
  
    [image: Mountain Angel]
  


  
    
      Mountain Angel

      A Northstar Novel

    

    
      
        Suzie O'Connell

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sunset Rose Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2012 by Suzie O'Connell

      All rights reserved.

      2nd Edition / March 2014

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Suzie O'Connell

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NORTHSTAR

        First Instinct

        Mountain Angel

        Summer Angel

        Twice Shy

        Once Burned

        Mistletoe Kisses

        Starlight Magic

        Wild Angel

        Forgotten Angel

        Last Surrender

      

      

      
        
        TWO-LANE WYOMING

        The Road to Garrett

      

      

      
        
        SEA GLASS COVE

        The Abalone Shell

        The Driftwood Promise

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mom, Mark, Maddie, and Holly.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: Feather2]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Any day that involved closing a case or didn’t involve opening a new one was a good day. By that rule, today had been a good day, but from the moment he’d opened his eyes with that long-familiar tension coiled tightly in his neck, nothing else about today had been particularly agreeable. It was just one of those days that had no reason to be bad beyond the inexplicable fog of depression. Pat was eager to go home, fix himself something for dinner, sit on his well-worn couch with a book, and wait for the day to be over.

      He was just getting ready to head out the door when a request from his boss put his grandiose plans on hold.

      “Pat, meet me in my office in a minute.”

      Pat, his boss had called him, not O’Neil. Whatever Bill Granger wanted to discuss, it was personal. Anxiety curled more tightly in his gut. One subject had been flirting with his mind all day, and he had no desire to be dragged down that road right now. On a good day, a trip down that bleak alley was a painful experience, but on a day like today, such a trip would leave him exhausted and incapable of doing more than pulling the covers of his bed over himself with a prayer that sleep would relieve him from the bitter memories and empty stomach.

      To pass the time, Pat studied the photographs in Bill’s office. In a log frame on the wall behind the desk was a poster-sized photograph of a two-story cabin illuminated by filtered rays of golden sunlight. The structure was nearly an A-frame, but the peak was not as steep as the sides. In other photographs, Pat recognized Bill’s incredible, dark-haired wife and his sister and brother-in-law. There was a new picture of a beautiful young woman with strawberry-blonde hair and striking, deep green eyes wearing a DayGlo orange vest and matching stocking hat. There was a rifle slung over her shoulder and a triumphant smile on her face as she knelt beside a magnificent four-point whitetail buck. She gripped the antlers with long, graceful fingers to hold the animal’s head up for the camera. Pat knew she was his boss’s niece and had seen her face smiling from a multitude of other photos, but he hadn’t yet met her.

      Pat turned his attention from the pictures to the matching pair of four-tiered, wrought-iron filing shelves. He hadn’t seen them before. The craftsmanship was stunning and, along with the collection of rustic picture frames, did a lot to reduce the beige sterility of the room.

      Bill’s boisterous laughter rumbled through the closed door from the workroom. With his back to the door, Pat smiled as his boss entered noisily.

      “Afternoon, Pat,” was his greeting.

      “Afternoon, Bill,” Pat replied as the older man sat down behind his desk.

      “Sorry about the delay, but Garrity made another smart remark about my age, so I had to remind him of how thoroughly I trounced him at racquetball over the weekend.”

      Pat chuckled. Bill was only fifty-three and still had the body he’d had during his enlistment in the navy. His rich brown hair was only starting to gray on the sides and in his short beard, and he looked anything but old.

      “He’ll learn one of these days,” Pat remarked. He inclined his head toward the filing shelves. “Did your niece make those, too?”

      “She did. She’s had a lot more time to build since she went back to Montana.” Bill paused to look at the photograph of his niece. “Her friend June took this picture and the one of my sister’s cabin on the wall behind me. So, Pat, you don’t have any plans tonight, do you?”

      “No more than usual.”

      “Good. Mary wanted me to invite you over for dinner. She said something about not bothering to come home tonight unless I brought you with me.”

      Pat chuckled. “I suppose I shouldn’t keep you from your wife’s good cooking… not that you couldn’t stand to miss a meal or two.”

      “Keep it up, smart ass.” Bill opened one of the drawers on the desk and took out a manila envelope. “See you at the house?”

      Pat nodded and left.

      As he drove to Bill’s house, he decided that an evening with Bill and Mary was the perfect medicine for his ailments. So long as that subject wasn’t broached. However, Mary was always careful to steer Bill clear of it, especially on days like this one. As much as he didn’t like talking about that weekend three years ago or the miserable months leading up to it, he knew he’d have been lost if Bill and Mary Granger hadn’t been there to pull him back from the proverbial cliff’s edge. As it was, he still wasn’t too many steps back from it.

      “Pat, welcome!” Mary greeted him with a warm hug when he arrived at the Grangers’ modest house on the bluff overlooking the Indianola beach. “I’m so glad you came.”

      So am I, he thought. “Can I help with anything?”

      “No. Everything’s ready. We’ll just wait for Bill to get home. He called a few minutes ago to say he was leaving. Would you like anything to drink? Beer? Wine? Juice?”

      “Water would be fine, Mary,” he replied.

      He followed her through the house to the back deck. The handiwork of Bill’s niece was everywhere. More frames of weathered wood, like those on Bill’s desk at the sheriff’s department, hung on the walls, filled with family photos and more of his sister’s cabin in Montana. Walking through the Grangers’ home was a stroll through a Rocky Mountain dream. Mary dabbled in interior design as a hobby, and she’d put the rustic furniture and decorations to perfect uses. Her house could have graced the pages of a magazine devoted to Western living.

      Pat would love to meet Bill’s niece someday. Bill had tried to introduce them in the past, but work, school, distance, or something else had always prevented it. Admiring her work, he got the sense that she was dedicated, driven, and artistic but also giving, loyal, and he suspected a little stubborn. Any woman who chose to make her living in a field that traditionally belonged to men was no soft lady to take what life handed her.

      Pat followed Mary outside to the deck. Below him, the tide washed up the broad sand spit, reaching toward the rocks farther up the shore. The old ferry dock stretched far out into the glassy ripples beneath a cloudless sky and to his left, Seattle glinted in the distance, bathed in the rich golden light of the westering sun. It was a rare, perfect March day laden with the promise of the warmer months to come.

      “Oh, I wanted to ask,” Mary said. “Do you know if Shannon got the birthday present we sent? It was supposed to be there yesterday, but I haven’t had a chance to call your mom to ask. I’m sorry it was late, but it took longer than we expected to ship.”

      “It was waiting for her when she and Mom got home from Seattle. She loved it.”

      “Did you change your mind and meet them?”

      Pat shook his head. “No, but I talked to Mom yesterday. I still can’t believe my little sister is seventeen already.”

      “Neither can I, but I can’t believe you’ll be twenty-nine in a few more months, either. It doesn’t seem like so long ago that your father was more excited about your birth than graduating from college.” Mary smiled fondly and patted his hand.

      “Are you calling me old, Mary?”

      She laughed. “Indeed not. You’re just a pup. I’m calling me old. Was Shannon disappointed you didn’t go?”

      “No. I think she understands.”

      Mary hesitated a moment, then said quietly, “I’m glad Bill convinced you to come work for the sheriff’s department. I think you’re happier here than you would have been if you’d stayed with the Seattle PD.”

      “It’s certainly a much quieter job. Grandpa Antony says the Kitsap Peninsula fits me better, and he’s right.” Pat smiled fondly. “He was so proud that I’d seized the opportunity to become a detective and glad that I was happy.”

      If Mary noticed how his voice hitched on the last word, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she pointed out the beach party below them. A group of teenagers had broken away from the bonfire and were now racing across the sand toward the water’s approaching edge, followed by a black lab, a border collie mix, and two smaller mutts. Their excited, carefree voices rang wonderfully in the still evening, and Pat’s depression slipped away.

      Bill arrived a scant twenty minutes later to find his wife and Pat laughing uproariously at the antics of the teenagers and dogs.

      “Glad to see your mood’s improved, Pat,” Bill remarked as he joined them.

      “Your wife is a charming woman,” Pat said. “I can’t help myself.”

      “She certainly is.”

      Mary went back inside, leaving them to talk. Dread wormed its way back into the pit of Pat’s stomach. There was nothing overly prodding about Bill’s demeanor, but Pat suspected his enjoyable evening was about to head in a direction he didn’t want to go.

      “Before you give me your usual, evasive responses, hear me out.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Absolutely not.” Bill took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “You’re regressing. Over the last few months, I’ve watched you slide back down into the pit. I’d be willing to bet a large sum of money that you’ve had as many bad days as good in the last three months. That worries me, Pat. You’ve worked too hard to recover from Sara.”

      And there it was.

      “I want you to take a vacation.”

      “I’m fine, Bill.”

      “I’d be more convinced by the truth, and we both know that isn’t it.”

      “C’mon, Bill. It’s been a long, wet, gray winter. Everyone’s been—”

      The look Bill gave him—brows lifted, mouth flat—silenced him.

      “There’s a trend here, Pat. Every time something reminds you of Sara, you have one of these days after. What did you see, hear, or do yesterday that reminded you of her?”

      “My mother mentioned her. First time I’ve talked to my mother in two months, and she came up. She always does.”

      “What do you mean, mentioned her?”

      “Mom thought I should be warned, but I wish she hadn’t told me. Apparently, yesterday when she took Shannon shopping for prom in Seattle, they bumped into Sara at the mall. She asked how I’ve been.”

      “That little….” Bill shook his head. “I’m sorry, Pat. I shouldn’t be dragging you through this tonight. It just makes me so angry. What you need is a good woman like my niece to show you Sara isn’t worth any of the pain she’s caused you.” He cleared his throat, and Pat sensed he was stalling. “My niece is the other reason I wanted you to come to dinner tonight.”

      Pat sat back in his chair and gaped. The situation had suddenly gone from depressing to absurd. “Oh, no. They’ve finally gotten to you, haven’t they? Listen, I’m sure she’s a very nice girl, but…”

      Bill’s laughter rang out in the still evening air. He kept laughing until his eyes glittered wetly. “You think that’s what I’m trying to do? You really know how to bring a man to tears, Pat.” He wiped beneath his eyes, still chuckling. “I’d bet my niece would be a much better match for you than any woman anyone in the department can find, and as much as I’d love to have you legally a part of my family as a nephew, I’m afraid my reason for mentioning her is more serious.”

      Bill pulled the manila envelope out of his bag and handed it to Pat. On the cover was one of the more unique names he’d seen. He knew it was the name of Bill’s niece, but Bill had always pronounced it like the flower alyssum when he wasn’t calling her what sounded like “Allie.”

      Inside the envelope was what appeared to be a criminal file but less official. It included a sheet of personal data with the last known address, phone number—both of which were months out of date—the physical descriptions of the man, and a photo. Pat narrowed his eyes. There was something about the hazel eyes that hooked his attention, a contained fervor shimmering beneath a placid surface. The man had the look of someone who had spent his entire life reaching for something unattainable and had not yet realized the hopelessness of his endeavor. The longish, messy medium-brown hair was further evidence, but beneath the mop, the man could be called good-looking. What a pity. Behind the photo was a copy of a restraining order. There were a few more pages, but Pat shifted his attention for the time being back to Bill.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “The biggest favor I’ll ever ask of you. Aelissm called me two days ago. I told you that she moved back to Northstar but not why. Adam Winters—” Bill tapped the picture from the file. “—won’t leave her alone. We filed a restraining order against him, and he’s broken it, but he’s off the grid. I can’t find him to arrest him.”

      “So you want me to find him.”

      “Yes and no. There’s more to it. The night Aeli’s boyfriend, Brent Ellington died, he tried to rape her. Adam heard her scream, came to her rescue and started to strangle Brent. Aeli ran out. Brent died a few hours later of a burst aneurysm, possibly brought about by being throttled, but there’s no way to prove that. A neighbor saw Brent stumbling back to his apartment later that night. She thought he was drunk, and he was. By that time, Adam was long gone, so Brent was still alive after Adam left. The landlord found Brent’s body in the morning when he entered the apartment for a routine testing of the smoke alarms. It’s a mess.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “Anyhow, a copy of the statements and records of Brent’s death are in the back there, along with the statements Aeli gave to get the restraining order and what she dictated to me over the phone the day before yesterday.” Bill paused and took a deep breath. “Adam has had a thing for her since they met a couple years ago. At first, she was flattered, and I thought he would have been a better match for her. Until this mess happened, I liked him. I still want to like him because I think he’s a good man beneath it all, but something snapped that night. He’s become obsessed with her.”

      “Obsessed how?”

      “Calling her, writing her letters, and proclaiming his love for her. A couple times, she arrived home to find him sitting on her couch.”

      “Sounds like a bit of a creep.”

      “I hate to say it, but yes. She changed her number a couple times, and when she decided she had no desire to finish her master’s degree in Seattle, she moved in with her parents here in Indianola for a few months, but he didn’t get the message.”

      “And now she’s in Northstar. How did that come about?”

      “Her grandparents called about six months ago and asked if she was interested in taking over operations of their inn. Her grandmother also works at the local post office, and the inn is getting to be too much work. She said yes, and the move has been good for her because she enjoys the work at the inn and the blacksmithing class she teaches one night a week at the college in Devyn, and she’s been able to unwind. Until Adam called her two nights ago.”

      “So, how do I fit in to all this?”

      “This is your vacation. I want you to go to Montana, take a couple months to relax and clear your head. And, while you’re at it, find anything you can about Adam Winters and protect my niece if the need arises.”

      Pat considered Bill’s request, then laughed. “Good one, Bill. You almost had me, what with the file and the story.”

      Bill’s eyes hardened. “I wish to God this was a joke. There isn’t much Aeli can’t do, but when she told me Adam had called again, she was in tears. I don’t trust anyone else to do this, Pat, and even if I did, I’m not kidding about wanting you to take a break. You need to get away for a while, take a step back, and forget about Sara.”

      “It’s not that simple, Bill.”

      “I understand that. I also know that working yourself half to death hasn’t done you a bit of good. I’m hoping a good, long vacation away from everything that reminds you of her will succeed where distraction has failed.”

      “I suppose you have it all figured out,” Pat said sharply. He winced. He hadn’t meant that to come out so harshly.

      “You’ll stay with Aelissm, of course. She could probably use a little extra help at the Bedspread, and it would give you something to do.” Bill held Pat’s gaze for a moment. “I love you both. I hate to see either of you struggling.”

      “How long do you expect me to stay there?”

      “As long as necessary, on both counts, even if I have to pay you out of my own pocket.”

      Pat sat back in his chair, stunned. This was one hell of a favor, and he wasn’t sure if he was up to the challenge. He glanced at Bill, saw the silent plea in the older man’s gaze, and considered it. He very briefly thought about turning Bill down, but his boss—his friend—had done a lot for him over the years.

      “Do you need a day to think about it?”

      Pat shook his head. “I’ll do it. And I’m sure you’re right that I should get away for a while. Maybe it will help.”

      Bill scribbled some notes on a piece of paper and stuffed it in the file. “All right, then. It’s all here. We’ve notified the local law enforcement about the restraining order, so if you do find Adam, he can be dealt with legally. Aaron Hammond lives in the valley and is a sheriff’s deputy, so if you need any help, call him. I’ve included his contact information in the file as well as all the numbers for the Devyn Police Department and the county sheriff’s office. I really hope you won’t need any of it. I keep hoping Adam will come to his senses and just leave Aelissm alone.”

      Mary’s return with dinner brought an end to their head-spinning conversation. They talked about other things while they ate, but as Pat listened and talked and laughed with his friends, his thoughts were focused on what he might be facing and how he could best tackle the task. It was… refreshing.

      “I really appreciate this, Pat,” Bill said as Pat was leaving. “You have no idea what peace of mind I’ll have knowing you’re there with Aeli.”

      Pat nodded and tucked the file under his arm. He leaned down to embrace Mary and thank her for dinner. As he drove away, he began to wonder what he’d gotten himself into. When he got home, he picked up his road atlas and glanced at the notes Bill had scribbled as he studied the map of Montana. There it was, a tiny dot in the southwest corner of the state. The nearest town of any size was Devyn to the east with a population that nearly matched its elevation of just over five thousand feet. Beyond that, the closest city was Butte, many miles more to the north. His eyes traveled back to the little dot that would be his home for the next little while.

      “Northstar, here I come,” he sighed. Then he chuckled as he recalled the picture of Bill’s niece with her buck. “Looks like someday is just around the corner. It’ll be nice to finally meet you, Aelissm Davis.”
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      “Uncle Bill, I didn’t want you to send me a protector. That’s the last thing I need.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have called me.”

      “You’re wasting his time.” Aeli glanced at her friend, rolled her eyes, and sighed. “When I called you the other night, I only wanted to let you know Adam had called me again. That’s all.”

      “You’re not fooling anyone, Aelissm, except maybe yourself.”

      “I don’t know how Adam got the phone number here, but he can’t find me. Hell, Unk, you couldn’t find this place last summer, and you’ve been here before.”

      “You thought Adam wouldn’t find you when you moved to your parents’ house, too, remember?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Humor me, Aelissm.”

      “I don’t need someone to watch over me like I’m a child.”

      “I know you can take care of yourself, Aeli darling, but Adam is not the same man he used to be.” Her uncle sighed, and she pictured him sitting in his recliner at home, massaging his temples. “I chose Pat because I trust him and because I know he can protect you. Knowing he’s there will ease my old heart.”

      “Old? Ha!”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know you are. All right, fine. It might be nice to have a man around.”

      Bill laughed. “I know that tone. You’re a devil, you know that?”

      “Yep. Anything else?”

      “Yes, actually. Make sure Pat relaxes while he’s there.”

      “Will he be here on vacation or to protect me, Unk? Because that seems a little contradictory.”

      “Both. He went through a bad break up a few years ago and hasn’t given himself the chance to get past it, so I’m using one stone to kill two birds.”

      “A bad break up, huh? You’re not playing matchmaker again, are you?”

      “No, but it certainly wouldn’t break my heart if the two of you got together.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Just make sure he gets some rest while he’s there, will you?”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Well, I should probably get off this thing. I don’t want to run up June’s phone bill.”

      “All right. Love you, Aeli Girl.”

      “Love you, too, Unk. G’night.”

      She set the cordless phone back in its cradle and glanced at her friend, who sat on the couch with her scrawny, twelve-year-old foster son, Luke, curled up beside her. It amazed Aelissm how much their lives had changed in the last year. And yet, here they were, together in Northstar again. Suddenly, she was very grateful her grandparents had asked her to start taking over management of the Bedspread Inn because, until she’d returned to Northstar six months ago, she hadn’t realized just how much she’d needed to come here. The utter peacefulness of the remote valley was such a welcome relief to the constant pulse of Seattle. Besides, this was home.

      She flopped on June’s matching love seat and exhaled.

      “I take it Uncle Bill is sending one of his detectives over?” June asked.

      “Yeah. Patrick O’Neil.”

      “O’Neil? As in…?”

      “The son of Uncle Bill and Aunt Mary’s friends from college, yes.”

      “Why do I get the feeling Uncle Bill is meddling again?”

      “Because he probably is. You know Unk.”

      June glanced at Luke and smiled fondly. “Yes, I do. When’s your bodyguard supposed to get here?”

      “Most likely in the next couple days. I don’t need someone to protect me.”

      “Maybe you do.”

      June’s tendency for being right was sometimes very aggravating, Aeli mused, but it was also nice to be slapped with the truth now and again. She’d thought that coming out here, to Northstar, would end her problems with Adam, and for a pleasant six months, it had. Then, two days ago, he’d called her parents’ cabin. She’d held the phone against her ear with a trembling hand, frightened beyond words at the sound of his voice. Just leave me alone, she’d finally told him. Then she’d hung up. Running away never solved the problem, she thought, only postponed it.

      “It’s almost like old times, isn’t it?” June asked. “Back in college when we used to sit up in your cabin, reading and snacking on Spaghetti-O’s while it snowed.”

      Aelissm smiled, and some of the tension she hadn’t realized was binding her shoulders slipped away. “Those were good times.”

      “Grandma Davis told me about you singing Christmas carols at the top of your lungs,” Luke said.

      “While we were out chopping wood,” Aeli remarked. She tried not to look surprised that he’d spoken, but the boy was usually so quiet that it was hard not to. “I guess we were making a bit of a racket.”

      “I like it up here,” the boy said.

      June pulled her fingers through the boy’s blond hair. Aelissm wondered, as she often did, what had possessed June to agree to Uncle Bill’s plea that she take him. Luke was a good kid—very quiet, well behaved, and disturbingly tidy—but June wasn’t even twenty-five yet. A little voice in the back of Aeli’s mind retorted rather coldly, What possessed you to go out with Brent? It wasn’t a question she was willing to ponder. Chalk it up to a disastrous lack of judgment, she told herself, and leave it at that.

      “I should have known Unk would do something like this,” Aelissm muttered. “Poor Deputy O’Neil is in for a shock when he sees where I live. I swear, if he complains about the lack of creature comforts, I’ll strip him down to his birthday suit and leave him out in the snow.”

      “Aeli, it’s really not nice to judge people before you’ve met them,” June said. When Aeli opened her mouth to object, her friend held a finger up for silence. “But if he complains, I’ll help.”

      “You’ve got a deal. Now, I don’t know about you, but watching a movie sounds dull. How about we go take a dip in the hot springs?”

      “Sounds like a plan to me. Luke, run upstairs and get your swim trunks.”

      The boy nodded and leapt off the couch. He raced across the living room, skidded around the snack bar and counter that divided the kitchen from the living room, and bounded up the spiral stairs. Aeli shook her head and chuckled. “He’s a cute little monkey, I’ll give him that.”

      “Yes, he is. You know, Aeli, I’ve been thinking.”

      “That’s dangerous.”

      June frowned at her but continued. “I want to adopt him.”

      The flood of maternal warmth surprised Aeli, but June’s admission didn’t. She and Luke had built an incredible bond in just eight months, so unbelievably like that of a mother and her child despite the circumstances. It wasn’t just the golden hair and blue eyes. Luke looked like her son and had already shown a lot of the same characteristics, right down to June’s quirky sense of humor and uncanny intuition.

      Aelissm shook off the tingle of envy. What had happened to them, to their promise that neither of them would ever have kids until they were ready or be dependent on a man? Life happened, Aeli thought. Yes, they were still young, and though she often scorned girls her age who already had children, she found it harder and harder to deny that she envied the wives and the mothers. When she’d told Uncle Bill that it would be nice to have a man around, she hadn’t been entirely joking.

      “Hey, June, why don’t you call Aaron and Henry? They always like hanging out with us.”

      “Yeah, because they still have the naïve hope that we might yet go out with them.”

      “It’s not naïve. It could happen.”

      “Please, Aelissm. If I were to go for one of the Hammond boys, it would have been Nick, but I don’t date married men.”

      “And sweet Beth is about to pop,” Aeli muttered. “Yeah. Henry’s still too much of a partier, and Aaron…. Well, he’s just not my type.”

      “Do you even have a type?”

      “Not yet. Get your damned suit, and I’ll call them. With Luke around, they won’t dare try anything scandalous.”

      She picked up the phone she’d abandoned moments ago and June’s Northstar Directory. With her thumb hovering over the buttons of the cordless handset, she stared at her own name, then at her phone number. Outside of the valley and the directory, only her parents, Uncle Bill, her father’s brother in Ohio, and June’s mother and stepfather knew the cabin number. Anyone else wishing to contact her were given her grandparents’ number. They hadn’t mentioned any suspicious phone calls before they’d left for Ohio two weeks ago. What if Adam had somehow gotten hold of the directory? Panic raged like a blizzard through her veins. The only way he could have gotten one was from someone who lived in Northstar. What if he was in the valley right now, looking for her?

      Stubbornly, Aelissm straightened her spine and refused to give in to her wild thoughts. This valley was a very close community, and anyone out of place quickly became the subject of the grapevine. If Adam was here, she would have heard about it. Taking a slow, deep breath and letting it out even more slowly, Aelissm reasoned that she was just jittery from his phone call the other night. He’d gotten the number from someone else. That had to be it. After all, he knew all of her friends in Washington, and breaking and entering didn’t faze him in the least.

      “Aeli, are you all right?” June asked, coming down the stairs. “You’re shaking.”

      “I’m all right now. I just had a scare. I thought maybe Adam had somehow gotten hold of one of these,” she replied, holding up the directory. “But I’m sure he must’ve found it a while ago. Maybe he picked it up from my apartment in Seattle or something.”

      “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      She nodded, then dialed Aaron Hammond. He wasn’t home, and his twin brother Henry wasn’t, either. Then she remembered. It was their mother’s birthday today, so they were all probably down at the main house celebrating.

      “That’s okay. I didn’t really want their company, anyhow.”

      June wrapped her arms around Aelissm. Aeli drew a ragged breath and assured her friend that she would be all right.

      “Maybe Uncle Bill sending Mr. O’Neil will help,” Luke said, joining them in the living room. “You know, maybe he’ll be able to chase Adam away.”

      Aeli smiled and draped an arm around his narrow shoulders and around June’s. “Let’s go take a dip, shall we? Just the three of us. You don’t mind two such gorgeous ladies as June and me hanging on your arms, do you Luke?”

      He grinned. “I’ll be the envy of the valley.”

      June reached over and ruffled his hair affectionately. She glanced at Aeli and asked, “So, what do you think?”

      After nineteen years of friendship, she didn’t have to ask what June was talking about. Aeli considered what June had said, about adopting Luke, and gazed at the boy. In just the eight short months he’d been here, he’d already come a long way. She glanced at June and nodded. “I think you should.”

      They climbed in June’s pickup and drove up to Aeli’s cabin so she could grab her swimsuit. When she opened the door to her cabin—which she rarely ever locked unless she was going to be out of the valley—she saw that there were two messages on her answering machine. She hit the play button. The first was from Bill, letting her know that Pat O’Neil was leaving early in the morning with plans to be in Northstar tomorrow evening. He reminded her to keep detailed notes of Adam’s calls. He also recommended that she sign up for caller ID. The moment the second message started playing, Aelissm froze.

      “What is your problem, Aelissm? You didn’t have to talk to me like that the other night. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, and I didn’t want Brent to die, but you don’t care about that. You think I’m a monster now, but you’re too much of a bitch to remember that he tried to hurt you, that I only hurt him to save you. Why can’t you see how much I love you?”

      The message ended, and Aeli stared at the machine. With that rough, desperate voice, he barely sounded like the Adam she knew. Shuddering, she picked up the note pad beside the phone and jotted down the time of the message, the date, and exactly what he’d said. Then she erased the messages, grabbed her swimsuit and a towel, and trotted back out to June’s truck, locking the door behind her.

      “He called again,” she told her friend as they drove down the mountain.

      “Oh? What did he have to say?”

      “More or less the same things he always says.”

      Twenty minutes later, Aelissm slid into the soothing embrace of hot water in the Ramshorn’s larger pool. She and June and Luke were the only people in the pools, and she was grateful for the solitude. With a sigh, she settled on the steps, submerged in blissfully warm water up to her neck. She tilted her head back and stared skyward. Steam rose in drifting clouds beneath the blue-white light of the lamps around the pools, randomly obscuring and revealing the glittering stars. The night was crisp and fresh with all her favorite scents of home—pine, sagebrush, and snow. There were still almost six inches of the latter in places on the boardwalk around the pools, and Aelissm grabbed a handful and held it under water, amused by how it tickled as it quickly melted.

      June joined her on the stairs and they watched Luke swim around for a while, silent.

      What’s happened to me? Aelissm wondered. She’d never run from anything in her life until that night. Yet, here she was, hiding in a remote valley in Montana, terrified that Adam would find her. She could argue that she’d come home to Northstar to help her grandparents, but the truth was that she probably wouldn’t have said yes to them if Adam wasn’t breathing down her neck. She probably would have muscled her way through the last of her master’s classes and continued on with her plan to teach at the college level. At least I’m sort of still on that path, she thought. But one class isn’t a full-time position, and I still have those classes to finish. When am I going to do that?

      “I’m scared, June, and I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she admitted. “I’m staring into a blank future.”

      Her friend looked at her with concern etched in her face. “Then maybe it really is good Bill is sending Pat. Having a big, strong man around might give you peace of mind or, if nothing else, a distraction.”

      “Maybe.”

      June smiled and returned her attention to her foster son. The boy was down at the deep end, hanging off the side to catch his breath.

      “Let’s fling him,” Aeli said. “Hey! Luke! C’mere!”

      Obediently, Luke swam back to the shallow end. June and Aelissm faced each other with their hands locked together underwater. The boy grinned and put his feet in the cradle, and they launched his small body skyward. He went in head first, then resurfaced, laughing.

      Aelissm enjoyed herself, and slowly, the anxiety eased out of her. Everything would be all right. She had her best friend close by, good clean mountain air in her lungs, and two good jobs. Except for Brent’s death and Adam’s obsession with her, life was pretty good. She helped June launch Luke again and decided things could be a lot worse and would someday get better. Look at Luke. Eight months ago, after his father had been killed, Luke had been sickly, pale, and skittish, and now he was healthy and happy.

      “He’s still skinny, though,” Aelissm murmured.

      “Not because he doesn’t eat,” June remarked, watching the boy swim. “He’s tiny now, but I’ll bet he’s going to be tall.” She turned her eyes on her friend. “But that’s not what you were thinking.”

      “No, I was just thinking that I’m glad I came back to Northstar. If I have to face Adam, I’d rather do it here.”
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      Pat found it difficult to concentrate on the road as he turned off the Interstate just past Devyn, Montana, and headed west on a two-lane highway. Some people might say that the stretch of road between Coeur d’Alene and Missoula was prettier, but Pat disagreed. The seemingly empty stretches of rolling sagebrush hills on the edges of the expansive valley around Devyn touched something deep in his heart. The mountain ranges that bordered the ranching valley on all sides were breathtaking, untamed, and still white with winter, though the valley was clear and straw-gold beneath them. It was nearly April, but from what Pat had been told, snow was possible—probable, even—into May, and the area had merely been experiencing a bit of a warm spell over the past week.

      As he drove higher up the slopes toward Northstar, he began to see more patches of snow in the shadows of the trees and hills. Pat wished it were warm enough out to roll his window down. The air was so clean. Just a brief taste, he thought and rolled his window down a crack. It might be warm by local standards, but the blast of air was frigid. He glanced at the digital thermometer in his rearview mirror. The outside temperature hovered just a few degrees above freezing.

      He’d left early this morning, but seven hundred and some miles was a long way to come, and with the loss of an hour when he’d crossed time zones, the sun was now low in the western sky. By the time he reached Northstar, it would probably be sunset. According to Bill’s notes, Aelissm would likely be down at the Bedspread Inn until ten or so.

      Pat crested the small pass and followed the highway down and around the southern end of the Northstar Mountains. His first view of the Northstar Valley instantly warmed him to the idea of staying here for a while. Still wearing the tattered but glittering cloak of winter, the valley was gorgeous, bordered by the taller granite peaks to his right and the lower, pine-blanketed mountains to his left. The eastern peaks glowed pink in the failing day while the valley below was wrapped cozily in the cool blue shadows of night.

      “Stunning,” Pat murmured.

      He nearly missed the turn-off to Northstar. The sign was directly across from it, not a few yards before, and listed not just the town but also the establishments of Northstar on a set of wooden slats stained dark brown with yellow lettering.

      The road was paved for all of about a mile, then turned over to compacted dirt and gravel. He saw several ranch gateways that looked like they came straight out of the movie and a small schoolhouse. He passed the road that led to the Northstar Post Office. Behind the post office was a single wide trailer with an add-on that almost made it a double wide. Part of it appeared to be a greenhouse. Pat knew from Bill’s notes that it belonged to Aelissm’s grandparents. Another few miles brought him to the intersection of Northstar Road and Elkhorn Road, and he slowed, at last seeing the dark brown building with white trim that was the Bedspread Inn. He turned left and pulled into the inn’s horseshoe-shaped driveway, which looped back toward the main road and was lined with several old buckboard wagons and mine cars.

      The inn had ten rooms, five on the ground floor, five above, all facing toward the driveway. He parked in front of the inn’s restaurant, which was connected at a ninety-degree angle and looked like a squat A-frame with a front wall that was almost entirely windows. The lights were on inside, and smoke curled lazily from the massive stone chimney.

      He stepped out into the chilly evening and stretched some of the stiffness out of his body before he ascended the wide stairs to the deck. The temperature up here must be at least ten degrees cooler than down in Devyn.

      He stopped on the front deck and gazed over his shoulder. His breath sucked through his teeth at the sight. The Northstar Mountains were bathed in a deep ruby light, and above them, a perfectly cloudless sky changed from the bright blue of day to the darker shades of sunset. A faint haze of wood smoke drifted around the scattered houses and cabins of the valley, spicing the air with cozy welcome.

      The bell on the door jingled, and he turned around to see a family of four walk out of the restaurant. They all stopped to look at the mountains, as he had, laughing and smiling.

      “Better get in there, ‘fore you freeze,” the man said to Pat in a thick Southern drawl. “I don’t know how these people do it. I wonder if it’s really winter eight months out of the year up here.”

      Curious, Pat watched them until they piled into the Ford Explorer with Georgia plates. He chuckled and took one last look at the mountains before he stepped inside. There was a roaring fire in the stone hearth that commanded the center of the room. It was open on three sides and panels of beveled glass kept sparks and embers from leaping out.

      “Marge and Roger are supposed to be back tomorrow, right, Aeli?” he heard someone ask.

      He stepped around the fireplace and found two older men sitting at the bar. A golden-haired beauty smiled indulgently at them, and Pat instantly recognized her as the woman from the picture on Bill’s desk. Without the vibrant orange stocking cap, she was even more beautiful with a graceful oval face framed by tendrils of hair that had pulled loose from her braid. The reddish cast of that shining mane complemented her soft, rosy complexion and made her dark green eyes glow like polished emeralds. Striking, he thought. Certainly enough to make a man look twice.

      “Yeah, tomorrow afternoon. Ready for another Moose Drool?”

      “Nah. I’m done. Thank you, dear. Would you have Roger call me when he gets in? I need him to look at that hoist again.”

      “Will do, Matt. John’s driving, right?”

      “Of course,” the man named John replied. “C’mon, Matt. I’d better get your sorry arse home to Livia before she has both our hides.”

      The two ranchers dropped some bills on the bar for Aelissm and headed for the door, nodding to Pat as they left. He glanced at the only remaining patrons, a couple who must belong to the other out-of-state vehicle. Aelissm wiped down the bar, took the empty glass back to the kitchen. When she reappeared, she spotted him and smiled.

      “What can I do for you?” she asked.

      “I’d like a cup of coffee, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “So long as you’re a paying customer, it’s no trouble at all,” she replied teasingly. “You must be Patrick O’Neil. You’re the only man who’s been in here today tall enough to fit the description my uncle gave me. Six-foot-four, huh?”

      “Call me Pat.”

      She stepped around the bar and extended her hand. He shook it. “Aelissm Davis. Aelissm or Aeli is fine.”

      “Bill brags about you all the time, so it’s nice to finally match the praise to the woman.”

      “He talks about you a lot, too, so yes, it is nice to meet you at last. Have a seat wherever you like, and I’ll get your coffee. Cream? Sugar?”

      “Just cream.”

      He watched her vanish into the kitchen again, amused. She was much sexier in person, wearing faded blue jeans and a tantalizingly snug green sweater that matched her eyes. When she returned, he thanked her and paid her for the coffee.

      “How long until you close?” he asked.

      “Bored already?”

      “No, just curious. Need a hand with anything?”

      “No, I’ve got it covered. I close at nine, and if we’re lucky, we’ll be out of here by nine-thirty.”

      Pat glanced at his watch. It was a little after seven. Then he remembered he hadn’t set his watch forward. Eight. Only an hour until she closed. That wasn’t so bad.

      While Aelissm checked on her other patrons, he sipped his coffee and watched her. Bill’s niece sure was easy on the eyes. She had soft curves that invited a man to linger and was, he noted, deceptively toned. Strong but very feminine. Look twice? He’d be lucky if he could keep himself from staring. He shook his head to clear it of any lecherous thoughts. This was his boss’s niece, and besides, he didn’t need to be thinking along those lines, not with her safety being his number-one priority. And not after Sara.

      “This is a gorgeous valley,” he remarked to Aelissm when she joined him at the bar. “I think I’m really going to enjoy my time here.”

      Aelissm raised a golden eyebrow at him. “Won’t you miss your Starbucks?”

      Pat lifted his mug. “I’ll take a cup of this good brew and the company of an intelligent woman over Starbucks any day.”

      The quick tilt of her head was barely noticeable, and Pat’s lips quirked. She’d been expecting a city boy, had she? He wasn’t at all sad to have disappointed her. He smiled, and she returned it, then glanced at the television above the door to the kitchen. There was a commercial on, and she tried to seem interested, but Pat could see she wasn’t.

      “So, is there anything I should know? Has Mr. Winters tried to contact you again?”

      She looked at him with narrowed eyes. At first, he thought she was going to ignore his question or lie to him. She opened her mouth, closed it, then said, “Yeah. He called again last night and left a message.”

      “Did you save it?”

      “No, but I wrote it down word for word. I’m sorry, Mr. O’Neil—”

      “Pat. And I understand why you erased the message.” He took another sip of his coffee. “There’s something else bothering you.”

      She stood up and walked over to the small desk that sat between the side door and the open doorway to the kitchen. Pat watched her pick up something. When she flopped it in front of him, he saw that it was a phone book of sorts, labeled “Northstar Directory.” He glanced through the list, saw Aelissm’s phone number and address.

      “When I heard the message, I was afraid he might have somehow gotten hold of one of these.”

      “How would he do that?”

      “He’d have to be here to get it, but no one has said anything about a tourist asking about the directory or me, so he probably got it from my apartment in Seattle.” She glanced at her customers. “I thought you should know,” she added and strode off.

      Pat studied first the list then Aelissm. She was so composed with her customers that he almost couldn’t believe the show of fear and wariness he’d seen just a moment ago. He couldn’t help but think that she was handling the whole situation well. She may be hiding, but she was at least trying to live a normal life. Pat decided it was good that she had come to such a place as this. Surely, being such a small community, anything suspicious would quickly become the subject of gossip. She was probably far safer here than she’d been in Seattle. And if Winters decided to visit, Pat would likely have an easier time singling him out. For that reason, he decided that one of his first tasks should be getting to know the locals.

      “Who were those two gentlemen at the bar?” Pat asked when Aelissm came back.

      “When you came in? The older is Matt Carlyle, and his friend is John Hammond. Why do you ask?”

      “I just thought it might be a good idea to get to know your neighbors, especially since I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”

      “Ah. In that case, you’re in luck. We’re hosting a potluck here tomorrow, and almost everyone from the valley will be in attendance. Jumping back to John and Old Matt, the Carlyles own the second largest spread in the valley, the C Diamond, and the Hammonds own the largest, the Lazy H.”

      Pat smiled. “No rivalry between clans?”

      “Nope. They get along marvelously. In fact, Old Matt’s eldest granddaughter, Beth, is married to John’s eldest son, Nick. They’re expecting their first child any day now.”

      “Really. So, Old Matt’s going to be a great-grandpa.”

      “And John will be a grandpa. First one.”

      “I take it you know everyone.”

      “Just about, except a few of the newbie part-timers. There’s a couple who just bought one of the cabins up the road and another family that’s renting one of the Struthers’ houses.”

      “Struthers?”

      “Steven and Caroline own the Circle S. Steven’s younger brother, Marvin, and his wife, Mary, own the Ramshorn Hot Springs.”

      Pat chuckled. “You’ve only been back here for six months, and already you’re reacquainted.”

      She shrugged. “Northstar doesn’t change much.”

      Pat thought he caught a hint in her tone that added, for which I’m grateful. He drank the rest of his coffee and ordered a cheeseburger from her. As he stared out the window at the twilight and ate his meal, he again thought that this assignment—this vacation—might just be rather enjoyable. Aelissm was downright beautiful and quite possibly the most intriguing woman he’d met in a long time, and he did need a little time away from his memories. He already felt more relaxed than he had in months. Then he reminded himself not to relax too much because he was here for another reason. Bill had asked him to keep Aelissm safe from Adam Winters, not to let himself be distracted by her. Although, Bill had said…. Pat shook his head. He wasn’t ready for anything like that. At the rate he was going, he might never be.
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      “Well, here we are,” Aelissm said as she walked up the driveway of her grandparents’ mobile home. The ragged snow was crusted with ice and crunched beneath her boots. She stamped her feet clean as she ascended the three steps of her grandparents’ front porch, then glanced at the large, round thermometer. Twenty-five degrees. She exhaled, and her breath formed a silvery cloud in the glow of the porch light. The cobalt night sky with its array of bright, shimmering stars was clear, but the air was sharply damp and smelled of snow.

      She slid the key into the lock and led Pat inside.

      “Sorry, but you’ll have to sleep on the hideaway in the den tonight,” she told him as she turned on the lights. “It’s comfy enough. I’ll be in the room just on the other side of that wall, and the bathroom is the second door on the left—right across from the den.”

      “We’re not going up to your cabin?”

      “No. I need to get up early tomorrow and head into town to do some shopping. Besides, it’s supposed to snow tonight.”

      He raised an eyebrow, but his lips lifted in wonder.

      Aelissm admired his easy-going nature and the way he seemed to take things in stride. The lingering irritation over her uncle’s interference dissipated for the time being, and she was looking forward to getting to know Pat. She showed him around, led him out through the den, and then pointed out the refrigerator in the back room that was packed full with goodies.

      “Help yourself,” she told him.

      She grabbed a couple extra blankets and pillows from the closet in the hallway and dropped them on the hideaway, which she’d pulled out and mostly gotten ready this morning. Then she went back to the den and stoked the fire while Pat ducked into the bathroom. She sat on the floor in front of the wood stove with one leg tucked beneath her and an arm wrapped around the other with the poker held loosely in her hand. She stared into the merrily dancing flames, mesmerized. Right then, her mind was mercifully devoid of all fears and worries.

      There was nothing like wood heat, she thought. It warmed thoroughly to the bone and left a snug feeling of safety that no amount of natural gas or propane or electric heat could give. She could feel it on her face, dry and comforting.

      “There’s nothing quite like wood heat, is there?”

      Pat’s voice startled her, and she glanced over her shoulder to find him standing in the doorway to the den. He’d taken off his coat and folded it over his arm, and Aeli tilted her head, riveted. His jeans were just tight enough to give her a taste, and the dark blue sweater he wore fit him just as well. The flickering light and shadow outlined his features exquisitely—the broad, strong shoulders, the sculpted chest, and flat stomach, the long, firm legs. There was a light smile on his face, and in the glow of the fire, he was devastatingly handsome with features that were both smooth and masculine. He looked tired, though, she thought. Granted, he’d driven more than seven hundred miles today and had probably risen well before the sun, but she suspected that was only a fraction of the exhaustion she saw in his eyes.

      “Have a seat,” she offered.

      Pat stretched out beside her, his posture relaxed and open. She was acutely aware of how intimate the situation was and how completely unconscious it was. He wasn’t trying to make a move on her; he was just sitting in front of a fire with his boss’s niece. What surprised her more was how easy and natural it would be to rest her head on his shoulder. He exuded serenity, and with her emotions still a little too chaotic after Adam’s calls, she was drawn to his unassuming demeanor.

      Instead of acting on the urge, she pulled her other knee up and draped her arms around her legs. She had met Pat barely more than two hours ago, and she couldn’t trust her instincts. Brent had been a gentleman, too, at first, and Adam had been a funny, lovable companion. Aelissm shuddered.

      “So,” Pat said as if he sensed her uneasiness, “tell me about your friend June. Bill said you two have known each other since you were five.”

      Aelissm smiled, grateful for the diversion. “Yep. Uncle Bill and June’s stepdad introduced us when Dan started dating June’s mom.”

      “That wouldn’t happen to be Dan Blue, would it? Your uncle’s buddy from the navy?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I’ve never met him, but Bill speaks very highly of him. He sounds like a good guy.”

      “He is. Unk wouldn’t be friends with someone who isn’t.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. Doesn’t June live up by your parents’ cabin?”

      “Just a couple hundred yards over from it. My parents invited her to spend two weeks with us up here one summer, and she fell in love with the place.”

      “It’s always nice to have a good friend around when times get a little rough.”

      “Don’t I know it. It’s been fun, the two of us together on the mountain again.” She paused and found herself smiling. “I’m really glad I came back.”

      Pat nodded but didn’t say anything else. They sat for a while, enjoying a contented quiet that was only interrupted by the occasional pop from the fire. Aelissm found herself wanting to explain about Brent and Adam but not in the context of what Pat would want to know for his role as her guardian. She felt the need to explain why she’d fallen for Brent in the first place, but why should she have to explain anything? People made mistakes.

      “We should probably get some sleep,” she said after a moment. “Hope you don’t mind being dragged around tomorrow.”

      “Not at all. Do you mind if I call Bill? I should probably check in.”

      “Help yourself. Phone’s in the living room. G’night.”

      She tossed another log in the stove, then shut the door and closed the dampers for the night. Pat followed her out, bid her goodnight at her bedroom door, and headed for the living room. Her guest spoke quietly, but the thin walls made it easy for her to hear every word he said. The conversation was short, but Aelissm was curiously pleased by Pat’s glowing compliments of Northstar. Even more unaccountable, she enjoyed the smooth timbre of his voice, and she was disappointed when he bid her uncle farewell. The floorboards of the hallway creaked as he walked back to the den, and she thought she heard him whisper good night to her as he passed her door.

      As she lay in the bed, curled beneath the thick blankets, she listened to the snaps of the fire, then the squeaks of the hideaway’s springs as Pat shifted into a comfortable position. Those sounds, signs of something as simple as a man preparing for sleep, made Aelissm sigh with relief. For the first time since Adam had called three nights ago, she felt safe. Maybe Uncle Bill was right. Maybe sending Pat was a good idea, if only for her peace of mind.

      Too bad Pat had been uprooted from his life to give her that. Then again, maybe he needed the break as much as she needed to be herself again. Uncle Bill had asked her to make sure Pat relaxed while he was in Northstar. What exactly had happened, Aelissm hadn’t a clue, but Pat had been working too hard to get past it, and that was enough to tell her that Northstar was probably the best place he could have come to get away. Aeli knew it from the weariness about him—the kind of exhaustion a good night’s sleep couldn’t cure. The only things that could help him were peace and quiet, good company, and fresh mountain air, all of which were abundant in Northstar.
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      Aelissm thrashed awake, feeling his hands gripping her arms, smashing her breasts, digging into her thighs. Terror dragged icy fingertips over her skin, and she shuddered against the threatening promise that echoed in her head as she struggled to escape the nightmare. Her chest heaved, and cold sweat trickled down her spine. She felt his touch, but she shouldn’t be able to. Brent was dead. She hugged herself and rocked, trying to slow her thumping heart. It refused to obey and continued to pound erratically. The image of Brent’s apartment writhing in candlelight and shadow was imprinted vividly in her mind’s eye. That apartment—part of his attempt to make his own way without his parents’ money—had been more comfortable and welcoming to her than the Ellingtons’ opulent mansion… until that night. That night, it had turned sinister and become as welcoming as a grave.

      Just a bad dream, she told herself.

      She glanced around the dark room, comforted by the warmth of her blankets and the quiet. Very slowly, the nightmare faded away, and she sank back on the bed with her hand covering her eyes. She was safe in her grandparents’ house in Northstar, and her uncle’s detective was sleeping out on the hideaway. There was nothing to be worried about, nothing to fear.

      Except that Adam had called the cabin twice now.

      Sleep was long gone, so she climbed out of bed and went into the den to stoke the fire. There were just a few coals left, but she tossed in a few slender logs and blew on it until flames were once again devouring the wood. After a few minutes, she glanced toward the hideaway where Pat lay on his back, still peacefully asleep with his head turned to the side. His body was outlined beneath the blankets, and Aelissm’s pulse quickened. She squatted in front of the fire for a moment longer, spellbound.

      Finally, she shut the stove door and opened the dampers, then closed herself in the bathroom and turned on the shower. Stripping out of her well-worn flannel and boxer shorts, she climbed under the steaming water and imagined the remaining chills draining away with it. By the time she stepped out of the shower, she was much revived.

      Walking to the front door, she flipped on the porch light, and her lips lifted in amusement. As she’d predicted, there was an inch of fresh snow glittering on the porch. More still fell from the sky, twirling and glinting in the light. She strode down the hallway and stood in the doorway to the den, silently daring Pat to wake and see her still damp from her shower and hidden from his eyes by only a towel. He didn’t stir. Shocked by her behavior, she turned abruptly and fled to her room. She dressed in a sinfully soft, cream-colored sweater, jeans, thick socks, and lightweight snow boots, then set about her morning chores and tried to figure out what had gotten in to her.

      When her alarm went off, she dashed into her room to shut it off and stepped into the greenhouse to water her grandmother’s plants. Moments later, she heard Pat get up, then the bathroom door closed, and the shower turned on.

      After she finished watering the plants, she headed back into the house. Just as she stepped through the doorway between the den and the hallway, the bathroom door opened, and she froze mid-step only inches from Pat. Droplets of water glistened on Pat’s skin and ran in rivulets down his toned chest. Their eyes met, and for a long, trembling moment, Aelissm couldn’t move, could barely breathe. All she could think was, Wow.

      “I didn’t know you were up yet,” Pat said. His voice was disconcertingly soft.

      “I’ve been up for an hour or so.”

      “Ah.”

      She noticed how Pat’s eyes glanced over her and thought she saw a glimmer of appreciation in them.

      “Hungry?”

      “What?” he asked, startled.

      A little distracted, are we? she wondered, pleased. “Can I make you breakfast?”

      “That sounds wonderful. Thanks.”

      Aelissm turned away and grinned. He hadn’t caught her in a towel, but the other way around was just as good or better. There was a distinct spring in her step as she walked into the kitchen and pulled out eggs and bacon. Compared to Pat’s delectable physique, Brent had been on the skinny side. While she waited for the bacon to fry, she sat down at the kitchen table and skimmed through the most recent issue of the Smithsonian, but it was difficult to focus on what she was reading, so she put it down again and redirected her attention to cooking breakfast. As she finished the eggs and bacon and popped the bread in the toaster, Pat joined her in the kitchen. He wore jeans and a sweater—green this time. His face was clean-shaven, and his dark auburn hair was almost dry.

      “I got caught up in front of the fire again,” he remarked when he caught her staring.

      “That happens.” She looked away to hide the blush that tickled her cheeks. “Breakfast is ready.”

      She pulled two plates and glasses out of the cupboard, then dug two forks out of the silverware drawer, opened the fridge, and grabbed the orange juice bottle. When she turned around, she nearly dropped it all. Pat stood just inches from her, and had he not reached out to take the glasses, they likely would have crashed to the linoleum.

      “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He smiled. “Can I give you a hand?”

      “Sure. Grab the bacon and eggs and the toast, if you would.”

      “I can’t grab all that in one trip.”

      “I didn’t say you had to.”

      He laughed, and the rich sound brought a smile to her face. If this morning was any indication, Pat’s time in Northstar was going to be even more interesting than she’d suspected last night.

      “Bill hasn’t told me too much else about you beyond what I needed to know and that you’re an accomplished craftswoman,” Pat said, “so I have to ask—and I apologize if you take offense—how ever did you come to have such an unusual name?”

      “In high school, my mother and her best friend Melissa were playing around with Double Dutch—it’s a playground language like Pig Latin, but you switch the first and last letters. Anyhow, they did that with Melissa’s name, and Mom fell in love with the result, thinking it was a cool and different way to spell the flower alyssum.”

      “I’ll bet it made school interesting. Your teachers must’ve had a difficult time pronouncing it, and I imagine the other kids gave you hell, if they were anything like my classmates.”

      “What did the kids used to call you?”

      “Fat Pat.”

      “But there’s nothing fat about you.”

      He smiled sheepishly. “And I was about as scrawny as they come back then, too.”

      “I didn’t get teased too badly, but there were a few times I wished I could change my name.”

      Pat tilted his head and studied her. “It fits you, though; it’s unique like you are, and delicate to say but tough, too.”

      Aeli lowered her gaze to hide the smile that spread across her face at his quiet praise. “What about you? With a name like Patrick O’Neil, I’m guessing at least one side of your family has some pretty strong Irish heritage.”

      Nodding, he replied, “My great-grandparents on my dad’s side came over from Ireland when my grandfather—Patrick, my namesake—was a little boy. They’re all pretty gifted musicians, and for a while, my grandparents made a living playing at various theaters.”

      “Your dad’s a music teacher, right?”

      “Yes, he is, and he taught me how to play the piano, which I enjoy, but it was Grandpa Patrick who taught me to play the pan flute, which is my favorite instrument.”

      “You play the pan flute,” Aelissm repeated. She regarded her companion with an even greater interest. Her uncle’s detective was turning out to be quite an intriguing man. “And yet you decided to be a cop.”

      “My Grandpa Antony was a detective for the Seattle PD, and for as long as I can remember, I wanted to follow in his footsteps. Don’t get me wrong. I love music, but honestly, my little sister got the lion’s share of the musical talent. She is truly gifted. Like you.”

      Again, Aeli shyly dropped her gaze. “I don’t know about that.”

      “I do because I’ve seen some of the things you’ve built.” He leaned back in his chair, and she again felt like an open book beneath his gaze. “And now you’re sharing that gift with college students, though I recall Bill telling me you taught a couple years of high school shop.”

      “Yeah…” she said slowly. “Two years in a small town near Billings. Unlike June, I’m not cut out to be a high school teacher. I think I inherited too much of my father’s antisocial nature along with his talent for building. Teaching only one class at the college level allows me a lot more freedom in what and how I teach, and because I’m not a full-time faculty member, I don’t have to interact with my colleagues much.” Recalling the frustrating two years that had played a large role in her decision to pursue her Master’s degree made her think of her time in Seattle, which she was in no mood to revisit after her nightmare, so she gestured to Pat’s plate with her fork. “We’d better eat so we can head into Devyn.”

      Their conversation trailed off, but the quiet that followed was comfortable. When Pat finished first, he rose from his chair, but before he turned to take his plate to the sink, he stared over Aelissm’s shoulder, gaping.
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