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      The D’Onofrio sisters—Nancy, Nell, and Vivi—have never been in trouble this deep.

      Already, they’re grieving the wrenching loss of their beloved adoptive mother Lucia, killed a few weeks ago in a home invasion. But it is quickly becoming clear that Lucia’s murder was not random at all. It’s connected to some terrifying secret—one that she took to her grave.

      

      Whoever attacked Lucia now seems convinced that her bewildered adopted daughters can reveal this secret—which, of course, they can’t. Already Nancy and Nell have beaten off several violent attacks, with the fortuitous help of their hyper-protective new lovers.  Thank God for Liam and Duncan.

      

      But Vivi is still out there on her own, trying to stay a step ahead of those murdering bastards. Because Lucia’s killers are still on the prowl—and ruinous danger seems to follow Vivi wherever she goes …
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      Vivi

      I had to just grit my teeth and face it. The van was stuck.

      I’d been spinning my tires in sloppy mud for over fifteen minutes now, and my poor old Volkswagen van was groaning and lurching with the strain. I had to suck it up, and devise an adult solution, probably one that required spending money I could ill afford. It also involved looking stupid and feckless in front of a bunch of people that I had never even met, which made me wince and cringe. Alas, poor me.

      I killed the engine, shoved my tangled red hair back behind my ears, and pounded on the steering wheel with a grinding shriek of frustration. I was all alone, aside from my long-suffering dog, Edna, so I could throw a discreet little tantrum. Edna would never tell.

      Didn’t make me feel any better, though. The world outside the rain-sluiced windshield was a wavering blur of greens. Lightning flashed. I braced myself for the huge crash ... and Edna yelped when it jolted us, scrambling frantically into my lap.

      I petted the quivering dog. “Easy, honey girl,” I crooned. “It’ll be over soon. We’ll get through it. We always do.”

      A hopeful thought, but I would still be in a very sticky jam when the storm was over. Perhaps an even stickier jam, depending on how much water was still in the sky, still getting ready to fall on top of me. This road could slide right off the mountain and bury us under tons of mud.

      Which struck me as a train of thought to avoid right now.

      It had seemed like a good idea last night to just push on, rain and all. Truth was, I’d been simply too scared to stop driving.

      Too much tragic, horrible, terrifying shit had happened recently. The most horrific being that my adopted mother, Lucia D’Onofrio, had been murdered some weeks before.

      That calamity had knocked me and my two sisters all onto our asses.

      To make matters worse, my two sisters, Nancy and Nell, had both been attacked, multiple times. We had finally managed to conclude, mostly based on the meager crumbs of information the attackers had let drop when they kidnapped Nell, that our enemies were looking for some mysterious art object, something hidden decades ago in Italy, before the Second World War. As far as we could tell, everyone who knew where this thing was, or hell, even what it was, had long since died.

      The killers had tried to get information from Lucia, but they had failed utterly. Lucia had died without giving it to them. Because Lucia was a boss. Fierce. Indomitable. My role model, my hero.

      After that, infuriated by their failure, those murdering assholes turned their sights on us. Lucia’s clueless adopted daughters, who knew jack shit about Lucia’s mysterious past.

      It was hard to argue with stomach-churning fear when I was all alone, no one to act tough and fearless for. Only Edna knew the truth, and bless her sweet heart, she did not judge me. She just panted her hot, fishy breath heavily into my face and offered her solid, comforting presence like the very good girl that she was.

      Edna’s silken, chocolate brown fur had soaked up many tears I wouldn’t show to anyone else. But even with my trusty dog at my side, I hadn’t been able to face a roadside motel with a single door lock between me and the night, which was all I could afford. And I was the only D’Onofrio chick that didn’t have a big, vigilant, protective guy giving the hairy eyeball to every stranger within shouting range of his new lady.

      Which made me the obvious soft target. On my own, as always.

      Not that I begrudged my sisters their good fortune. They both deserved to have a tough, devoted, foxy guy worshipping at their shrines. In fact, Liam and Duncan still didn’t know how lucky they were in their fabulous new fiancées. They were going to be discovering it for the rest of their lives. Those men had been tongue-kissed by Fate.

      I was intensely grateful for those guys, and what they had done for Nancy and Nell. Both men were tough, vigilant, and battle-tested. My sisters were as safe with Duncan and Liam as they could possibly be in these strange days. But as for me, well. I was feeling very solitary and unworshipped. I had been feeling that way even before Ulf Haupt and John the Fiend, a.k.a. Snake Eyes, started attacking the D’Onofrio women.

      I was a generally cheerful person, and I made a real effort to keep it positive. But under these conditions, it was almost impossible to keep my chin up.

      Both of my sisters had tried to persuade me to stay with them until we figured out what to do about our bloodthirsty enemies. But who knew how long that would take?

      That solution struck me as nonproductive, unsustainable, and ultimately embarrassing. How long could a woman realistically sit around like a bump on a log in her sister’s home, bored out of her mind, not working, not making art, being a financial drain and a big fat fifth wheel?

      No way. I just couldn’t. I would go mad. I would start to misbehave.

      Besides, I really missed my dog. She’d been boarding with a friend of mine who lived out in the country since things got weird, but my sweet girl belonged with me. I’d never committed to anything in my life the way I’d committed to Edna. Every day I had forced her to wait for me had hurt me just a little bit more.

      Nah, I just had to muddle on somehow. Even with all the grief and jealousy and confusion and stalking fiends. I was plenty stubborn. It was a D’Onofrio thing.

      I stroked Edna’s floppy, velvety soft ears, and buried my face against her silky fur. It calmed me down and let me breathe a little deeper as I peered out at the heavy, swollen gray sky. I supposed I could call my new mysterious landlord Jack Kendrick, Duncan’s old friend from his stint as a field agent in the NSA. Kendrick was liable to know how to begin solving my complicated logistical problems.

      But oh, God. How freaking embarrassing was that.

      I checked my phone. Well, hell. There was no coverage out here anyway. That settled that. I was utterly lost in the ass end of nowhere.

      Which was the whole idea, of course. To hide out somewhere remote, lost, trackless, where Ulf Haupt and Snake Eyes John would never think to look for me.

      I’d made it to the town of Silverfish, Oregon at around two in the afternoon, if one could even call the place a town. It wasn’t much more than a wide spot on the road. Through the torrents of rain, all I saw was a convenience store, a gas pump, a bait and tackle shop, and a boarded-up old Dairy Queen.

      I had followed the directions, which I’d been advised to print out, since the place was out of the reach of GPS, and made my way onto progressively smaller roads, finally arriving at a dirt track with a hand-painted sign that read Moffat’s Way. The directions offered nothing more. At that point, it was straight on til morning.

      But Moffat’s Way wasn’t a driveway, it was an old logging road, deeply rutted and frighteningly steep. By the time I had realized how rough the road was, those ruts had become streams, with no place anywhere wide enough to turn around.

      Then I made a sharp turn into a deep puddle, sank into the mud at a terrifying tilted angle, and that was that.

      I leaned my hot cheek against the cool window, mind racing. Still procrastinating. Edna stuck her nose into my hand, gave it a sloppy, comforting lick, and then started enthusistically in on the side of my face.

      Who knew how much farther this road went on before it came to Jack Kendrick’s land? I hadn’t bothered to inform myself about such nitpicky details. I just figured, I’d get there when I got there, since the road stopped at his house. You couldn’t go wrong, the directions said. Hah. If there was one thing I was unusually good at, it was taking wrong turns. Everyone had his or her own little superpower, and that was mine.

      I spun the tires a few more times, just to torture myself. It was time to take action. The self-sufficient, proactive, fearless Vivi D’Onofrio could rise to any occasion, I bracingly told myself. Psychopathic kidnappers? Bring ’em on.

      A long shudder racked my body. Well. Maybe not so much.

      The rain had eased off from a pounding torrent to a regular shower, so I flung open the door of the van, looking around myself in vain for a solid place to put my feet. Edna crawled eagerly over my lap, and I clutched at her harness in alarm. “No way, babe,” I said sternly. “All I need is a mud-covered dog. Get back inside. In!”

      Edna shrank back, looking reproachful. I rolled my pants up, looked at my cheerful, bright-green high-tops regretfully, and jumped out. At least they were old, like most of my clothes at this point. Maybe a run through a washing machine would salvage them.

      Cold, sucking mud swallowed my feet to the ankles. I slogged around the van and assessed the damage.

      The tires were half buried. Chilly rain plastered my hair to my scalp and the green t-shirt to my body. I let loose with a stream of explicit profanity, the foul, biting kind I’d learned in the Bronx as a child, and punctuated by kicking a slimy tire. Hard enough to make a bolt of pain shoot up my leg.

      Yeah, that’s right, Viv. Check me out, yapping like a fishwife at inanimate objects. Very impressive. Very mature.

      Farther back, I’d seen what looked like a collapsed shack. Maybe some planks laid down in front of the tires would give them purchase to get out of the muck. Beyond the puddle, the road looked almost drivable.

      I would exhaust every possibility before limping to Jack Kendrick’s house on foot like a cat left out in the rain. A fine first impression that would be.

      Kendrick was still a mystery. I knew only what Duncan had told me. That he was some sort of ex-spy commando who’d been on a top-secret intelligence-gathering task force with Duncan years ago.

      Now, unaccountably, he grew flowers. Duncan had been vague about the details of that career change, his brain being flash-fried from being insanely in love with Nell.

      This mysterious Kendrick lived alone in the woods. He evidently had an apartment in his barn. According to Duncan, the man was cool with letting me huddle in this flowery bower like a quivering, nose-twitching bunny until we figured out what to do about our art-hungry, murdering psychopaths. Very nice of him, but it didn’t say much for his smarts, or his sense of self-preservation. He must owe Duncan money. Only a true bonehead would take on a hard-luck case like me.

      I was still waiting for the other shoe to drop. Duncan had assured me that Kendrick knew the score, that he had agreed to the plan, that he wasn’t intimidated by the risks. But come on. No normal person would agree to something that crazy. The guy must have a screw loose. Yeah, sure, invite the unknown girl with the deadly psychopath stalking her to crash in my barn. What could possibly go wrong?

      This quiet, bucolic retreat had sounded so perfect, back in New York City. Too perfect, in retrospect. Now that I was pondering it all alone, stuck in the mud.

      Ah, yes. There it was, a stack of gray, weathered planks with the odd rusty nails sticking through them at crazy angles. I wrestled and yanked until I’d extricated a few boards, along with some ugly splinters, then negotiated the slippery boards through the fir thickets. By the time I got back to the van, soggy, scratched, and panting, I was spewing a fresh stream of profanity. I hauled out my toolbox, hammered the nails flat, and started wrestling them into place. Mud oozed over the tops of the planks, and I was thoroughly slimed from chest to feet when I heard the deep voice from behind me.

      “I don’t think that’ll work right now.”

      I jolted up, knocking my head on the bumper. “Who is that?” I scrambled to my feet, looking frantically around myself. There was no one there that I could see.

      I scanned the trees and reached for the tire iron stowed under the seat, groping until my fingers closed over the bar of cold, hard metal.

      “Where are you?” I called out. “Say something.”

      “Over here.”

      I spun, brandishing the tire iron. A tall man stood there, half hidden in the trees. He was shrouded in a dull-green hooded rain poncho, dripping with rain. I would never have seen him if he had not spoken.

      Adrenaline zinged through me. I gave the tire iron an experimental heft. “What do you think you’re doing, sneaking up on me like that?” I demanded.

      He took a step forward. I raised the tire iron with a menacing face, and he stopped.

      “Sorry I scared you,” he said.

      Edna whined anxiously from the van, sticking her nose outside the door I’d left halfway open. “Stay, Edna,” I snapped. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m not going to attack you,” he said, pushing back his hood. “You can relax.”

      Relax, my ass. Light, silver-gray eyes, cool and unreadable. His face was brown, lean. High cheekbones, a hooked nose. A scar on one temple slashed down into one of his straight, dark eyebrows, leaving a white line. He had a short beard, or maybe longish beard stubble. Dark hair, long and shaggy. He regarded her steadily. Drops of rain beaded his face. He did not look like Snake Eyes, as Nancy and Nell had described him. This guy was not loathsome, swollen, squint-eyed, or malodorous. Not that I could smell him from here. I would have to get much closer. And inhale. Hungrily.

      This guy was oh-my-God fine. I tried to breathe. My terror was transmuting itself into utter embarrassment. An unfortunate development.

      “Put it down, please.” A small smile crinkled up the skin around his eyes.

      “What?” I said, realizing that my mouth had been hanging open.

      “The tire iron.” He glanced at my white-knuckled hand.

      “Oh.” I felt foolish, panicked. Acutely conscious of the mud on my clothes, the hair stuck to my face, the way my wet, muddy shirt clung to my tits. Of how incredibly tall he was. Even if he wasn’t Snake Eyes John, he was still a stranger, and there was nobody around here for miles. Just me and Edna, the world’s friendliest dog.

      I looked at the hand that clutched the tire iron. It was shaking.

      “The boards aren’t going to work,” he said. “It was a good idea, but the mud is too deep.” He took a step closer. I backed away, then kicked myself for acting like a scared, cringing kitten.

      He picked up a stick, walking away from me and heading around the back of the van, prodding at the mud with a stick he held.

      Released from the spell of his eyes, I finally managed to exhale. Get a grip. He was not going to leap on me like a rabid dog. I had to at least try to be civil. My face felt so hot, raindrops should be skittering on it like water on a griddle. Insane. I never blushed.

      “I asked what you were doing here,” I said, trying to sound authoritative.

      “This is my land,” he said.

      “Oh.” I dropped my gaze, before his bright eyes could catch it and nail it down again. “Do you always walk around in thunderstorms?”

      “I do, actually. Rainstorms, at least. The thunder took me by surprise. But I like the rain. I like the way it smells. I really, really wish you’d put that thing down.”

      “I’ll put it down when I’m ready to put it down,” I said shakily.

      He tossed down his stick. “Whatever. Just don’t hit me with it.”

      “I wouldn’t without provocation,” I said.

      His mouth twitched. “Oh, please,” he murmured. “Would you just chill the fuck out, already? You are safe. Completely safe. I swear it. On my immortal soul. Okay?”

      That made me feel ridiculous, so I promptly threw the tire iron back into the van in disgust.

      “You travel alone?” he asked.

      “No. With my dog,” I replied.

      Edna barked excitedly when her existence was mentioned, taking it as permission to bound out the door. She landed in the mud with a wet plop, shook herself, and trotted over to the stranger. She gave his large brown hand a cautious sniff, then panted up into his face, smiling. Then she stroked her mud-spattered head against his leg.

      “Down, Edna,” I ordered, startled. Edna had never cozied up to strangers without taking her cue from me first. It made me feel vaguely betrayed. “Get back in here!”

      Edna trotted back, panting and smiling. “Sorry about that,” I said.

      “No problem.” A brief smile lit his face. “Nice dog.”

      “Too nice,” I muttered. I started to push back the tangled hair that clung to my face, but stopped short, remembering the mud on my hands.

      He gazed at me, projecting a weird, supernatural calm. Maybe hanging out in nature did that to a guy. Look at him, walking through pouring rain because he liked the way it smelled. What was he, a freaking Jedi knight? Give me a break.

      It made me feel embarrassed to be myself. Frantic, citified, stressed out, nervous, afraid. A shallow little squeaking hamster racing on a wheel. And the hungry, fanged tomcats were lurking out there, licking their chops. Waiting for lunch.

      Oh, for Christ’s sake, I needed a vacation. Or at the very least, a night’s sleep.

      “Your van’s not going anywhere today,” he remarked.

      I suppressed a snarky comment and wiped my hands on the hem of my drenched t-shirt. Good grief. He could see everything through that shirt. I hadn’t worn a bra, being all alone, and I wasn’t wearing a jacket. And oh, shit, now I was blushing again.

      “I figured that out all by myself,” I said. “Can you tell me how I might get a tow around here?”

      He prodded the mud with his stick once again, looked up at the lowering clouds. “That isn’t going to happen for a while,” he said calmly. “See how steep that hill is? No one can pull you out until this dries up.” He stroked Edna’s head. “What possessed you to drive a beat-up old vehicle like this out onto an old logging road in the middle of a thunderstorm?”

      “This beat-up old vehicle is the only one I have,” I shot back. “It’s been my home for years, and it’s a perfectly fine machine that’s served me very well. It’s the damn road that’s the problem!”

      A frown appeared between the man’s brows. “You live in this thing?” His tone was faintly incredulous.

      “Yes, actually,” I said. “I’m a craftswoman. I work the craft fair circuit, so I often end up living on the road. Up till now, that is.”

      “Interesting, but this road goes nowhere that’s relevant to you and your crafts fair circuit, so it doesn’t explain what you’re doing on my land.”

      Why, that arrogant dickhead. “That’s none of your business,” I told him.

      “It is now,” he said. “Since this thing is blocking my road.”

      I lifted my chin. “Wait a second,” I said. “Didn’t you just say that nobody’s going to be driving on it until it’s dry anyhow? Ergo, I’m not blocking anything, buddy.”

      His eyes looked me thoughtfully up and down. “True enough, I guess,” he said. “But it’s still my land.” He wasn’t ogling me, but my body still shivered, as if he were checking me out, inch by inch.

      I suppressed an urge to cross my arms across my breasts. I would remain nonchalant or die in the attempt. “Besides, I’m not trespassing,” I said, with all the bravado I could muster. “I’m on my way to my new landlord’s place. Can you tell me how far it is to Jack Kendrick’s house?”

      The man’s face went blank. His brow furrowed as he stared at me, and then at the mud-splattered, fantastical painting on the side of my van. “Wait,” he said slowly. “Hold on. Don’t tell me you’re Vivien D’Onofrio.”

      Tension started to tighten, in my belly, my neck. “Why shouldn’t I tell you that?”

      “You’re not what I expected,” he said. “I have to talk to Duncan.”

      “Oh, my God. You mean, you’re Jack Kendrick?” I was appalled. I’d been expecting a stolid jarhead type, older, thicker, with a paunch, balding graying hair buzzed off. Maybe a long, bushy mountain man kind of beard.

      Not a foxy silver-eyed sex god who loved to walk in the rain.

      “You’re early.” There was an accusing note in his voice. “Duncan texted me last night saying you were still in Idaho, so I expected you late this evening, or tomorrow. Otherwise, I would have texted you alternate directions so you could have avoided driving on this road in the rain. What, did you drive all night?”

      “Uh, yes.” He didn’t need to know what a cowering scaredy-cat I was, so I skipped the explanations, while running our entire conversation through my mind at the same time, trying to assess just how rude and in-his-face I had been to him.

      Hmmph. Pretty bad, I concluded. No ruder than he deserved, but still … yikes.

      Well, I guess I had to make an effort to fix it now. He was doing me a big, fat favor, after all. If he was still willing to do it at all, at this point.

      “So,” I said. “Seems like we got off to a weird start.” I tried to sound conciliatory.

      “Yeah, it does,” he said blandly.

      I kept my voice carefully light. “What do you mean, not what you expected? What were you expecting?”

      “Duncan told me you were a professional designer with a stalker problem who needed to drop out of sight for a while. He did not tell me that you were an itinerant, tattooed, wild child neo-hippy.”

      All thoughts of conciliation vanished. “That’s ridiculous!” I said hotly. “And rude! I’m not a neo-hippy, or a wild child. And I am a professional, itinerant or not! Tattoos or not! You owe me an apology!”

      “We’ll see.” Jack’s face was blatantly unapologetic.

      Wild child? My brain stuck on that like a hook. It was not how I’d describe my muddy, strung-out, sleep-deprived, what-the-cat-dragged-in self, but holy crap, who did this guy think he was? How dare he?

      So he was that insufferable kind of man who made snap judgments about a woman solely based on a nose ring and a tie-dyed t-shirt. Though I had, in point of fact, been meaning to take the small, glittering nose ring out before meeting him, just to suss him out first. Military types were sometimes conservative, so I had every intention of stopping at a place with a bathroom, splashing my face, putting on some decent clothes, some deodorant, brushing my hair, maybe even applying a little makeup.

      But I hadn’t wanted to get wet. Add yet another mistake to the list. Another wrong turn.

      I held up my arm, displaying the tattoo of coiled barbed wire that circled my narrow wrist. “You’ve got a problem with me because of this? For real? In this day and age, when absolutely everyone has ink?”

      Kendrick shrugged. “Just calling it how I see it.”

      I was blushing again. It smarted, to be judged by him. I bit back a babbling flood of explanations that were none of his damn business. Explanations that I owed to nobody.

      In truth, that tattoo wasn’t one that I had chosen myself. My mom’s boyfriend had taken me to his buddy’s tattoo parlor when I was ten, to spite my mom. As an attention-getting technique, it had bombed big-time, since my mom had been too focused organizing her next heroin fix to notice. I figured I was probably lucky I hadn’t gotten hepatitis or worse from that guy’s needle. Or that the boyfriend hadn’t decided to put the tattoo on my neck or my face. Talk about a life-defining look.

      But I didn’t believe in playing the victim, so I’d flaunted that damned tattoo. I’d owned it, accepted it, and gotten plenty more on my own account. Nobody had forced me to get the Celtic knot tramp stamp tattoo over the crack of my ass, or the crescent moon and star on the top of my foot, or the smiling gothic sun face that adorned my shoulderblade, or the flower over my left breast. And Kendrick couldn’t even see those.

      I’d never felt embarrassed about my funky, alternative fashion choices before. Usually, I kind of enjoyed getting into the faces of uptight people. I figured it was good for their health to have their assumptions challenged. But for some reason, the self-appointed task of challenging assumptions was no fun at all today.

      I just didn’t have the juice for it. Not with this guy.

      “Would you mind answering my original question?” I asked, my voice tight. “How far is it to your place?”

      “By this road, two and a half miles. Cross-country, it’s a little over a mile and a half. Why didn’t you take the other road?”

      “What other road?”

      “I had another road put in, from the other side of the property. It’s shorter, and newer, and better kept. I texted the directions to Duncan. He should have passed them on to you.”

      I shoved back my hair, wondering uncomfortably if I’d left a fresh streak of mud across my cheek. “These were the directions he gave me last week, before I took off. He must have forgotten. I wouldn’t be surprised. He’s been distracted lately. Love, and all.”

      “I see,” he said.

      “But just for the record, I’m not a teenager. I’m almost twenty-eight. Nor am I any kind of wild child. Nor am I in any way flaky. On the contrary.” I crossed my arms over my chest, and kept my chin up, since I couldn’t deny the itinerant or tattooed parts.

      Not that I was even minimally embarrassed about them.

      He raised an eyebrow, and just waited, silent. I willed myself not to drop my gaze. A raindrop rolled slowly down the sculpted contours of his jaw. I watched it, breathless.

      “You don’t look twenty-eight,” he observed.

      I shook myself loose of his spell, and steeled myself to do the grown-up, dignified thing. “Well, I am. But if you’ve drawn your conclusions about my intrinsic value as a person after just a couple minutes of conversation, then screw it. There’s nothing left to be said. I’ll just hike back to town and find a motel and someone who can help me pull my van out later on. After that, I’m out of here.”

      He frowned at me, as if I were the unreasonable one. “That’s not necessary. We’ll talk logistics later. Get whatever you need out of your van for the time being. You can’t walk back to town now.”

      I drew myself up to my full height, which was only about five foot-three, unfortunately. “I’ll do what I damn well please. I don’t need your help, or your judgments, or your attitude. I’ll just pack a bag to walk to town, and Edna and I will be on our way. I’m sorry about the van being stuck here, but there’s nothing I can do about that for the moment. I’ll solve that problem as soon as I possibly can.”

      “You can’t do that,” he said, looking irritated. “This rain isn’t going to stop anytime soon, and it’s six miles back to town. You certainly aren’t going to find anybody to help you with that van today, and probably not for several days. Get your stuff and I’ll take you to my house.” He stared at my stiff, stony face and folded arms, sighed, and said, “Okay. I’m sorry. I apologize, already. I was rude and inappropriate. Let me rephrase. Please, get your things. Please, let me show you to the house. It would be my privilege.”

      I was cautiously mollified, even though he was overdoing it a little. It was a good sign when a guy knew how to apologize. Whether he was sincere was another matter entirely, but just being able to manage the basic form was already promising.

      I climbed into the van and shoved clothes into my duffel, too nervous to be methodical about it. I tossed cans of dog food into my backpack, attached my sleeping bag, and jumped out with both bags draped over my shoulder, and found him examining the lurid fantasy mural on the van while he waited. “What’s this? A dragon?” he asked.

      “No, it’s a serpent,” I informed him, feeling ridiculously defensive.

      He grunted under his breath. “Is that your work?”

      I snorted. Asfuckingif. “No,” I said crisply. “That’s not my style. Actually, I don’t really paint at all. I’m a sculptor. An old friend of mine named Rafael painted that. I bought the van from him years ago.”

      “Hmmm. Whatever. Let’s go, if you’re ready.” He grabbed the heavy duffel from my shoulder, flung it onto his back, and plunged straight into the thickest-looking part of the forest. Edna didn’t even wait for me, that bubble-headed so-and-so. She bounded cheerfully after him, thrilled to be released from the van.

      I struggled after him with my backpack bouncing as he wove and ducked through evergreens, brambles, and clinging foliage and festoons of lichen with what seemed unearthly grace and ease. I felt so clumsy and heavy with every step, dragging my mud-covered high-tops out of the ground with a wet, squelching sound with every step. Fir boughs slapped my face and snagged my hair.

      Kendrick glanced back to make sure I was following and started up a steep incline. The soft mud was extremely slippery. I climbed the hill, half-crawling, grabbing the trunks of little sapling firs for balance. I started sliding downhill and reached for a clump of innocent-looking broad-leafed plants to steady myself, but their tough, leathery stems proved to be covered with thorns, fucking ouch. I was so startled, I lost my footing, and stumbled down onto my knee, knocking it against a jagged rock.

      Suddenly, Edna was next to me, whining anxiously and licking my face.

      “Need a hand?”

      Jack Kendrick was looming over me, though to be fair, it wasn’t really his fault that he loomed. He was standing above me on the hillside, after all, and he was ridiculously tall to begin with. His silvery eyes were narrowed thoughtfully. “Did you hurt yourself?” he asked me.

      “Not a lot. Just, you know. I stuck myself with some thorns.” I pointed at the plant, and struggled to rise, cradling my stinging hand.

      He helped me to my feet, his big, warm hand under my elbow, cupping it.

      “Let me take a look.” He turned my hand over, examined it, and began deftly pulling out the tiny pale thorns that were embedded in my palm.

      My breath just stopped. My senses were swamped with close-up sensory details. His head bent over mine, drops of rain plopping from the ends of his shaggy, dark hair. Every detail of him was etching itself into my brain. The way the hair grew back from his forehead, the white streak on his temple where the scar disappeared into his hairline. His sensual mouth. Very sensual, when it was relaxed. His lower lip, so cushiony and pink. It looked like it would be hot, soft. Kissable.

      I was close enough to smell him. Soap, pine trees, wood smoke, and coffee. I wanted to touch his face, smooth the rain-drenched strands of hair that clung to his forehead.

      I recoiled, alarmed at the power of my own crazy impulses. “Let’s go on,” I said abruptly.

      “Okay. But I’ll carry this.” He pulled my backpack off my shoulders.

      I was irritated at the implication that I couldn’t handle it. I was small, yes, but I was no weakling. “I’m fine!” I tugged it back.

      “Don’t be stubborn. You’ve been driving for God knows how long. You’re exhausted, probably hungry, probably dehydrated. I’ll carry it.” He plucked it from my hand with an impatient jerk and slung it over his shoulder, along with my duffel. He started back up the hill, and I scrambled after him, knees wobbling. Edna, swiftly reassured that I was fine again, loped off to join Kendrick again. Little traitor.

      “A little farther, and the hard part’s over,” he said over his shoulder.

      “I’m not helpless! I was doing fine!” I shouted after him.

      He lifted his hand in mute acknowledgement, but his silence made me sound foolish and ineffectual. A dirty trick.

      Over the crest of the hill, the forest opened out into a broad sweep of gentle downhill slope. The trees here were taller, with more space between them. Edna pranced around, sniffing at fallen tree trunks. The rain had slackened, and the air was luminous and heavy with fog.

      The silent grandeur of the forest worked magic on my jangled nerves as we padded along. Its beauty calmed me. It was magical, the sweet-smelling, pattering rain, the feathery delicacy of pine boughs, the paler green festoons of moss, and tiny star-shaped white flowers that floated ethereally in shiny green clumps of ground cover. It was so shockingly beautiful, I forgot my stinging hand, my mud-slimed shoes, my outraged sensibilities. Even Haupt and Snake Eyes had to retreat before this magnificence.

      Twenty minutes later, he led me through a waist-high tangle of blooming wild roses.

      Then I saw the house.
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      Jack

      I watched her as she caught sight of the house, and felt ridiculously gratified at the smile that lit up her face. Yeah, of course she likes it. What wasn’t to like? I’d worked my ass off on that place.

      Still, it pleased me that she appreciated the grace of the old- fashioned house under the enormous pines. I was proud of how it turned out. The comfortable porch, the huge flower and herb garden that I had meticulously landscaped. After all that work, she damn well ought to appreciate it. Anyone with a functioning brain would.

      That, however, did not mean that I would allow some wandering wild child whose wet-t-shirt-clad body made me break out in a feverish sweat to park her lurid van in my driveway and totally fuck my peace of mind.

      I’d worked hard for that peace of mind. I wasn’t giving it up without a fight.

      I’d known in my bones that something was up. Something about the tone in Duncan’s voice, that hidden smile. I knew that sneaky bastard better than he knew himself. Duncan had been keeping something back, and there it was, in all its glory. My job was to babysit a doe-eyed, bra-less, sexpot bombshell. I was supposed to keep her out of trouble. Probably trouble she’d whipped up herself.

      Served me right, for letting Duncan jerk me around. It was the God’s own truth that I owed Dunc, and would until my dying day, but fuck me.

      This, I did not need.

      Duncan had said that the girl was in danger. Some muddled, improbable tale about evil Nazis, treasure maps, long-lost art. Christ on a crutch. I’d given up on drama. I wanted peace and quiet. Simplicity. Plants. They didn’t talk, or lie, or fuck each other over, or shoot at each other. I respected that. I craved the silence, the calm. I’d decided to dedicate my life to it.

      Still, the idea of Vivi D’Onofrio in danger was a disturbing one. She was so small and delicate. Her skin was so pale against that red hair. I wondered if the color was fake. Its brilliance seemed a little exaggerated.

      There was one quick, surefire way to find out. I tried to squelch the thought before my dick could swell to maximum capacity once again. Thank God for the rain poncho. Every detail of her figure had been visible in the damp tie-dye t-shirt. Those high, perfect tits, the kind that fit into a champagne cup. That classic, tender, just-enough mouthful. I cursed under my breath.

      “You said something?” she asked.

      I shook my head. I didn’t trust myself to speak.

      “Did you build this yourself?” she persisted, waiting for my nod.

      “Wow.” Her voice sounded almost reverent. We passed through the riotous array of spring flowers, blooming bushes, lush borders of aromatic herbs, flowers of every type and color. “Is, ah, someone in your family a gardener?” she asked delicately.

      “I’m the only one who lives here,” I said.

      “Ah. I see.”

      “The barn is around the back.” I led her around the building, beyond which stood a large, freshly remodeled and painted barn. The apartment was on the top.

      I’d lived in it myself for the time it took me to build my house. I’d been using the bottom floor for a garage and the apartment above it for storage, but last week, after another one of Duncan’s epic bullying sessions, I’d finally caved. I dutifully moved my book boxes and gardening supplies out and into the attic space to make room for Duncan’s future sister-in-law. I’d pictured her to be some uptight New York artistic type, all in tight black. But I’d never seen anyone as colorful as Vivi D’Onofrio. She glowed, like neon. Even when she was covered with mud, I needed fucking sunglasses.

      I led her up the stairs, which I’d built onto the outside of the building, and onto the deck. I slid open the sliding glass doors and stood back to let her enter first. The place was plain, but freshly painted and simply furnished. She gazed at the living room that opened onto the deck, with the views of the river.

      She slowly walked into the big bedroom that looked out over the garden, then into the bathroom, looked at the deep sink, the old claw-foot Victorian tub that I’d found at an auction a couple years ago. It had a transparent shower curtain with old-style botanical illustrations of flowers, complete with their Latin names, splashed all over it.

      She sidled out the bathroom door past me, careful not to touch me, and walked into the spacious kitchen. She opened the freezer, sighing when she saw the automatic ice maker. She pushed the lever, grabbed a handful of ice, held it to her pink cheek.

      “It’s perfect,” she announced.

      She folded her arms in front of her chest, and waited for me to contradict her. Her face was battle ready. There was a streak of mud across one high cheekbone.

      “Well?” she asked impatiently. “Spit it out, Kendrick.”
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