of sea-level Miami to the high-altitude temperatures of Aspen Corners, Oregon.

Unwrapping the long wool scarf from her neck, she hung it neatly on a peg by the door, along with her jacket. She flopped down onto the threadbare sofa and unlaced her boots, then yanked them off and wiggled her toes in their thick socks. Socks. Boots. Not sandals. She stretched her legs onto the hearth and let the warmth permeate her feet. She sat there, watching the flames, listening to the quiet music of the fire, sniffing the faint smoky aroma.

All in all, not a bad day. She’d found a few promising lichens, and had only landed on her backside once navigating a tricky hiking trail. She swore tree roots and rocks moved intentionally—just enough to trip you when you weren’t looking.

Her stomach growled. She groaned. Reality beckoned. Lighting a fire was one thing. Cooking on the two-burner propane stove was something else. For that matter, cooking was something else. In Miami, she was the master of the microwave. Terrific at take-out. Absolutely regal at room service. Here, she settled for superlative at soup. Instant soup. Canned soup. Sometimes canned stew. Once in a while, the princess of peanut butter.

The wind picked up, howling like a not-so-distant wolf. Her pulse tripped. What if it was a wolf?

She chided herself for worrying. Even if it was a wolf, she was inside and it was outside. She went to the window and wiped a circle on the fogged pane. Tree branches waved along with the howling, adding creaks and groans to the fire’s popping and crackling.

Dinnertime. She pondered the choices in the cupboard. Not exactly the menu at the Ritz Carlton.

“And what will Madame be having tonight? We have a delightful chicken with barley a la Campbell. Or perhaps she would prefer our delectable tomato basil a la Progresso?”

She reached for a can. “Madame will have the minestrone. And perhaps a loaf of your crusty French bread.”

Although she was hungry enough to eat the soup cold, straight from the can, Torie put a pot on the stove. She popped the lid, scraping the last bit of soup into the pot, and lit the burner. She set a place at the round wooden table. Pulled a wine glass from the cabinet. Okay, so maybe it was really a wine plastic, like most of the kitchenware that had come with the cottage, but the overall effect was what mattered. She would sit at the table and have her dinner like a lady. Aspen Corners might not be the height of civilization, but that was no excuse for not being civilized.

She took a moment to check the plant on the windowsill. The one she’d salvaged from Kathy’s apartment, the only living memory of her friend. Had it been only two weeks ago that she’d stopped by to water Kathy’s collection and discovered the break-in? One more in a string of similar vandalisms in the neighborhood, the cops had said. Kids, probably bored with nothing more productive to do. Fifth one in three weeks.

Along with the scattered CDs, the strewn clothing, and the overturned desk drawers, all of Kathy’s plants had been knocked over, uprooted, and trampled, apparently while she and Torie were still on Isla Caribe. One poor philodendron had struggled to hold onto life, and Torie had rescued it, nurtured it, and brought it along. She poked a finger into the soil, checking the moisture level before drizzling some water into the clay pot.

“Here you go Phil. Drink up.”

Outside, the howling grew louder. A loud crack split the air. She jumped, heart pounding. Gunfire? Here? Was it hunting season? Even if it was, who’d be stupid enough to go hunting in this weather? Something thudded across the porch. She picked up the unopened wine bottle and crept to the window. Pulling the curtain aside, she peered into the yellow glow cast by the porch light.

Wuss.

A tree branch—a large tree branch—skidded along the wooden planks. A louder crack, rustling branches, then a thunk. Somewhere, a tree had fallen.

Storms were commonplace enough in Miami, occurring almost every afternoon for half the year. Why should a little rain and wind bother her now?

Head high, she strode to the table and applied corkscrew to wine bottle so the wine could breathe. Given the selection at the Aspen Corners general store, resuscitation was more like it, but she’d make do.

Now, who would her dining companion be tonight? She’d exhausted the small collection of paperbacks she’d found in the cottage.

She went into the bedroom closet and dragged the cardboard carton she’d brought with her to the bedside. No matter how many times she’d moved, these friends accompanied her. After clicking on the lamp, she pulled open the flaps and inhaled. To her, the musty smell was like fine perfume. Childhood memories flooded her. Sitting on Nana’s lap, listening to her transform marks on a page into a magic carpet. Later, when she learned what all those marks meant, finding her own escape. Curled up in a chair, on a sofa, a window seat, or under the covers with a flashlight.

If she’d regret one thing about life in Aspen Corners, it wouldn’t be the lack of fine wine. It would be the lack of a library. Or even a bookstore. Then again, she didn’t plan to stay here very long. While cleaning the mess in Kathy’s apartment, she’d found the notes reflecting Kathy’s hopes that there might be a new cure in an obscure species of lichen, one that grew in this part of the country.

So here she was, in a cabin in the middle of nowhere. Correction. About five miles outside the middle of nowhere. And, if working on Kathy’s project happened to coincide with Torie’s personal agenda, so be it. With the approach of her thirtieth birthday, her father must be looking for her in earnest. When paranoia had her imagining Teddy Bear Man from Isla Caribe at a South Beach club, she knew it was time to go.

Aspen Corners, Oregon, population 897, was the last place anyone would look for Victoria Hamilton, conservative daughter of the proper and altogether stifling Robert Stoker Hamilton. Or Torie Stoker, library volunteer. Or, when she’d been with Kathy, simply Torie, South Beach party girl. And those identities didn’t scratch the surface of who she really was. Maybe someday, she’d figure that one out for herself. Meanwhile, her lichen quest might actually do some good.

The aroma of soup filled the cottage. Her stomach rumbled again. The plants she’d collected would have to wait. She selected a thick volume at random.

“All right, Hercule Poirot. Dinner beckons.”

She attributed her appetite to hours tromping along trails that meandered up and down as well as left and right, unlike the flat Miami landscape. Treadmills and ellipticals couldn’t compare to mountain terrain. The first few days, her shins and quads had screamed in protest. Now, they merely whimpered. Then there was the cold, crisp air. Miami drained. Mountains invigorated.

She ladled a bowl of soup, took her seat, and tore off a hunk of bread. Absorbed in vintage Christie, with the storm fading to the far edge of consciousness, Torie worked her way through two bowls of soup. She mopped up the last remnants with another chunk of bread.

“My compliments to the chef, Antonio.”

She cleared the table and ran the water, waiting impatiently for it to get hot. The front door slammed open. A blast of cold, damp air swooped into the room, followed by the stomping of booted feet.

*****
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FOZZIE PEERED THROUGH the windshield wipers, trying to stay on the muddy dirt road. Didn’t the engineers understand the shortest distance between two points was a straight line? He yanked the wheel and slammed his foot against the brake pedal as a fallen tree appeared in his headlights, half-blocking his side of the road. A crunch from under his rented compact coupled with a sharp pull to the right didn’t bode well. He wrestled the vehicle to the shoulder.

Shit.

He grabbed his torch, smashed his battered Akubra onto his head, and went out to inspect the damages. Flat. Of course. And why should he stand out in the pelting rain to fix it? That’s what all that pricey rental car insurance was supposed to cover, right?

He flipped on his cell phone. No signal? It took a moment to remember this was his phone, not a Blackthorne satellite unit. Besides, even if he could call, odds were it would be hours before a tow truck would get to Back of Beyond Bumfuck, Oregon. He reconsidered fixing it himself, but the repair folks could bring a real tire, not the stupid toy donut in the car. A fifteen-minute quick march should have him at his destination. He clicked the remote to lock the car and put his arse in gear.

Crossing his arms and burrowing into his tropical-weight jacket, he plunged ahead. This howling rain was nothing like the Miami thunderstorms he’d lived with lately. After countless false trails, he’d caught a break two days ago, and damn it, he was going to march up to her door, deliver his message and get the hell back to civilization. Better yet, back on a op with his team.

Marching, quick or otherwise, might be optimistic. He’d slog his way to her door. Head bowed, rain dripping off the wide brim of his hat, slog he did, keeping to the left-hand shoulder where he was less likely to break an ankle on the rut-filled road and could see approaching traffic, should anyone else be idiotic enough to be out in this weather. Little Miss Vickie had better offer him a nice, stiff drink while he delivered his message.

His estimate of fifteen minutes stretched closer to half an hour before he came to a narrow roadway branching off to the right. Scouting with his torch, he found a small sign nailed to a tree at the edge of the drive. At last. Lights in the distance gave him the final target.

Between his torch and the lights from the house, he could see well enough to move at a slow jog. He increased his speed along the tree-lined path as he got closer. His heart thudded, as much from the exhilaration that this mess would soon be over as from exertion. A compact SUV and a generic sedan sat at the end of the drive in a small clearing about forty feet to the left of the cottage. Giving them a cursory wave of his light, he noted both had Oregon plates.

The first doubts niggled. He reminded himself there was no reason to assume the elusive Little Miss Vickie, whom he’d discovered was using the name Torie Stoker, would have driven from Florida.

He vaulted a fallen log, but stopped short when the cottage’s door opened. A man and a woman exited. The man had one hand on the woman’s shoulder, the other at her waist. A date? In this storm?

Something about the woman’s posture raised Fozzie’s hackles. Not a willing partner, his instincts screamed. He doused his torch and ducked behind a tree, catching his breath. It had been a long time since he’d had to deal with altitude, and his body was letting him know it wasn’t happy about the oxygen deficit.

Although he couldn’t be certain, he’d bet his next paycheck the man had her at gunpoint. Fozzie’s hand went for his sidearm, which of course wasn’t there. This was a simple domestic seek and find, and flying commercial didn’t jibe with firearms.

Crap. What was he doing? First, there were no guarantees the woman was Little Miss Vickie. Second, even if she was, for all he knew, she could have done something illegal and the guy was arresting her, not kidnapping her.

Shit, shit, shit.

He pasted on a smile, flicked on his torch, and stepped out of the trees. “Well, g’day. Am I glad to see you. My piece of crap rental car got a flat about a mile down the road. Any chance you can let me use a phone?”

The man’s head snapped around. The woman took advantage of the distraction and stepped away. Fozzie extended his arms in an “I’m unarmed” gesture and strode toward the couple. Before he’d moved three feet, the woman yanked herself free of the man’s grasp, and even through rain and darkness, Fozzie saw the shadowy blurred motion of knee to jubblies that had him protecting his own package in an unconscious gesture of masculine sympathy. The man went down. Hard.

The woman leaned over, picked up something and pointed it at him. He aimed his torch at her. He’d been right. A gun.

Still holding the light, he raised his arms above his head. “Don’t shoot, ma’am. I only need a phone, but I’m sure there’s someone else somewhere on this stretch of road who’s not quite so hostile to poor unsuspecting stranded motorists.”

“Get your light out of my eyes, buster, and maybe we can talk about it.”

Fozzie complied. The man on the ground groaned and tried to get to his knees. The woman, who Fozzie decided definitely was his target, and even more definitely, was not someone he would continue to think of as the prim and proper Little Miss Vickie, kicked her assailant in the ribs.

“You can get out of here, whoever you are.” She kicked him again. “Go. Tell my good for nothing father that I’ll never go back. No matter what. Never. You got that?”

“I don’t know what—” The man retched.

“Say it. Never.”

“Never,” he croaked.

“Good. Now I suggest you crawl into your car and get out of here before you drown.”

He gazed up at her as if to ask for his weapon, then apparently thought better of it. He half-staggered, half-crawled to the SUV. He leaned against the door, head lowered, wheezing.

So much for thinking this Queen Victoria would give him a warm welcome if he told her who’d sent him. And why had Robert Hamilton sent someone else? Had he missed a communication from Blackthorne cancelling the assignment? If he’d schlepped out here, freezing his arse off when he didn’t have to ...

He lowered the torch and let the beam dance along the gun barrel. Semi-automatic. Shaking wildly in her hand. Her finger on the trigger. “Umm ... you can put the gun down now. Please?”

The shaking grew more pronounced. Getting hit by a stray bullet would hurt as bad as getting hit by one aimed at him. Compared to that, hiking another mile in the rain, changing a tire, and driving to the nearest motel didn’t seem like a bad idea. “I’ll be on my way, ma’am. Sorry for the trouble.”

All he needed to do was report that he’d found Hamilton’s daughter, send the boss her address, and Bob’s your uncle, mission accomplished.

He waited, watching, hoping she’d lower the weapon before he turned to leave.

He swore she shrank before his eyes. Damn. With his hands above his head, he approached. Slowly. “I’m not going to hurt you. Put the gun down, okay? Let’s get you inside. It’s cold and wet out here.”

“Stop,” she said. Her voice shook. “Don’t come any closer.”

It was obvious she’d used up all her anger when she’d escaped from Mr. Temporarily Singing Soprano. All that was left was fear. Fozzie sidled two steps to the left, then rushed toward her.
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Chapter Four
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TORIE CLENCHED HER jaw. She was not going to fall apart. Not now. Not after she’d handled herself so well with that creep. She couldn’t believe she’d actually kicked him there. And that it was so effective. He’d dropped like a rock.

The gun weighed heavy in her hand. Her shaking hand. She lifted her other arm to steady it. Something was wrong. Her hand. When had it gotten so big? So strong? So calloused?

She blinked. Her hand was empty. An arm wrapped around her waist. A new surge of anger flooded her. “No!” She wriggled, trying to free herself. To get into a position where her knee would do some good again.

“No you don’t,” the new stranger said, jumping aside. “We’re going inside where we can talk. Out of the rain.”

She tried to place his accent. British? Australian? More likely. Matched the Crocodile Dundee hat. They squished across the distance to the porch, her knees less quivery with every step. By the time they were at her door, she felt in control. Except for the gun. He had it; she didn’t. But he didn’t have it pressed into her ribs the way the other guy had. Maybe he was telling the truth.

Under the porch eaves, he removed his hat and slapped it against his thigh. “After you.”

She opened the door and stepped inside. The fire had burned low, but compared to outside, the cottage was toasty warm. The aroma of soup lingered. Aussie-man followed, stopping right inside the door. He lifted the gun. She froze. He pushed something, pulled something, and a chunk of the gun dropped from the handle. A bullet sat in his hand.

She’d never read a Guns for Dummies book, but she’d watched enough television to know he’d unloaded it. He extended the gun toward her, minus the other parts, which he slipped into the pocket of his jacket.

“Here. I think we’ll both feel safer with it this way.”

Gingerly, she accepted it. Stared at it, transfixed. Had she actually pointed it, fully loaded, at another human being? Her hands shook again.

The man’s soothing tone penetrated her fog. He didn’t try to take the gun away, but he walked her to the kitchen and, guiding her hand with his, opened a cabinet.

“How about in here?” he asked, his tone soothing. “Or shall we toss it down the dunny?”

Finally, his words registered. “Dunny?”

“Loo. Head. W.C. Toilet. Although that was more of a figure-of-speech question because it would ruin your plumbing. The gun might survive, though.”

In the stronger light of the kitchen, she got her first close look at the man. There was something disturbingly familiar about him. She tried to imagine what he’d look like dry, with his dripping wet tendrils of hair restored to their normal state. He stood there, waiting, his questioning brown eyes peeking from under bushy eyebrows.

Her grip on the gun tightened and she wrenched it free. “You! What’s the deal? My father’s double-teaming me now? Sends Mr. Nasty to scare me, and then you’re supposed to come to my rescue? Is that it? How dare he? How dare you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I never saw that bloke before. I told you, my car broke down. Have a heart. It’s bloody cold and wet out there. You wouldn’t want me to catch my death, would you?” One corner of his mouth turned up.

“Why should I care?” she shouted. Leftover grief, full-blown fury, or demonic possession, she couldn’t tell. But, totally out of control, she swung the gun at his head.

His reflexes were a lot better than his nasty partner’s, and his hand corralled her wrist, then pried the weapon from her hand.

“I don’t think so, Sunshine. I say we sit down, get warm, and discuss this like two civilized adults.”

He hadn’t hurt her, and he’d certainly had the chance. Little as she wanted anything to do with anyone her father sent, she figured she had more to gain by listening at this point. “All right.”

“That’s more like it.” He flashed a cocky grin. She couldn’t decide if she found it endearing, disarming, or if she wanted to wipe it off his face with coarse-grain sandpaper.

She was civilized, she reminded herself. She pointed to the catch-all basket on the kitchen counter. “The gun stays there. We’ll go into the living room.”

He glanced over his shoulder toward the couch. His bushy eyebrows twitched. Aside from the bedroom and bathroom, the cottage was open space.

“Okay, living area,” she said.

He did that grin thing again. Far too endearing, she thought. Undoubtedly used to getting his way, especially with women. Sort of a Kathy in reverse. Thinking of her friend brought her back to the present.

She shrugged off her jacket, gave it a shake, and hung it by the front door, motioning him to do the same with his. When he did, she saw his shirt was soaked through. More relaxed now, she studied the rest of him. Somewhere around six feet, muddy hiking boots, wet black denims. He turned to the row of pegs, and she couldn’t help notice how that wet denim hugged his posterior.

“You’re drenched,” she said. “Let me get you a towel.”

He pivoted, his eyes narrowed.

“There’s no back door,” she said, crouching and unlacing her boots. “You can follow if you think I’ll run, but I’ll expect you to clean the floors after you track mud all over them.”

He knelt to remove his boots. “I trust you, Sunshine.” A howling gust of wind shook the windows. “Neither of us wants to go out into that mess. According to reports, it’s going to last all night.”

His tone said he was willing to take her word. This time. If she wanted to, she could have crawled out the bedroom window, but he was right about one thing. She had no desire to go out in the rain.

She stood in the closet. When she’d arrived, Torie had found a box of clothes, which she assumed comprised an accumulation of items forgotten by other renters. She surveyed the contents, trying to find something suitable.

Just get him something dry to wear. He’s out there, soaking wet, and is probably going to be there all night.

All night. The realization hit her, and she quickly found a pair of sweatpants that looked big enough. She almost smiled at a Tasmanian Devil sweatshirt and grabbed it, along with a pair of thick socks.

She ducked into the bathroom, added a couple of towels to her load and went to the living room. Area. She hung back at the doorway. The man had stoked the fire and was leaning over, warming his hands. Displaying some decidedly nice assets.

Sheesh. Get a grip.

Maybe that’s why her father had sent him. Because he was a natural-born charmer and would work his way into her heart. And Dear Old Dad would have what he wanted.

Like hell. This was about what she wanted.

She popped into the bedroom, tossed her bundle on the bed and stripped out of her wet clothes. A hot shower would be nice, but no way. Not while he was here. She dried off, climbed into some very sensible cotton underwear, a sports bra, and her own sweat pants. She reached for the matching top, hesitated, pulled a turtleneck over her head first, then the sweatshirt.

She gave her hair a quick rub with the towel, finger-combed it, glad she’d taken the time to get it cut short. Hadn’t done much good as a disguise, obviously, but it was sure easier to deal with.

She gathered the clothes and towels again, marched to where he waited. Tossed everything on the couch. “Here. I found some dry things. Bathroom’s through there.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder.

“Mind if I take a quick shower? I’ll admit to being froze near through.”

She refused to meet his gaze. “Suit yourself.”

He shot her a curt nod, not another grin, as he took everything to the bedroom.

Good riddance. Then it hit her like the headmistress’ ruler. She’d been found. She’d have to leave.

But what about the life-saving plants Kathy was so sure were here? Her chance to do good.

One thing at a time. First, she had to figure out how to get through the night with him in the house.

*****
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FOZZIE STOOD UNDER the shower spray, waiting for the warmth to penetrate his bones. He scrubbed himself clean with some girlie-smelling soap, and lathered some equally girlie-smelling shampoo into his hair.

For whatever reason, this Vickie-Torie woman had serious issues with her father. He rinsed, turned off the taps and yanked the curtain on the tiny shower stall. Wrapping himself in the towel she’d provided, he wondered what had happened to estrange father and daughter.

He’d grumbled plenty about the work on his family’s sheep station, got into enough mischief over the years, but punishment had been meted out fairly, and never did he doubt his father’s love. Not even from the wrong end of a switch.

He scraped his knuckles along his jaw. Shave? A nanosecond was all he needed to pass on that idea. No way would Vickie-Torie let him near enough for it to matter, and no way would he use that pink girlie-razor. Bad enough he smelled like a bowl of fruit.

He grabbed the definitely masculine-sized sweats she’d given him and wondered why she had them. What did he care? As long as their owner didn’t come barging in with the wrong idea about why he was spending the night with Vickie-Torie. Pulling the shirt over his head, he caught the aroma of coffee wafting through the air. He swiped his hair once more with the towel before following his nose.

Torie sat on the couch, legs tucked under her, a flowery blue mug in her hand. She looked up when he approached. She jerked her chin toward the kitchen counter toward a yellow smiley-face mug. “Help yourself.”

“Thanks.” The wood floor was slippery beneath his sock-covered feet. He quickly poured coffee into his mug, feeling her eyes boring into the back of his head.

“Frank said he can’t get here tonight,” she said.

“Frank?” He brought his coffee to the couch. Torie stiffened. Skittish as a kangaroo in a roomful of pickpockets. He settled as far away from her as possible and flashed a quick grin. “Who’s Frank?” The owner of the clothes he was wearing?

“He’s got a tow truck,” she said. “But he said he’s not leaving his wife and baby unless it’s a life and death emergency. His wife has the flu and the baby’s running a fever.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “About the wife and baby, I mean. But thanks for calling. I don’t really need a tow, only someone to change a flat.”

She eyed him as if he were a child. “I could loan you my car’s owner’s manual. It explains exactly how to do it. With pictures.”

He cupped his hands around his mug and sat up straighter. “I’m perfectly capable of changing a tire. It was a matter of not wanting to do it in the rain when the rental car company contract covers it. Not that I didn’t get just as wet and dirty hiking to this place. Any chance we can get my things dry? Don’t get me wrong. I’m most appreciative of the loaners.”

“No washer or dryer here, sorry. Have to go to town.”

“No worries, then.”

She buried her face behind her mug. Even though fireplace sounds and the noise of pounding rain filled the room, it was as if they sat in total silence. He took a sip of coffee. “We should talk,” he said.
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