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      No one would look at him. Five men and seven women filed gravely into their seats, their eyes on the floor or their shoes or the back of the juror before them. One woman dabbed at her red eyes. Tears. That couldn’t possibly be a good sign. Nick’s heart felt like it was about to burst through his chest.

      The judge didn’t look at Nick, either, nor did the aide who remained close by the judge’s side. The assistant district attorney appeared to be supremely bored. His steely gaze wandered the room in an aimless way.

      Nick’s own lawyer didn’t look at him, either. Norman’s solemn eyes were on a blank sheet of paper on the table. His fingers worked restlessly.

      From beyond this very small part of the world, in the seats beyond the jury box, eyes were trained on Nick. He knew that, but in the past two weeks he’d learned to ignore those onlookers so completely they ceased to exist. His mind had remained on the witnesses against him, the evidence the D.A. had presented so competently, the defense Norman had put together.

      His defense was simple, but it was enough. It had to be. Innocent men didn’t go to prison for the rest of their lives. They weren’t executed for crimes they hadn’t committed.

      At the judge’s direction, he and Norman rose to their feet. Still, no one looked his way. Not the judge, not the D.A., not the members of the jury. Everything was so… quiet. Nick wondered if they could all hear the beat of his pounding heart and the way the blood rushed through his veins, so loudly he could hear the roar in his ears.

      He waited to hear the words Not guilty. He waited for Norman to smile, to clap him on the back, for relieved eyes to turn his way at last.

      “Guilty.”

      At first Nick wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. The noise that followed the verdict was deafening. The crowd murmured loudly, as individual voices were raised. A few men and women hurried from the room: reporters, damn them all to hell. The judge banged his gavel, and the sheriff’s deputies came to take Nick away. They didn’t look at him, either. Norman said something low and indistinct, something Nick couldn’t hear for the roar in his ears.

      Numbly, he allowed the two deputies to lead him away. Through the side door, through the small office, into the hall by way of a doorway near the elevator that would take him back to jail.

      Back to jail.

      His heart beat much too hard now, threatening to burst through his chest. He couldn’t breathe. His vision dimmed. Guilty?

      One of the deputies reached for his handcuffs. In a move more instinctive than deliberate, Nick lunged for the man’s weapon.
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      Shea ran up two courthouse steps, spun around quickly and lifted a hand to her hair. She smoothed one dark strand, which barely brushed her shoulder. “Do I look okay?”

      Mark, in his usual ratty T-shirt and a backwards ball cap that covered most of his bright red hair, cocked his head and glanced from behind his video camera to smile at her. He was the same age as Shea, twenty-five, but could easily pass for sixteen years old. Since he didn’t stand much more than five-foot-six he looked like a kid lugging around that big camera. “You’re beautiful, sweetheart.”

      She didn’t feel beautiful. The August heat was suffocating, humid and almost overwhelming. Her hair was going to fall, her makeup was going to melt. She had to look her best, but it wasn’t easy in this heat.

      If she’d had more time she might’ve chosen the royal-blue suit instead of the red one, but it was too late to worry about that now. The call from the station had been unexpected, and she’d had less than fifteen minutes to put on her makeup and change clothes. Fortunately, she was getting good at this. Concessions had to be made, though, in the name of expediency. Her legs were bare and she was wearing a pair of running shoes instead of the red pumps that matched this suit.

      It didn’t matter; she’d only be on camera from the waist up.

      “So,” Mark said casually, the heavy camera that rested on his shoulder leaning precariously to one side. “What did you give Astrid to make her sick?” He wagged his pale eyebrows and gave her a devilish smile.

      Shea restrained the childish impulse to stick out her tongue. “Nothing, I swear.” She grasped the microphone nervously; her palms were sweating. Oh, she never got nervous filing a story!

      But then, she’d never covered a story like this one. Astrid Stanton had been with Channel 43 for nearly seven years, and the Nicholas Taggert murder trial was her story. She’d even gotten a few seconds of play on the network. The network! If not for a nasty bout of the stomach flu—which Shea had absolutely nothing to do with—it would be Astrid standing here; six foot tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed, ratings-go-through-the-roof-when-she-smiles Astrid.

      “Weird case,” Mark said, sensing Shea’s nervousness and trying to make conversation to calm her. “I mean, Taggert actually killed his neighbor because the guy was painting his house the color of Kermit the Frog?”

      “Chartreuse,” Shea said. “The color was chartreuse.”

      “Whatever,” Mark answered with a grin.

      “And there has to be more to it than that,” she mumbled, as much to herself as to Mark. “People don’t kill over something so inconsequential.” At least, she hoped they didn’t. The very possibility was depressing.

      This was her chance, and she knew it. Reporting the news was what she wanted to do more than anything else in the world. She was tired of filling in for the weatherman on the weekends, sick of smiling inanely through stories on how pets looked like their owners or how a bunch of school kids had celebrated spring with kite day. She was in this business to cover real news, and murder was as real as it got.

      The jury was coming in; they had that much. No one had much doubt as to what the verdict would be. Even though Nicholas Taggert had maintained his innocence throughout the trial, the evidence was overwhelming. The state had DNA—a couple of stray hairs on a blood-and-paint-stained Taggert Construction T-shirt. A small amount of the same blood and paint had been found in Taggert’s kitchen. They had the murder weapon, a baseball bat with Taggert’s fingerprints on it, and several neighbors had witnessed a heated argument between Taggert and his neighbor, the late Gary Winkler.

      Still, Taggert had been convincing on the stand as he’d professed his innocence, and these days when you put twelve people together and called them a jury, anything was possible.

      Nicholas Taggert had been residing in the jail on the ninth floor of the Madison County Courthouse for the past ten months, as there had been no bond set for this bizarre and grisly case. Today a jury would decide if he’d remain imprisoned until his sentence was passed, or if he’d go free.

      Shea’s producer, Kimberly Lane, came bursting through the courthouse doors. “Guilty,” she said, breathless from her run from the second floor.

      A deep breath calmed Shea. Suddenly her palms were dry, her heartbeat slowed, and she was no longer nervous. I can do this. It’s who I am, it’s what I want. Her shoulders squared as Mark nodded to her, and she lifted the microphone to her mouth.

      “This is Shea Sinclair reporting for Channel 43 live from the Madison County Courthouse, where Nicholas Taggert has just been found guilty of murder. Ten months ago the successful building contractor was accused of killing his neighbor, Gary Winkler. Mr. Winkler—”

      An unexpected bursting noise that sounded like a firecracker broke her concentration, and Shea snapped her head around so she could see the glass courthouse doors. “That was a gunshot,” she said softly into the microphone. Muffled shouts followed, and then another sharp report of gunfire from within the building.

      She climbed a step, her eyes on the doors.

      “Get back here!” Mark growled at her. She looked at him once, to make sure he was following her, and ignored his advice.

      “There seems to be something happening in the courthouse,” she said softly and clearly. “Whether or not it’s related to the Taggert trial, I can’t say at this time.”

      A man with a gun in his hand pushed through the doors and onto the covered walkway that encircled the courthouse. Shea recognized Taggert right away, with his neat black hair and expensive gray suit.

      That face was unforgettable, even if it hadn’t been plastered regularly on the evening news and in the newspapers for the past ten months. It was handsome, with intelligent eyes and distinct, sharp lines. More than one woman who’d glanced at Taggert’s picture had proclaimed it a crying shame that he’d gone bad. “What a waste,” Astrid had said on several occasions.

      Mark yelled this time. “Shea, get down here right now!”

      She glanced over her shoulder to see that he had his camera on the escaped murderer. She ignored his order and took another step toward Taggert. Maybe she could catch a word from the convicted murderer with her microphone. Oh, this was too good.

      Taggert limped, she noticed, dragging his right leg with every lurching step he took. As he came closer she saw that there was a nasty hole in his pant leg, and he was bleeding badly. He left a thin trail of blood on the white concrete pathway as he headed for the steps.

      The courthouse doors burst open again, and five law enforcement officers rushed out, weapons drawn. Two Madison County deputies came through the doors first, and three Huntsville City uniformed policemen were right behind them. No one fired; there were too many civilians on the street and the sidewalk.

      “Are you getting this?” she asked softly, her eyes never leaving the drama that was taking place just a few feet away.

      “Yeah baby, I got it, I got it,” Mark whispered.

      There were other camera crews in the area, but she and Mark were closest. No one else would have a shot like this one on the five o’clock news. No one. Shea smiled.

      Taggert jogged in her direction, and he locked the coldest, bluest eyes she’d ever seen onto her face. Suddenly she realized that the pictures in the newspapers and the clips on the evening news had not done justice to his size. The man was tall, over six feet, surely, wide in the shoulders and long legged. Shea’s smile faded, and she shivered from the top of her head to the tips of her toes. Taggert was pale, and frantic, and dangerous… and staggering straight at her.

      She waited too late to take Mark’s advice and retreat from the situation. Taggert grabbed her microphone and tossed it away, and in a swift, sure move he wrapped one arm around her waist and spun her about with a jerk so that she faced the advancing officers. Her heart leaped into her throat as she stared down the barrels of several guns.

      Taggert backed down the steps, the hand that held his weapon snaking past her waist as he took aim at the officers.

      “Put ’em down,” he said hoarsely. His hot breath touched her neck, and she could feel his irregular breathing against her skin. The officers didn’t immediately do as he asked, so he wedged the gun he held into Shea’s side. The oddly warm black metal pressed sharply against a rib.

      The advancing armed men came to an immediate halt and lowered their weapons.

      “Now, Taggert,” a gray-haired deputy in a khaki uniform said calmly. His Southern drawl was like molasses, thick and sweet and dark. “Let the girl go and come on back in. We can write this off as a moment of poor judgment on your part, get you to a hospital and get that leg fixed up, and then we’ll forget it ever happened.”

      “Yeah, right,” Taggert said into her ear, his hoarse voice so low Shea was sure no one but she could hear.

      A tall, thin man in a dark suit skirted around the lawmen. Shea recognized him from numerous news reports as Taggert’s lawyer, Norman Burgess. “Come on, Nick,” he said calmly. “Let the lady go, give me the weapon, and let’s go back inside.” Absurdly, his voice was almost sweet, serene and musical. “It’s not over. We can appeal.”

      “They don’t believe me,” Taggert whispered again. Shea didn’t know if the statement was meant to be heard or if the injured man was talking to himself. His arm tightened around her, and he dragged her down another step.

      One cop raised his gun. I can take him. Shea read his lips as he whispered. She didn’t have to read the lips of the deputy who reached out to make him lower the weapon again, drawling a loud curse as he tried to avoid more bloodshed.

      “You might hit the girl,” he added in a calmer voice. As if she wasn’t panicked enough with the muzzle of a gun stuck to her ribs! That one hothead would take the chance without a second thought, if he believed he’d get Taggert. She was expendable, but not as long as Mark had the camera on her and Taggert. No law enforcement agency could afford that kind of bad press.

      “A car,” Taggert whispered breathlessly into her ear again. He jerked around so they were half facing the street. “Is one of these yours?”

      She made a split second decision, an easy one when she weighed all her options. “The red Saturn,” she said, nodding her head in the direction of the car that was parked at the curb. “The keys are in my pocket and you can have them. Just let me go.”

      The idea of getting into the car with Taggert terrified her. He was desperate, he had a weapon, and she remembered too well the stories Astrid had filed on him. A former military man, he’d spent several years in Special Forces. Before that he’d been a teenage troublemaker. The state had made part of their case the fact that Taggert was capable, and able, of anything.

      He dragged her toward the car, holding her in a viselike grip and keeping her body between him and the officers. He kept the gun pressed tightly to her ribs.

      Burgess ran down the steps. “Nick, you’re making a terrible mistake. This is kidnapping!”

      “The keys,” Taggert said, the whispered words an unquestionable order.

      Shea reached into the pocket of her red jacket and pulled out a small silver key chain with the initials S.L.S. engraved in the center in a delicate script. Two keys hung from the chain, one to the car, the other to her apartment. She considered trying to remove her house key, then decided against it. Her trembling hands would make the task too difficult, and besides, she could have the locks changed this afternoon.

      “Here,” she said. “Take the car and let me go.”

      Taggert ignored her request for freedom, but he did take the keys from her hand. His hold on her faltered for a fraction of a second as he made the transfer. “If anyone follows, I’ll shoot her,” he rasped, tightening his grip as he made the threat. “Let me get away clean, and in two hours I’ll release her. You have my word.”

      “Nick, don’t,” Burgess said.

      The door to her Saturn was unlocked; Taggert reached behind him and threw it open. He sat down hard and brought Shea with him. She dropped back and down, and ended up sitting in his lap as they fell into the front passenger seat. Warm blood touched the back of her calf. He was bleeding pretty badly; maybe he’d pass out...

      With the hand that held the weapon he threatened her with, Taggert slammed the passenger-side door shut, and for the first time Shea actively tried to get away. The slamming of the door was so final, so terrifying. Gun or no gun, she refused to willingly ride off with a murderer.

      She used her elbows first, lashing back into his ribs with all her might. One elbow connected solidly and Taggert grunted, but he didn’t loosen his grip. She used her feet, kicking back blindly. Taggert let out a howl when the heel of one running shoe connected solidly with his injured leg. While he yelled she snapped her head back and bashed his nose. He let out a string of low curses and grabbed her hair, twisting her head and forcing her to look at him. He held her so tightly she couldn’t move, not even to look away.

      Her short struggle gave the officers an opportunity to move closer to the car, but with Taggert in control there was nothing they could do. The escaped murderer glanced at them and made sure they saw the gun he had pointed at her head.

      His face hovered close to hers, so close she could see the dark stubble on his chin and the beads of sweat on his brow. A thin trickle of blood seeped from one nostril. Shea shivered. The ice-blue eyes he locked on her were colder, more menacing, than anything she’d ever seen.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Then let me go.” She struggled against his grasp as he slowly maneuvered over the console and into the driver’s seat. His hold on her never slackened. His moves smooth and sure and amazingly quick, he placed the weapon between his legs and jammed the key into the ignition.

      Instinctively, she reached for the gun. She was fast, but not fast enough. The engine started, and Taggert snagged the gun before she could. He pointed it at her chest. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

      He released his hold on her, slammed the car into drive, and took off. The weapon he pointed at her never wavered. When they were well down the street he glanced at her, and those icy eyes softened a little. “I’m really not going to hurt you,” he said. “In two hours I’ll let you go. I promise.”

      Shea settled warily back against the seat, her eyes on the weapon Taggert lowered slowly. She was terrified; she was angry. And for some odd reason, she believed him.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t have much time. They’d have news helicopters in the air in a matter of minutes, and while they might not attack while he had a hostage, they would definitely be looking for him. In order to make this work, he had to disappear.

      Nick glanced in the rearview mirror. An unmarked car followed, at a distance of course. Since he had a hostage they were playing it safe, being cautious, but if they could stop him now they would. He couldn’t let that happen.

      He turned right, and then quickly turned right again, and before the car that was following turned onto the residential street, he made a sharp turn into a narrow alley that ran between two old houses. The car lurched as it hit a pothole.

      His heart pounded so hard he could feel it, and in his head he could still hear the guilty verdict and the roar of the courtroom that had followed. His leg was bleeding badly and the girl sitting in the passenger seat looked like she was thinking of opening the door and jumping out, taking her chances that the fall would be less dangerous than he was. He cast a quick, warning glance in her direction to change her mind, and then he returned his attention to his driving. He concentrated on getting out of here in one piece, and tried to dismiss the nagging certainty that he’d just made a bad situation worse. He had nowhere to go from here.

      He knew these downtown neighborhoods well; he’d renovated several of the historic homes here, when he’d first started his business. Years ago, a lifetime ago. Another sharp turn put him in a backyard, where he was hidden from view for a few moments. The car bounced over a short stretch of rough terrain until he found another dirt lane, one that led to another quiet street.

      With one hand on the steering wheel, Nick drove the car down a series of tree-lined roadways. The major roads would be covered; there was no way he’d be able to drive straight out of town. News helicopters were probably already overhead, but the heavy canopy of trees in this old neighborhood would keep the car out of sight. For now.

      He wasn’t a hundred percent, mentally or physically—not even close—so two hands on the wheel would’ve been better, but he didn’t dare set the pistol down again.

      The adrenaline pumped through his veins, adrenaline and fear and rage. The rage kept him going, kept him from pulling the car over and collapsing. He’d been so sure the verdict would be not guilty. He was innocent, and if the system worked, if there was any justice...

      But there wasn’t any justice. If a man could be convicted of a murder he didn’t commit, if everyone was so damn quick to convict an innocent man, then there wasn’t any justice at all.

      His leg throbbed. It had been blessedly numb until the girl had kicked it. Before too much longer it would hurt like hell. It continued to bleed, but the flow had slowed some. He’d have to bandage it… soon.

      Nick again glanced sideways at the girl he’d grabbed from the courthouse steps. She’d fought for a while, but now she was quiet and she no longer gripped the door handle as if she was thinking of jumping. He half expected to see tears, fear, anger, anxiety, but she remained relatively calm. Her hazel-green eyes were fixed on him, clear and unafraid, and at that moment she looked very familiar, like an old friend whose face you recall but whose name escapes you. She was a reporter, he knew that much. Hell, he’d grabbed the microphone from her hand and tossed it down. But still he couldn’t place her. He just couldn’t quite remember...

      “How’d you get away?” she asked softly, just a hint of the South in her voice.

      “What difference does it make?” He returned his attention to the empty, tree-lined road that headed up Monte Sano Mountain.

      “I want to know, that’s all.”

      He hadn’t planned it. Until the moment the jury foreman said “guilty,” Nick had been so sure he’d be walking out of that courtroom a free man. “A deputy was taking me upstairs to the jail, but before he could put the cuffs back on I grabbed his pistol right out of the holster and clipped him under the chin. He went down like a stone. Another one came at me.” Out of nowhere, with a shout and a hand on his weapon. “I brought him down with a swift kick and headed for the stairs.”

      “You make it sound easy.”

      Easy. “It is, if you’re fast enough and strong enough.” And desperate enough. God knows he was desperate, and since he’d been a model prisoner for the past ten months he’d had the element of surprise on his side, as well.

      A thick overhang of trees shaded the road they traveled, allowing no more than a few dapples of sunlight here and there on the road. If he was lucky the patrol cars and helicopters that were searching for him right now would be focused on the major roads out of town. After all, he’d be a fool to stay in an area where everyone knew his face and his name, and believed him to be a killer.

      Thanks to the press, everyone in the country knew his face and his name. He hated the reporters. They’d grabbed on to every detail of his life, had hounded everyone he’d ever known in the months since his arrest. They’d made his life hell and done their best to convict him long before the trial. He glanced at the girl again. Reporters like her, though in truth he couldn’t remember ever seeing her cover the story of Winkler’s murder or the trial. Until today. That didn’t mean anything. Lately he’d tried not to watch.

      He pulled off the mountain road and onto the dirt trail he’d been heading for, a winding, narrow path barely wide enough for her car. A sharp turn took the car into a copse of thick trees and low-lying bushes. No one would see them here, unless they knew exactly where to look.

      “Who shot you?” the girl asked in a soft, controlled voice.

      “The deputy I knocked down.” He braked to slow the car as the trail got rougher. “Son of a bitch,” he mumbled. If he’d been thinking he would have taken that weapon, too, or at least taken the time to knock the second deputy out… but no. His only objective had been to get out, and he’d forgotten his training. It had cost him.

      The path grew narrower, and green-leafed branches brushed against the sides of the car. The girl flinched with every grinding scrape, but she said nothing. When the winding trail came to an end he put the car in park and shut off the engine.

      He needed time to think, time to plan, and time was one of the many things he didn’t have. He had no time, no money, no ally… no chance.

      “How did I end up here?” he muttered, laying his head against the steering wheel and closing his eyes. Less than a year ago he’d had a successful contracting firm, a woman in his life he’d foolishly thought had potential for a longterm relationship, and a nice house he’d built himself. Ten months later the business was history. Lauren had not turned out to be the woman he’d thought she was, and even if she had been, twice-monthly conversations through scratched Plexiglass was no way to keep a relationship alive. The house was empty, up for sale so he could pay his legal fees.

      Once again, he literally had nothing.

      He should’ve known the reporter he’d snatched would try to take off once the car was stopped, but she startled him when she threw open her door and scrambled out. He tried to reach out to snag her before she got away, but she was too fast. Or he was too slow.

      Nick opened his own door, scraping it against the branches of the bush he’d parked alongside. Even here in the shade the warmth was oppressive, thick with strength-sapping summer heat. It threatened to drag him down, to finish him, once and for all. He shook it off.

      The pistol fit comfortably in his right hand, and as he fought his way through the bushes his eyes found the hostage and stayed on her as she made her way slowly through the same dense growth he fought. Her dark hair danced with every step she took. The red she wore made her an easy target.

      When he rounded the front of the car, his leg gave out from under him, buckling so that he fell to his knees. He righted himself quickly, but found he couldn’t stand. All of a sudden he had nothing left to give. Well, almost nothing.

      “Stop!” he shouted once with surprising strength, and then, almost without conscious thought, he raised the pistol and fired.
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      The blast took Shea by surprise; she waited for the impact of a bullet in her back. Oh God, I’m going to die. She stopped running, and still she fought for every breath she took, her heart pumping so hard she could feel it pounding in her chest.

      But she wasn’t dead. He’d missed!

      “Stop!” he shouted again. “Hold it right there or the next one goes in your leg, not a tree.”

      Shea cut her eyes to the right and saw where a bullet had exploded, embedding itself in a tree not two feet away. The shot had been a warning; he hadn’t missed at all. She looked at the splintered bullet hole in the center of the tree trunk and knew Taggert had hit exactly what he’d been aiming for.

      She slowly turned around. Taggert was on his knees in front of the car, the weapon he held pointed steadily at her.

      “You said you wouldn’t hurt me,” she said.

      “I said I didn’t want to hurt you.” Taggert had gone deathly pale. A strand of thick black hair fell over his forehead. His suit was rumpled, the tie loosened slightly, and it seemed to Shea that he swayed ever so slightly, there on his knees in front of her car. Through all that, she saw his unwavering tenacity. He was inflexible. In spite of his wound and his weakness, he was damned and determined to have his way.

      Part of her job was to read people when she had to. She had to be able to smile and nod through an interview, all the while knowing in her heart who was lying and who was telling the truth. It was an instinct some people had and others didn’t.

      In this instant Shea saw something she’d rather not. Nicholas Taggert really didn’t want to hurt her, but he would.

      “If I shoot you in the leg you won’t die,” he said passionlessly. “Unless you go into shock, which is always a possibility. Won’t we make a pair?” A humorless smile barely touched his lips. “You can try to hobble away and I’ll hobble after you.”

      “What do you want from me?” Shea asked. “You got away from the courthouse. You don’t need me anymore.”

      “I need time,” he said as he lowered the weapon. “We’re too close to houses, roads. If I let you go now I won’t have time to get away.”

      “What if I promise not to tell them where you are?” Shea took a step back; Taggert raised his gun quickly, snapping it up and training the sight low on her body. The leg, he’d said. He was pallid and weak, growing weaker with every second that passed, but the hand that held the gun remained steady.

      “No good,” he said. “Even if you keep your mouth shut, and I doubt that’s possible, simply by showing up on this mountain you’ll tell the cops where to search.”

      Shea took a single step forward, and Taggert dropped the gun again. He looked relieved, and that evident relief told her, as much as any instinct, that he was willing to carry out his threat. He didn’t want to, but he would.

      She returned to the car, shaking and angry. On her run she’d ignored the branches that snagged her clothing and scratched her bare legs, but on the return trip she felt every scratch, every gentle brush of a leaf, as if it were an added indignity.

      “I’m going to watch you fry for this,” she said bravely when she was no more than five feet from Taggert.

      He struggled to his feet, but all the while he kept a steadfast hand on his weapon. “Yeah, well, you’re going to have to stand in line,” he muttered. “Right now everybody wants to see me fry.” He motioned with the gun toward the car. “Sit down.”

      She had to fight branches to return to the parked car, pushing angrily past thin, flexible limbs that made way for her and then snapped back. Stepping in a small hole she’d managed to miss in her failed escape attempt, she lurched forward, grabbing on to the opened door for support. But she obeyed Taggert’s surly order and lowered herself into the passenger seat again.

      He slammed the car door when she was seated, and she winced at the sound of the branches scraping against the Saturn. This car wasn’t even a year old, and it was her first new car. It would be a mess when this was over, between the bloodstains and the scratched paint.

      Taggert limped around the front of the car, leaning on the hood occasionally for much-needed support, stumbling twice before he fought his way to the driver’s-side door and plopped down beside her. He waved the gun in her direction. “Put on your seat belt.”

      “What?”

      He locked those cold blue eyes on her again. They were chips of ice in a pallid face, hard and uncompromising. Those extraordinary eyes showed no mercy, not even a hint of apology for what he’d done to her. “Do it.”

      She fastened her seat belt, muttering every curse word her brothers had ever unwittingly used in her presence. If she did decide to run again, she’d have to stop to unfasten the seat belt, warning Taggert of her intentions.

      She waited for him to start the car, but he didn’t. Instead he shifted his body so he leaned against his door, and he very carefully lifted his wounded leg and placed it in her lap. The weight was more than she’d expected; warm blood seeped through his pant leg onto her skirt. Suddenly he seemed too big for her compact car, the leg in her lap too long and heavy. A surge of panic raced through her own blood. This was all too much, and Taggert was too close.

      “You’re going to have to help me with this,” he said softly.

      Shea stared at the leg in her lap, at the blood-soaked gray fabric and the hole. Two holes and a lot of blood, she saw from this angle. If possible, she felt more terrified than when he’d fired the gun and she’d thought she was dead. “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “You have to.”

      Taggert jammed the gun into the waistband of his trousers and shrugged out of his jacket, moving cautiously, as if every small movement hurt him. “Wrap this around the leg,” he said as he tossed it to her.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Taggert shook his head and began loosening his tie.

      Shea took a deep breath. She positively hated the sight of blood, and there was too much of it here. Taggert should be passed out, or going into shock, or at least getting woozy. She quickly glanced at him as he whipped the tie from his neck. He could die from this wound to the leg, if he lost too much blood, if he went into shock.

      She wrapped the jacket around his injured calf, taking great care not to move the leg any more than was necessary. Still, when she very easily lifted Taggert’s leg to shift the jacket around the calf, he winced. She tried to place the thickest part of the makeshift bandage over his wound to staunch the bleeding, and she wrapped the jacket arms around crosswise, making a relatively neat bandage, given what she had to work with.

      When the jacket was swathed around his calf, he handed her the necktie. “Wrap this around a couple of times and bind it tight.”

      “Like a tourniquet?”

      “Not that tight. Just tight enough to hold the jacket in place.”

      She did as he instructed, crisscrossing the tie several times around his leg. He didn’t flinch again; she wondered if he could feel anything at all. “You need a doctor,” she mumbled as she brought the ends of the navy blue tie together and fastened them in a knot.

      “I’m sure you’re right,” he muttered darkly, “but I’m not likely to run across one anytime soon.” He took a deep breath. “You’ll have to do.”

      When she finished the unpleasant task, Taggert very cautiously removed his leg from her lap, leaving behind a nasty stain on her skirt. That dark stain was a reminder of how very serious the wound was. He could easily die. Even though he’d kidnapped and threatened her, she didn’t want that to happen.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked as he swung his body around to face forward, resting against the wheel as if he wanted nothing more than to lay his head there and go to sleep. “You have to know they’ll catch you, eventually.”

      “I know,” he whispered. “But I can’t just sit back and accept what’s happened. I have to do something. No one else can prove my innocence, so I have to do it myself. When I have the proof I need I’ll turn myself in.”

      Taggert slowly rotated his head until he faced her again, and Shea saw something that startled her. Eyes that had been like ice just a few minutes ago had softened. She didn’t know if the ache she saw in his eyes was there because of the wound in his leg or for some other reason. Like it or not, his ache touched her. Goodness, that pain went deep; seeing it made her shiver.

      “I thought the system worked,” he said, and his voice wasn’t simply soft now, it was weak. “I thought the truth was sacred. But you know what? No one cares about the truth. The police want a conviction, the D.A. wants a win. Why bother to look for the truth when you have a convenient patsy sitting right in front of you?”

      Shea’s instincts were in perfect working order, in spite of the trying events of the afternoon. She’d never been so scared; she didn’t scare easily, but Taggert had terrified her. For revealing that weakness, she should hate him, and she did. She did. But heaven help her, she believed him. Nicholas Taggert was innocent.

      He slowly propelled himself away from the steering wheel until his dark head fell against headrest. His eyes fluttered and then closed, but all the while one hand rested over the gun that was tucked into his waistband.

      “What are we waiting for?” Shea asked.

      Taggert’s eyes drifted open. “Dark,” he whispered. “We’re waiting for dark.”
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        * * *

      

      More than anything, Nick wanted to sleep. He fought the urge to close his eyes again, knowing that if he did he’d likely never wake up. The girl would take off, and this time he didn’t have the energy—or the will—to chase after her. He’d either wake up surrounded by cops, or he’d never wake up at all.

      “It’s supposed to rain tonight,” she said in an absurdly conversational tone of voice. “Visibility should be poor, and the cops will be busy with fender benders all over town. Maybe that will help you. It should keep some of them busy elsewhere. And maybe the rain will cool some of this heat,” she added, her voice low, as if she were talking to herself.

      Nick turned his head but didn’t lift it. The girl watched him, her eyes wide, her lips slightly parted. For the first time he really looked at her. She was pretty. Not gorgeous, maybe, but striking and yes… very, very pretty. Her warm brown hair looked soft and thick. It fell straight and smooth, like a dark waterfall, but the ends curled under just a little. Her eyes tilted up slightly at the corners, but not enough to give her an exotic look. She had too much of the girl-next-door in her to ever be exotic. And if a woman could have a perfect mouth...

      Rain. “I know who you are,” he muttered. “You’re the weathergirl.”

      The sunlight was slowly dying, and an oddly grayish light washed across her face. Yes, the light was fading, but it was enough to show Nick her displeasure at his recognition. Her lips came together and thinned, and her eyes narrowed.

      “I am not a weathergirl,” she insisted frostily.

      He began to feel a dullness within, as if the light inside him was fading as surely as the light of day. He lifted his head in an effort to clear it. “Yes you are,” he said. “I recognize you. You’re a real favorite in the TV room at the Madison County Jail, almost as popular as that big blonde.”

      “Astrid,” the weathergirl muttered.

      “Yeah.”

      “Astrid should be here, you know,” she said angrily. “You’re her story and I was just filling in.” When she got really angry she did things with her mouth. Her lips pursed; something twitched. “If she hadn’t come down with the stomach flu she’d be sitting here right now, not me.”

      Nick shook his head gently, unable to make a more vigorous move. “No, she wouldn’t.”

      “And why not?”

      He leaned slightly toward her and whispered. “I never would’ve grabbed the big blonde. She scares me.”

      The statement obviously took the weathergirl by surprise. Her eyes widened, and finely shaped dark brows lifted. “She scares you?”

      “A little. I think it’s that big silly grin on an Amazon that does it. It’s not natural.” He was losing it, could actually feel himself losing control. His heartbeat was thready, his vision less than clear, and his head swam uneasily. “You don’t have a silly grin,” he added. “You have a nice, real smile. ‘This is Shea Sinclair with the weekend weather.’” He smiled himself, for some reason. “Shea Sinclair,” he said again, “weathergirl.”

      She looked like she wanted to hit him. Senseless girl. He had the pistol, he’d kidnapped her, everyone in the world believed he was a cold-blooded killer, and she looked like she wanted nothing more than to reach out and smack him a good one.

      “I am not a weathergirl. I do the weekend weather at the moment, but I also file stories. I’m a reporter, Mr. Taggert.”

      For some reason he fixated on the memory of her smile. It really was a nice smile, relaxed and genuine, as if the cold or the heat or the rain that was coming didn’t bother her at all. She’d smiled, he remembered, as he’d run from the courthouse.

      “Why were you smiling as I came out of the courthouse this afternoon?” he asked.

      Her anger dulled; she even looked a little embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to, but I got excited about the possibility that we might actually catch a word or get a really great picture no one else would have.”

      Ah, Shea Sinclair really was a reporter. He’d become familiar with the breed in the past few months. They were wolves after a piece of meat, and he was the sirloin. No, that was too kind, much too generous. Wolves were majestic, if deadly. Reporters were little yapping dogs, eagerly fighting over a scrap of meat, and he was hamburger.

      Nick had been angry at the world for months, and right now he experienced a flash of blinding fury at his hostage for turning out to be another annoying, ambitious reporter who’d found reason to smile at his desperate escape. “Well, come tomorrow you’re going to have a real exclusive, aren’t you, weathergirl?”

      She didn’t correct him this time, but pursed her lips together in apparent disapproval and turned away to stare out the passenger-side window. Her shoulders were squared, her spine too straight. Evidently the silent treatment was punishment for his last offense. Good.

      When darkness fell he started the engine and backed slowly down the path. The trail was bumpy, the branches and leaves that brushed against the car invisible but noisy. He made the turn almost blind, leaving the route and lurching through a low spot before getting the tires on the trail again. The weathergirl continued to silently stare out of her window, even though there was nothing to see. Just darkness and shadows and the gray-green bushes and trees that had shielded them.

      At the two-lane road, he switched on the headlights and continued the journey he’d started in the daylight, heading for the other side of the mountain. He didn’t think there would be a roadblock on this little country road, but every time the car rounded a blind corner Nick held his breath until he saw a length of clear road stretching ahead.

      She’d been right about the rain. It started, a light sprinkle, as he steered the Saturn across a level stretch of road at the top of the mountain. When they passed one car on the winding downward slope his heart beat a little bit faster, but the vehicle didn’t so much as slow down. They were just another pair of headlights on a rarely used road.

      When the mountain road was behind them and the terrain was level again, Nick pulled off the pavement and onto a rutted dirt path, rounded a bend and stopped the car with a lurch. For the first time since he’d made the mistake of calling her “weathergirl” once too often, Shea Sinclair turned her head to look at him. The headlights lit the dirt path before them, their reflection illuminating her stoic face in shades of gray. The light-headedness that wouldn’t go away made her face look like ivory, ivory with soft, black velvet shadows.

      He waited for her to throw open her door and take off, but she just stared at him.

      “You really didn’t do it?” she whispered.

      Nick shook his head.

      “Then who did?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”

      She didn’t make a move, so Nick reached over and unfastened her seat belt. “Go.”

      Shea turned her head away again, to glance out at the deserted field. “Here?” Her head snapped around, and she stared at him wide-eyed. “You’re just going to dump me in the middle of nowhere, in the dark, in the rain?”

      “That’s the plan,” he mumbled.

      Instead of jumping from the car and making her escape Shea Sinclair stared him down. “No,” she whispered.

      Surely he misunderstood. “What did you say?”

      “I said no.”

      Nick cursed beneath his breath as he reached out and snagged Shea’s wrist and dragged her toward him, easing himself from the car and hauling the uncooperative weathergirl with him, over the console, across the driver’s seat. A soft, cool drizzle struck his face, and droplets soaked through the white dress shirt he wore. The cool water cleared his head slightly, as he pulled on Shea Sinclair’s arm. He was making progress until she grabbed the steering wheel and refused to let go. It hit him, as surely as the gentle rain, that right now he didn’t have the strength to forcibly remove her from the car.

      “Are you nuts?” he yelled, poking his head into the car and placing his face close to hers. They were practically nose-to-nose. In the semidarkness he locked his eyes to hers. She didn’t flinch, didn’t show any sign of backing down. “I’m trying to let you go!” Yelling was not such a good idea. His head swam and his knees went weak. Damn.

      “You can’t let me go,” she argued. “You need me, Taggert.”

      “I’m not a...” He swayed slightly. “I’m not a kidnapper.”

      Shea smiled, and Nick’s knees wobbled uncertainly. The smile was all wrong; wrong time, wrong place. There had been a time when a smile like this one would’ve given him hope, would’ve made him list easily forward to kiss her. But not now. She should be running scared, and he should be well down the road, running to God knows where.

      “Actually,” she said softly, “you are. And since I don’t think there’s a different charge for long-term versus short-term kidnappings, you might as well make the best of what you’ve got.”

      He clamped his hand more snugly around her warm, slender wrist. If she knew how long it had been since a pretty girl had smiled at him, she wouldn’t do this. The smile made his insides tighten and his mind spin. The gentle upturn at the corners of her mouth, the sparkle in her eyes, promised so many things. Shea Sinclair had no idea what she was doing to him.

      Then again, maybe she did. She let go of the steering wheel and slowly reached out for him, that delicate hand uncertain and enticing, those long, pale fingers as promising as her smile and her eyes. She was going to touch him. For a second Nick was frozen at the very idea. More than anything he wanted this woman to lay her hands on him. He craved the warmth of a woman’s delicate fingers, a tender caress.

      It had been a very long time since anyone had touched him; a fat deputy clapping on handcuffs didn’t count.

      Without warning, her motion changed from slow to lightning fast, and she grabbed the pistol from his waistband and pointed it at his midsection.

      His head spun dangerously and still he laughed. It was the perfect ending to the worst day of his life. He’d been found guilty of a murder he didn’t commit, had been shot in the leg, and now he stood in the rain with a pistol pointed at his gut. “Caught by a weathergirl,” he said unsteadily. “Won’t this make a fine story on the ten o’clock news?”

      “You’re hysterical,” Shea said as she scooted into the passenger seat, taking the pistol with her. “Sit down before you fall down.”

      He dropped into the driver’s seat, clearheaded long enough to notice that she held the weapon like a woman who was used to handling one. At least if she shot him it wouldn’t be an accident. He let his head fall back and closed his eyes. Maybe it would be better if she did shoot him here and now. All he wanted was for this to be over, and it would make a helluva story for the weathergirl.

      All he had to do was lunge for her and this would be over and done with. He couldn’t move.

      “Now what?” he whispered.

      “You tell me.” He turned his head to see Shea slowly lower the pistol. “Do you have a plan?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you need one, but first you need to rest.” She placed the pistol at her feet. “Until the wound in your leg heals I’m afraid you won’t be able to do much of anything. You really should let me drive.”

      He had to be dreaming. “Yeah, that would be real smart,” he muttered.

      “You’re in no condition to drive,” she said sensibly. “And you’re going to have to heal before we can begin the investigation. We need to dump this car pretty quick,” she added as a mumbled afterthought. “Everyone will be looking for it by now.”

      “I know.”

      She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Do you know how to hot-wire a car?”

      He stared at her, hard. “No.”

      She wasn’t leaving, and he didn’t have the strength to force her from the car. The rain picked up and the light sprinkle turned into a downpour, obscuring everything outside the windows.

      Shea Sinclair had said he needed her, and maybe she was right. But could he trust her? It had been such a long time since he’d trusted anyone.

      “I know where I can get a truck,” he said softly, “not too far from here.”

      “That’s a start.”

      He wished she’d touched him, just once. Something easy. A hand on his face, maybe. Her hands were soft; he could tell just by looking at them. Soft and warm. Her wrist had been temptingly warm and wonderful in his grip, but what he wanted, what he needed was for her to touch him.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      In the distance a flash of lightning arced across the sky, lighting the interior of the car for a split second. A rumble of thunder followed.

      “If I can help you find the real killer it’ll make a great story.” She grinned. “And they can find someone else to do the weekend weather.”

      Nick didn’t want to look at her anymore. He stared instead at a windshield so washed in heavy rain he could see nothing beyond it. “So I’m a good story.”

      “The best.”

      It was better than nothing, he supposed. He sure wasn’t going to get far on his own in this condition. “Okay,” he whispered. “You can stay.”

      Rain pounded against the car. “I have just one question,” Shea said. Something about the tone of her voice forced Nick to turn his head to look at her again. This was the first time he’d heard trepidation. She wasn’t smiling now.

      “Ask it,” he prodded when she didn’t continue.

      She pursed her lips and hesitated, and then she took a deep breath. “Back there, on the mountain, would you really have shot me in the leg if I hadn’t stopped?”

      The weathergirl had to know what she was getting into. He had to make sure she knew, so that she had a chance to back out while she still could. As the car rolled across the bumpy, muddy road, he turned his head to stare at her.

      “Yes.”
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