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Chapter One
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THE THUD FROM THE FRONT porch was definitely a knock.

Kelli Carpenter jumped, clutching the plastic shower curtain to keep from slipping. “Just a minute,” she called as she reached across the cascading spray to twist off the taps. So much for the hot, steamy shower she’d been dreaming about while she lay, freezing her butt off in a stinking mud puddle, waiting for the perfect shot. She squirmed back into her grimy jeans.

From the road, she heard the distinctive roar of Harley engines. The knock repeated, growing more insistent.

“Take it easy,” she muttered. Without bothering to towel off, she slipped her sweatshirt over her head, working her damp arms into muddy sleeves while she headed for the door, her mind racing through the possibilities of who would be there. Only park rangers ever came by. But they wouldn’t pound unless something was wrong. And if they did, they’d call her name. The familiar fear gnawed at her belly. Had someone found her?

Shit. She’d forgotten her contacts and although she doubted any of the rangers would notice—or care—she hadn’t survived as Kelli Carpenter this long by neglecting the details. She hurried back to the bathroom and inserted the lenses, turning her pale gray eyes into a nondescript brown and grabbed her oversize tortoiseshell-framed glasses. “Coming!” She hurried through the living room and peered through the window.

Her stomach flipped at the sight of a total stranger on her porch. Hardly anybody knew about this field station, tucked away in the mountains of Washington state. Behind him, she caught a glimpse of a gray pickup truck, the one that had pissed her off by hugging the center line when she’d driven home.

Calm down. He’s lost and wants directions. Tell him what he needs and he’ll be gone.

“Yes?” she called through the door, trying to remember if she’d locked it.

“I’m looking for Kelli Carpenter,” a deep male voice said.

Kelli. Not Casey. Okay. She inched the door open. Swallowed. Twice. A man waited on her porch, wearing jeans and a windbreaker over a black turtleneck, holding an olive-green duffel bag. He stood at least six-two, with black hair that hung almost to his shoulders, and a five o’clock shadow at least two days old.

“I’m Kelli.” She forced herself to meet his eyes. Dark chocolate brown, they grabbed and wouldn’t let go. He stared, a little longer than necessary and she crossed her arms over her chest, suddenly all too aware her bra lay on the bathroom floor.

She took a step backward into the dimmer light of the living room. “Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing.” His startled expression dissolved into neutrality. “I...um...I suppose I’d expected a man.” He took half a step forward.

Avoiding his eyes, she took a deep breath and managed a quick smile. “Can I help you with something?”

He dropped his duffel and extended a hand. “Sorry. I’m Blake Windsor. I’m here to repair a dormitory cabin. If you’ll point me to my room, I can put my stuff away and take a look before it gets dark.”

She ignored the offer of a handshake and suppressed a shudder at the thought of a stranger invading her home. “I’m afraid there must be some mistake. There’s no room for you to stay here.”

He raised an eyebrow and looked beyond her. “I can take the couch. No problem. Jack Stockbridge said you’d be expecting me.”

Her mind whirled. Because he knew her boss’s name didn’t mean he was legit. Camp Getaway was hardly a secret project. A ripple of fear crept up her scalp. The way he looked at her when she opened the door, like he was studying her, and not in a man-woman way. A man hadn’t looked at her like that in a long time, but not so long she didn’t recognize the difference. Had someone connected her to Robert after all these years? No. If they had, that man on the porch would be here with handcuffs, not a duffel bag.

“I haven’t heard from Jack Stockbridge, and I’m sure he’d have told me if someone was coming.” Don’t antagonize him. She kept her tone civil. “I’m very sorry, Mr. Windsor, but I suggest you start down the mountain. These roads can be tough to navigate in the dark.”

The shrill ring of the telephone interrupted. She twisted her head toward the kitchen. Should she answer the call there, where she could keep an eye on this stranger? Or take it in her office, where it was private? But that would leave this man free in her space. She waited for the answering machine.

Jack Stockbridge’s voice floated across the room. “Kelli? Jack. Are you back? If you’re there, Kiddo, pick up.”

Kelli dashed to the kitchen and picked up the receiver on the red wall phone. Its old-fashioned rotary dial stared at her like a multi-eyed alien.

“I’m here, Jack.” She cocked her head at her visitor and raised her eyebrows. With a nod of understanding, he backed out the door.

“I’ve been trying to reach you all day. You ever answer the phone? Or check your messages?”

“Hey, I’ve been out, doing what you pay me for. You know how hard it is to get decent bird pictures?” She paused, waiting for him to say the inevitable, hoping she was wrong.

“You love it and you know it.” He cleared his throat. “There’s been a change in plans. Thornton’s pushed up the schedule. Wants to open right after Labor Day.”

“Labor Day? That’s not even two weeks from now. What happened to spring? You know our deal. I do the environmental studies—alone—and then you send in the labor crews.”

“Kiddo, I know, but there’s no way to finish on time without help. If we lose the funding, it’s all over. I can’t replace you at this late date and the dorm cabin has to be repaired, pronto. I’ve sent a handyman to take care of it. I’m sure you’ll manage.”

She glanced at the front door. “Six-two, long hair?”

“Yep. Blake Windsor.”

A lead ball filled her stomach. “He’s here.”

* * * * *
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BLAKE ROSE AND WALKED along the porch, catching a glimpse of Kelli pacing the kitchen, her movements restricted by the phone’s twisted cord. For an instant their eyes met and she spun around. He almost winced at the daggers she’d shot him.

He left the porch and wandered the yard, checking for a cell phone signal. Nothing, just as it had been for the past five miles. So much for calling his boss and telling him this was a wild goose chase.

He peeled off his windbreaker and tied his hair back. After some stretches, he began a tai chi form to work the kinks out of muscles stiffened by hours behind the wheel of that overloaded EnviroCon pickup. Driving a Ford F-250 over the winding mountain roads was like driving a tank, but his classic Corvette wouldn’t fit the handyman image.

He moved through the form, trying to focus his mind, but he couldn’t shake the surprise seeing Kelli Carpenter had given him. How his boss could think the frumpy brunette who’d answered the door was the elegant Casey Wallace was beyond him. He couldn’t imagine the sleek blonde in the photograph his boss had sent ever having a streak of mud on her cheek.

She’d caught him staring, and he hoped she’d bought his flimsy “wrong gender” excuse. He spared another quick glance toward the house. Still on the phone, she pounded one fist against her hip.

Something rustled in the bushes. His head snapped toward the sound. Trees and bushes and things that slithered and crawled were not on his list of relaxation pastimes. Why couldn’t this Kelli, or Casey, or whoever she was, live in Cancun?

“I need a favor,” Dwight Hollingsworth had said. “You’ll be compensated. The Connolly acquisition is a done deal. You’re nearby. You know the carpentry business. Take a couple of days, do the handyman routine so she won’t suspect anything, then tell me if she’s the woman in the picture. That’s all. Yes or no. I’ll expect your call.”

And Dwight had hung up the phone, and that was that. The boss had spoken.

To refuse Dwight—or question his motives—would be career suicide, or at the very least, a major setback to Blake’s calculated plans. He sure as hell wasn’t ready to start over, so here he was, out in the woods, keeping his eyes open and his mouth shut, cursing the fact that his boss knew he’d been raised by a carpenter.

What the hell. Dwight’s “compensation” meant Blake would be making a whole lot more money than his father ever had for a home repair job. That might make it a little easier to play handyman for a few days.

“Mr. Windsor?” Kelli leaned over the rail of the front porch, and the expression on her face said she wasn’t happy with whatever Jack Stockbridge had told her.

“I’ll be right there.” He grabbed his jacket and jogged to the porch. “I take it everything’s cleared up?”

“Jack explained it. He said you should be done within a week.”

“I hope so, but that’s his estimate not mine. I’ll have to check it out before I can tell.”

The look on her face was like a kid who’d just found out there was no Santa, no Easter Bunny and she’d be stuck going to summer school instead of summer camp. A twinge in his chest surprised him. “Hey,” he said. “I’m pretty good. Maybe I’ll be finished sooner.”

Her expression brightened only a little. “If you give me a few minutes, I’ll clear a room for you. I hope someone told you to bring your own food.”

He nodded. “I promise not to be any trouble.”

The look she gave him said he was already too much trouble. But there was something else. Not only the irritation and confusion he’d seen when he’d arrived. Something else. Pain? Fear? His gut told him she was hiding something.

Before he could work on that thought, she disappeared through a doorway at the far end of the room. He brought in his food, such as it was. While he found places for everything in the small U-shaped kitchen, his stomach rumbled. Trying to get here before sunset meant he’d skipped lunch on the road.

“Your room’s down there,” Kelli said. He turned and looked in the direction she pointed. She’d left the door to a narrow hallway open. “Sheets, blankets and towels are on the bed. I’ve got some work I have to do.” She practically jumped to avoid physical contact when she passed him.

He carried his duffel down the hall and stopped at the open door. White walls, white painted nightstands between the three white metal-framed cots, white sheets, white towels. There were no curtains on the tiny window, but if there had been they’d have been white too, he guessed. A navy blue blanket was the only color in the room. He lifted the sash, letting in a faint pine breeze. As he put his Dopp Kit in the tiny bathroom, the front door slammed, followed by the sound of a car driving away.

Hopes of sharing a welcoming meal with the woman in the photograph dissolved like froth in a latte. He sighed and went to the kitchen.

After wolfing a can of stew and two peanut butter sandwiches, Blake took advantage of Kelli’s absence. His quarters were on one side of an open living area. Expensive deadbolt locks secured two doors on the other side. Kelli’s domain. So much for checking her out.

He wandered through the space. Plain, utilitarian furniture. Frumpy, just like Kelli. In front of a brown and beige plaid couch, a scarred wooden coffee table held a small stack of books. He strolled over and glanced at the titles. A battered copy of the complete Sherlock Holmes, an Agatha Christie collection, and a paperback mystery. He opened the Holmes book and rifled the pages before setting it down exactly where he found it.

An easy chair, a mate to one by the couch, faced French doors overlooking a lake. Binoculars and a field guide to Western birds lay on a small table beside the chair. He could see the Kelli he’d just met spending time here. Not the Casey he was looking for.

Nothing here told him Kelli was Casey Wallace. Dwight hadn’t said anything about collecting fingerprints, or DNA samples, not that he had a clue how to do it, but he’d given his word to investigate and he owed Dwight more than a quick peek. He’d have to get her talking. He made his living reading people and was damn good at it.

But for now, he was a handyman, not a corporate negotiator. He stood on the porch, listening as the unfamiliar noises of the wilderness faded under the growl of distant motorcycles engines. To him, it was the motorcycles that sounded like home. He took a deep breath. Instead of exhaust fumes, he smelled dirt over something he could only describe as “green.”

He drove the truck down to the cabin and had a look around. The roof needed a lot of work and plywood covered the window openings. Inside, the plumbing was in bad shape. He began unloading the materials Jack Stockbridge had supplied, unpleasantly surprised at how easily he slipped into contractor mode, assessing what needed to be done and mentally prioritizing tasks.

He heard his father from the great beyond.

There’s no shame in working with your hands, son. Learn to take care of the basics and you’ll never want for a roof over your head.

He ignored the ache in his gut. He’d sworn he’d never pick up a hammer or cut another board as long as he drew breath.

Now that the sun was down, the temperature dropped. Late August at four thousand feet was nothing like the weather he’d left behind in Seattle. He stomped on the porch, rubbing his arms against the chill, and eyeballed the small stack of firewood. He saw no need to freeze. If Kelli objected—well, he’d apologize, but at least they’d be talking. He carried an armload of wood inside and lit a fire. 

Not much later, Kelli stomped back into the house, her face ruddy from the chill night air. She’d changed out of her muddy clothes—and the smudges on her cheek were gone. He gave her a friendly smile. “Welcome back. It was getting cold, so I started a fire. Hope you don’t mind. I’ll be glad to replace any firewood.”

She glanced at him, at the fireplace and gave her head a noncommittal tilt.

Okay, that hadn’t worked. He tried again. “If it’s not being too nosy, may I ask where you’ve been? Please don’t tell me there’s a gourmet restaurant out there.”

She went to the closet and hung up her parka, then crossed the room to the kitchen. “Running a trap line. We have to account for any protected or endangered species inhabiting the area.”

Ah. An opening. “Doesn’t trapping an endangered animal kind of defeat the purpose?”

She shook her head and gave him an eye-rolling look somewhere between ridicule and annoyance. “These are Sherman live traps. Nothing to hurt the animal. First thing in the morning, I’ll photograph and release anything I catch.” She opened the refrigerator and peered inside.

“Nothing dangerous, I hope.”

She slammed the refrigerator shut. “No and it’s no concern of yours. You’re here to fix the cabin, nothing more.”

“Simply trying to be neighborly,” he said. “Am I allowed to use the living room? Far left side of the couch? Or should I take one of the chairs to my room? I didn’t bring any furniture.” He tried to keep a jovial tone in his voice, but he heard some irritation bleeding through.

She turned toward him. “Sorry.” For a moment, her eyes met his. “I’ve been by myself a long time. I’m not used to sharing. This space is open territory, okay?”

“Okay. Can you tell me more about this project? What did Stockbridge call it? Getaway something?”

“Camp Getaway.” She put a container in the microwave, then turned to face him. “The plan is to bring inner city kids up here. Get them away from concrete and drive-bys for a while.”

“Sounds like a worthwhile undertaking. Maybe keep some kids from a life of crime.”

She gazed into space. “Yeah.”

The microwave beeped and Kelli took out something that smelled like a Chinese restaurant. His mouth watered.

“Why don’t you eat by the fire and get warm?” He tried the smile that usually attracted women like a magnet.

Kelli found a fork, poured herself a glass of wine and walked toward him. And kept on walking.

* * * * *
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KELLI SAT AT HER DESK and poked at the reheated stir-fry. After a bite, she pushed the container aside. She needed to work, not think about the punk who held up convenience stores, killing people. People she loved. A place like Camp Getaway might have turned him around. She wondered if being left alive was some kind of punishment for her sins.

She shook off the thought, grabbed a pad of paper and started making a list of everything she needed to do. With Thornton’s new start date, she was way behind schedule. And the sooner she finished, the sooner she could get out of here and away from Blake Windsor.

She tried to assure herself the man who was sleeping in a room exactly twenty-eight paces from her door couldn’t possibly know anything about Robert. Windsor was a handyman, sent to work on the project. Jack had vouched for him. Checked his references. He’d never send anyone who couldn’t be trusted. Still, the less contact she had with Windsor the better. No way was she going to risk spending the rest of her life in a Mexican prison.

The phone interrupted. Jack again?

“Hey Kelli, it’s Ranger Peterson. Doug. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

The hairs on her neck prickled. “Is something wrong?”

“Nothing major. It’s the annual end-of-summer biker retreat, but a couple of fraternities are here, too. There was a fraternity versus biker difference of opinion. Probably escalated by alcohol.”

“I’ve heard the bikes all day. Nobody ever comes onto this property. I’m fine.”

“Okay. There were some campsites messed up. Petty vandalism. Law enforcement’s on it. You want me to come by? Just in case, you know?”

“No, but thanks. Good night, Doug.”

Hanging up the phone, Kelli shook her head. Even though he was a naturalist, not a park cop, Doug Peterson protected the park like it was his own backyard. Shortly after she’d arrived, he’d made some overtures. They’d reached an understanding that she wasn’t interested in anything other than her job, but every now and again he’d test the waters.

She stood, arched her back, and went to the window. The bike noises seemed to be getting closer. She waited, listening, and they faded away.

She sighed and turned to the paperwork for the Environmental Impact Statement. What seemed like hours later, only halfway through the mounds of paperwork, she gave up trying to fill out the requisite forms. Too restless to sleep, she clicked the computer mouse and opened her games folder. After setting the difficulty level to “evil,” she blasted Snoods, imagining Robert’s face as she wiped the colored icons off the screen. Robert was gone now, too, like the Snoods.

The smell of congealed Chinese food on her desk turned her stomach. She picked up the container and headed for the kitchen, remembering at the last minute to put on her glasses. She reminded herself to keep her guard up.

Seconds later, she was glad she had. Instead of being asleep, Windsor stood at the stove, his back to her. Her heart thumped against her rib cage. She froze. Before she could retreat, he faced her.
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Chapter Two
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BLAKE ADJUSTED THE burner under the teakettle. Kelli stood there, clutching the remains of her dinner, like she wanted the floor to swallow her. He tried his smile again. “I’m making chamomile tea. Want some?”

Kelli lowered her head. “No, thanks. I need to wash my dishes.”

He watched her, obviously struggling with the dilemma of joining him in the confined space of the kitchen. Without giving ground, he reached out his hand. “I’ll do them.”

Her chin lifted and her eyes, red-rimmed behind those big glasses, met his. “No need.” She edged into the space, turning sideways, arms tight at her sides, managing to avoid any contact when she bent over to scrape her leftovers into the trash can.

Something creaked outside. He jumped backward, jostling Kelli. The trash can tipped, spilling its contents over the linoleum. His stew can rolled across the floor, leaving a trail of gravy drippings. Kelli sucked in a loud breath.

“Hey,” he said. “Sorry. I heard something outside and it startled me.”

She pushed her glasses up on her nose, but didn’t look up. “It’s okay.” She bent over, cramming everything back into the trash.

He wet a paper towel and crouched down beside her. She smelled of soap and—green, like outside. Not the expensive perfume he was used to on women. Strangely enticing. “Let me. It was my fault.”

Avoiding his eyes, she scrambled to her feet and backed out of the kitchen, almost cowering. Thoughts of domestic abuse flashed in his mind. But how would that relate to Dwight? Blake had been so busy jumping to do Dwight’s bidding, he hadn’t really played out why his boss would want to find someone like Casey—or Kelli.

A clattering from outside had him on his feet. “Did you hear that?”

Kelli half-turned and shrugged. “Probably a raccoon. They like to get into the garbage cans if the lids aren’t secured.”

“Raccoons. I can handle that. Davy Crockett tails, Lone Ranger masks, right?” He smiled. The tiniest quirk of her mouth told him he’d made his first bit of headway.

She raised her eyebrows. “Of course it might be a bear.”

“A bear?” Bears? Holy crap. Involuntarily, he stepped back and saw one corner of Kelli’s mouth turn up. First law of the boardroom, and he’d blown it. Never let them see fear. Round two to Kelli.

He tried to recover some ground. “Um ... should I check to see if the lids are tight?”

She gave an exasperated head shake and rolled her eyes. “They’re fine. Besides, the bears knock over the cans. That wasn’t loud enough.”

“It doesn’t bother you, having bears so close?” He did not want to get up close and personal with the natives. He wondered if Kelli would think he was a wuss if he drove the fifty yards to the cabin every day.

“Oh, I don’t mind the bears,” she said. “It’s when the deer eat my herbs that I get really mad.”

“Touché.” He held up his hands, palms out in mock surrender.

“Actually, the two-legged creatures cause most of the problems. One of the rangers called to tell me about trouble with some campers. The Park Service takes care of it. Nobody’s ever come out this far.”

“Anything to do with the bikes I’ve been hearing?”

She nodded. “Bikers and frat guys. But the rangers are on top of things.”

As if on cue, the bike noises were back. Kelli glanced toward the door.

“Are the building supplies secure?” she asked.

“Not really.” As the roar grew louder, he glanced in the direction of the cabin. “I thought you said nobody ever came by.”

She lowered her head and massaged her neck. “There’s a first time for everything. I’m going to go check it out.”

“No. Let me go.”

Her head lifted. “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Windsor.” Her expression belied her words.

“I insist. No need for you to go out. It’s late. I’ll move everything inside the cabin and get a padlock on the door.”

She studied him for a moment, as if weighing all the options and consequences. “Suit yourself.”

“I’ll get a jacket.” He went to his room, wondering what had possessed him to volunteer to go outside in the middle of the night in the middle of nowhere. In bear territory. He thought of the expression on Kelli’s face when he’d volunteered, and he knew.

He pulled a leather string from his pocket and tied back his hair. Shrugging into his parka, he had one hand on the front doorknob when Kelli came out of her room.

“Here,” she said and stretched out her arm, extending a large Maglite. “Whistle.”

He accepted the light, letting his fingers brush over her hand before her words registered. “What? Did you say ‘whistle’?”

“Yes. Most wildlife wants nothing to do with humans. Make noise. They’ll know you’re coming and leave you alone.”

“Thanks. I think.”

He clicked on the bright beam and swept it back and forth across the driveway as he started for the cabin. Nothing seemed unusual, but how would he know? Every now and then he stopped, shone the light into the bushes and up into the trees. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted. At least he thought it was an owl. Trees creaked. Bushes rustled. Or things in the bushes rustled. But nothing came scurrying across the roadway, or swooping down from the sky.

The trees that lined the path brought images of the haunted forest in one of the few books he’d owned as a kid. It had scared him then, too—or his brother had when he’d read it to him with melodramatic sound effects.

Whistle? A lost cause. His mouth was too dry to manage more than a feeble note, but he figured his singing would scare the hell out of anything lurking in the trees. He burst into a shaky but loud rendition of Bad, Bad Leroy Brown.

* * * * *
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KELLI WATCHED AS BLAKE worked his way down to the cabin, sweeping the flashlight up, down and around. Afraid of a little wildlife. Drop-dead, soap-opera-star gorgeous. Chamomile tea, for God’s sake. He was probably gay. Heck, even his hair looked better than hers did. The thought of Windsor under her roof became a little less intimidating.

She wondered if he was really going to whistle. Instead, Bad, Bad Leroy Brown floated through the air. She caught herself before she laughed out loud. Windsor’s off-key singing would definitely keep the critters at bay.

She absently rubbed her hand where Windsor’s had touched her when he took the flashlight. A frisson ripped through her. It had been an uncallused hand, with very well-tended nails.

Her mouth dried up. There was no reason a handyman couldn’t be gay, but soft hands? Her brain whirled. It made no sense. Undercover cop? Private detective? Didn’t fit. They wouldn’t be spooked out here.

Was he really going out there to keep the project supplies safe? Or using the cover of the bikers to do some sabotage of his own? Whoever Blake Windsor was, he was not going to stop Camp Getaway from opening on schedule. She darted into her room and retrieved her thirty-eight from the nightstand drawer.

She pulled on her parka, stuffing her revolver into the pocket. Moving through the shadows alongside the road, she approached the cabin, sticking to the cover of the trees. A faint glow filtered through gaps in the plywood-covered window openings. A moment later, Blake came out, picked up one of the new windows propped against the exterior wall, and carried it inside. He returned for another and she noticed the heavy work gloves on his hands. So, he protected his hands. A fragment of tension dissolved.

Reminding herself it was for the kids, she stepped forward. “What can I do?”

He jumped but recovered quickly, flashing her a smile. “I’m just moving everything inside. These are custom windows. If they break, you’ll be behind schedule.”

“It’s good to know you take your work seriously.”

“No point in doing a job if you can’t do it right.”

She reached for a window. Good grief, she didn’t want to like this guy.

* * * * *
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“I NEVER HAD MY TEA,” Blake said when they were back in the house. “Please join me. It’ll warm you up.” He gestured to the chairs beyond the counter. “Have a seat. It’ll only take a couple of minutes.”

Kelli hadn’t spoken a word while they’d worked and he’d backed off trying to engage her in conversation. But he’d made progress and wasn’t going to lose what little advantage he had.

She hesitated and he found another mug in the cabinet. “Humor me?” He turned the burner to high and willed the water to boil before she could change her mind.

“Okay. I’ll be right back.” She disappeared into her room.

The kettle whistled and he stared at her closed door. When he heard the knob turn, he smiled and poured boiling water over the tea bags. “Relax. It’s just a cup of tea. Sit. Please?”

Kelli slid into a chair—the one farthest from the counter—and rearranged the salt and pepper shakers on the red Formica tabletop. He maintained the silence while the tea steeped, then stirred milk and honey into the mugs. “Here you go.” He leaned across the counter and set one mug onto the table.

She took a sip and her eyes met his for an instant. “Not bad.”

“Ah, another convert.” He stayed where he was, leaning against the kitchen counter. “Nobody thinks you can put milk and honey into chamomile tea, but I prove them wrong every time.”

She took another sip and a tiny smile teased her mouth, although she didn’t look at him again. He stepped around the counter and pulled back one of the three empty chairs. He lifted his eyebrows in question, pleased enough when she shrugged. He set his mug down, then took a seat.

“Been here long?” he asked.

“Around six months.”

“Where are you from?”

“I move around with the work.” She studied her tea.

He waited, content to watch Kelli accept his presence, seeing some of the apprehension leave her eyes. He tried again.

“Have you worked on a lot of these camp projects?”

She shook her head. “Usually I do straight environmental studies. Document what lives there. In and out in a matter of days. But this project is a new venture for EnviroCon. Thornton, the backer—he’s some kind of philanthropist—he’s done a bunch of similar ones. Camp Getaway could be the first of many for Jack and it’s important to him.”

Although she still wouldn’t look at him, her tone had softened. The project was clearly important to her, too, and not simply because it was her job. She sipped her tea then set the mug down. Her fingers, with their short, unpolished nails, beat a quiet tattoo on the handle.

“This job meant long-term studies, tons of government paperwork, planned curriculum, not to mention getting permission to bring kids in. If they’re going to stay in the dorm, it’ll need a Certificate of Occupancy.” She raised her eyes, almost in challenge. As if she didn’t think he could do his job.

“I can handle it. Fitting the new windows into the old openings will be the trickiest. Driving that road with them was nerve-racking, but they survived the trip and I think they’re safe where they are now.”

She gave him that same exasperated headshake he’d seen earlier. Even exasperation was better than the way she avoided and ignored him.

He smiled. “What? Did I do something wrong?”

“On a winding mountain road, it’s considered common courtesy to hug the shoulder, not the center line when there’s someone behind you.” She mumbled the words into her mug.

He thought back to the drive up, of a Wrangler zipping past him when he’d been trying to get a cell signal. “Sorry. Lesson learned. Most of my jobs don’t involve mountain driving.”

“And where would those jobs be?”

Another step forward. She’d actually initiated a question. “Seattle most recently, but I move around with the work, too.” Crap, he was tired. He’d almost said Chicago.

With a nod, she stood and carried her mug to the sink. “Thanks for the tea, Mr. Windsor. We both have an early start tomorrow.”

“Good night, Kelli.” He fixed another mug of tea and brought it to his room, along with the Sherlock Holmes book. To the tea, he added a generous shot of Scotch from the bottle he’d brought with him. Along with convincing him tai chi would help him relax, his sister-in-law extolled the calming virtues of chamomile tea. He never told her about the Scotch.

On his narrow cot, Blake tossed and turned, listening to unfamiliar night noises. When sleep wouldn’t come, he replayed the night’s events.

Kelli, or whoever she was, had appeared out of the darkness, nearly giving him a heart attack and then slipped into rhythm working beside him. Together, they’d secured all the supplies, but for two people working side by side, they might as well have been on separate planets.

He wondered why she intrigued him. In his world, he’d never give her a second glance. He imagined unfastening the clip she used to hold back her hair, watching it tumble past her shoulders. Running his fingers through it. Taking off her glasses, giving him an unobstructed view into the depths of her brown eyes. He groaned and tried to find a comfortable position on the lumpy mass masquerading as a mattress. When that failed, he picked up the book and started reading. Maybe some of Sherlock’s powers would rub off on him.

Sunlight streamed through the bare windows. Blake crawled out of bed, dealt with a lukewarm shower and staggered into the kitchen for coffee. Kelli’s Jeep was gone, but she’d locked her doors. He made a peanut butter sandwich and went to the cabin.

He’d been working about twenty minutes when he heard the Jeep approach and stop. Aware he was being watched, he focused on his work, giving Kelli a quick nod only when she wheeled the Jeep past him on her way to the house.

When the afternoon sun beat down, he moved from the roof to work inside where it was cooler. He heard Kelli drive off again and he stepped out of the musty confines of the cabin, tugging the rawhide thong from his hair. He shook his ponytail free, trying to dispel some of the sawdust. The cabin floor was covered with it. More clung to his clothing and he slapped his jeans and stomped his feet in a futile attempt to be rid of it.

He needed a break and he needed to report to Dwight Hollingsworth, not that he had much to say. He’d demand Dwight tell him why he was really here, or—or what? He’d go back to Chicago and start work on the Whitaker account? No way. Dwight had insisted he play carpenter in this godforsaken wilderness, and that’s what he was going to do. It certainly had nothing to do with wanting to help Kelli.

He drove about a mile down the winding dirt road before finding a spot wide enough to pull over. He checked for a phone signal. Nothing yet. Running his fingers through his hair, he sat for a moment, listening to birdsong and the wind rustling the leaves, not the traffic noises he was used to. He got out of the cab and opened the lockbox in the bed of the truck.

He wrested the large manila envelope from under the spare tools. Although he’d encountered only a few cars, he jumped down from the truck and hiked down a trail until he came to a clearing. Once he was certain he was away from any eavesdroppers of the human variety, he unfastened the clasp and slid out the small stack of papers.

The grainy eight-by-ten photo, blown up from some magazine column, showed Casey Wallace beaming at her tuxedo-clad husband, who was holding a framed plaque and smiling for the camera. Casey wore a low-cut red dress which displayed an ample bosom and clung in all the right places. He tried to superimpose Kelli’s face on Casey’s. Subtract the blonde chin-length bob and the wispy bangs. Add glasses.

He stared for a good five minutes, but Kelli wouldn’t pop. Hollingsworth must be grasping at straws.

He sighed and leafed through the background papers. Computer hotshot, married at twenty-three, almost ten years ago. One son, born a year later. Newspaper clippings—society pages, Casey an adjunct to her husband. An article about a convenience story robbery-shooting, killing the husband and three-year-old son.

He looked at the photocopy of a newspaper obituary. A blurred black-and-white photo of the memorial service, with the grieving family virtually unrecognizable.

He scanned the reports from Hollingsworth. Nothing he hadn’t read twenty times. Kelli Carpenter had a perfectly normal history with no apparent connections to Casey Wallace, except in Hollingsworth’s mind. Kelli had a degree in environmental science from UCLA, had worked for Stockbridge at EnviroCon for the past three years.

Why Hollingsworth connected the two women eluded him, but Blake would do what he was being paid to do. And for now, that would be to tell Dwight Hollingsworth there was no way Kelli and Casey were the same person. Or to hire a licensed PI, not an Mergers and Acquisitions executive who grew up pounding nails.

Rustling leaves, flickers of motion, and the distinct feeling of being watched sent a tingle across Blake’s skin. Some sort of bird in the tree? A flash of movement in the underbrush had him leaping to his feet. Crap, there were probably snakes out here. What the hell was he doing in the woods? He stuffed the papers back into the envelope and jumped up, brushing debris from his jeans. Again, something moved. Blake froze. He debated whistling. Or shouting. Seconds later, a distinctly human figure moved deeper into the woods. Recognizing a park ranger uniform, Blake relaxed. He must have wandered across the park boundary.

He drove another twenty minutes, eyes flicking between the winding road and his cell phone readout, before he got a clear signal. Five more minutes before there was a turnout in the road. He punched in Hollingsworth’s number and got the cool, efficient voice of Mrs. Madison, Hollingsworth’s assistant.

“Is he in?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Windsor. He’s meeting with Mr. Griffith—his campaign manager—until four.”

Blake felt a tingle of excitement. “So, he’s really running?” He saw the door out of Mergers and Acquisitions opening.

She hesitated. “Well, he hasn’t announced it officially, but from what I hear, they’re discussing strategy. Rather loudly at the moment, as a matter of fact. Once they iron out the details, I expect Mr. Griffith will call a press conference. He seems quite eager to move forward.”

He wondered if Mrs. Madison was eavesdropping, then dismissed the notion. The woman was privy to all of Dwight’s doings without having to resort to subterfuge.

“I hear you did a great job with the Connolly account,” she said. “How are you enjoying your vacation?”

Vacation? He hesitated. Dwight Hollingsworth had said to keep this a low-key investigation, with no links to Hollingsworth Industries. If Mrs. Madison was unaware of it, it was downright subterranean. “Fine. Weather’s great.” Where the hell was he supposed to be? “Um ... no need to bother him. It’s not important. I’ll check in when I get back.”

“Very well, Mr. Windsor.”

So, Dwight was really running for governor. That meant there would be some holes to fill. Blake planned to move upward in Hollingsworth Industries. Several notches. To do that, it looked like he’d play handyman a little longer.

* * * * *
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AT HENRY’S GENERAL Store, Kelli handed Hank her envelope. “This needs to go Express Mail.”

“No problem.” He passed her a small box. “This came for you.” The curiosity in his eyes was obvious.

“You have a cutter? I’ll check it out.”

He slit the tape and pushed the box across the counter. “How’s the new guy? Getting the place fixed?” Faded blue eyes showed grandfatherly concern.

“It’s going fine,” she said. “They’ve moved up the deadline, so we’re busy.”

“He cleaned me out of peanut butter when he got here. Doesn’t seem to be an adventurous eater. Big guy, though. Quantity over quality, I’d say.” Hank grinned, revealing yellowed teeth.

She unfolded the padding and ran her fingers along the cool metal inside. “Signs for the nature trail,” she told Hank.

She went back to her Jeep. Before she started the engine, she pulled out her cell phone and called Jack Stockbridge to tell him the signs had arrived and the Environmental Impact Statement was on its way.

“How’s Windsor working out?” he said. “You okay?”

“Fine and yes.”

“You know I wouldn’t have sent anyone if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. But it won’t be long, and you can go back to being your own solitary self.”

“I know. I’m sorry I overreacted when you called yesterday.”

“Kiddo, you know I’ll do whatever you want. I owe you one.”

She relaxed her grip on the phone. “No, you don’t. I’ve told you a million times, all Justin needed was a little redirecting. He has the skills, but he needed a better outlet for them. How’s he doing, by the way?”

“Getting top grades at OSU and a part-time job at a software company. Making me and Margaret proud parents.”

She took a quick moment to share the pride. Justin Stockbridge was a formidable hacker, but his compulsion to see how much he could get away with would have gotten him caught sooner or later. Back to the issues at hand. “So, what more can you tell me about Windsor?”

“Not much. Thornton recommended the guy when I told him we wouldn’t be ready in time without immediate help.”

“Thornton? I thought all he did was throw money into the project. I didn’t know he actually looked at the little people doing the work.”

“You might think about removing the stick from your cute little behind, Kiddo.” Stockbridge’s voice had taken on an irritated edge.

“Sorry.” She fingered through her mail. “The new schedule’s adding some pressure. I worked most of the night.”

“Look, Thornton called, apologized for moving the start date. Said he’d heard good things about a handyman agency, Windsor had come recommended and suggested I call. You know EnviroCon needs this project. The man talks, I listen. The agency was legit. Windsor was available. Enough? Or should I dig deeper?”

“No, it’s all right. I overreacted.” She put the Jeep in gear and tried not to think about the way her heart rate picked up every time she looked at Windsor. Maybe her body was telling her she was ready to live again, picking someone safe to practice on. Nothing serious. No relationships. Just getting comfortable being in the same room with someone carrying the XY chromosome set.

Camp Getaway would open and she’d be on her way to another assignment. Never staying long enough in one place for anyone to connect her to Casey or Robert.

Back at the house, she settled at her desk with a sense of accomplishment. When she was a kid, she’d always eaten her vegetables first, saving the good stuff for last. With the government paperwork on its way, she felt like she’d finished her beets and was ready for something yummy.

The next most important item on her list, a Certificate of Occupancy, wasn’t exactly dessert, but it was Windsor’s responsibility to bring the cabin up to code, not hers. Still, she ought to check. As she strolled down the path to the cabin, she told herself it was important she keep tabs on his progress.

Blake called down from the roof when she approached. “Everything all right?”

She squinted into the sun and looked up at him. Her heart did that tap dance again. He’d taken his shirt off and was on hands and knees, hammering shingles. Shading her eyes with a forearm, she said, “Fine.”

“You want the nickel tour?” He stood up, balancing on the pitched roof without any trouble.

“No—you keep on doing what you’re doing. I’ll only be a minute.” She stepped inside, inhaling the scent of fresh-cut wood. Without the plywood covering the windows, the room seemed bigger. Sawdust danced in the gold afternoon light, swirling in the breeze, dusting her like a winter snow flurry. In place of stacks of lumber, she imagined the cabin with ten bunk beds lining the walls. She heard children whispering in the dark before falling into a dead sleep the way you did after being in the mountain air all day, hiking along the trails.

Unbidden, a smiling cherubic face flashed in front of her. Lucas. He’d have been in third grade now, like the first group of kids coming here. Memories burst through her defenses. The smell of talcum and baby breath when she lifted him from his crib in the mornings. The warmth of his hands resting against her bare shoulders when she carried him. The weight of him as his body relaxed into sleep. She blinked back tears.

I’m sorry. It was all my fault. What kind of a mother runs out of milk for her baby?

That was another lifetime, when her universe was normal. And happy. Charles and Lucas were gone. Nothing could bring them back. And then too-good-to-be-true Robert Kilian had stolen the life she’d tried to put together after she’d lost them, leaving a life of looking over her shoulder as his legacy.

She’d tried to lock the memories away someplace deep inside her, but they refused to stay buried.

“I should get to the windows tomorrow or the next day.” Blake’s voice from the doorway made her jump. “Once the roof is fixed and the windows are in, she should be weather-tight.”

She kept her head down. “Sounds like you’ve got everything under control.”

His footsteps told her he was coming inside. She tensed. He walked past her, to a small cooler in the corner and removed a bottle of water.

“It gets hot up there.” He peeled off his work gloves, took a swig and wiped his mouth.

She nodded. In the dim light, his eyes didn’t grab hers. “You need to watch it. You can get a real burn at this altitude, even if it doesn’t feel hot.”

“Thanks for the advice. I’m afraid it might be a little late though.” He turned so his back faced her. “What do you think?”

Think? She thought of rubbing sunscreen on those broad, well-muscled shoulders. That fluttering below her belly started up again. Ridiculous. She pivoted and strode toward the door. The nature trail could wait until morning. Right now she needed to burn off these impossible feelings with hard, physical labor. She glanced at him over her shoulder. “What I think is that you should put your shirt on, Mr. Windsor.”

She marched to the storage shed, loaded a wheelbarrow with a pick and shovel and headed toward a level spot near the lake. Plans called for a fifteen-foot fire circle and she attacked the brush and rocks with a vengeance. A place for roasting hot dogs and making S’Mores.

Hot dogs. Lucas loved hot dogs. From the vendor in the park or cut up in macaroni and cheese. The kid would eat them cold if she’d let him. Charles always let him.

Oh, God, how could it still hurt so badly? She abandoned the wheelbarrow and walked down to the water’s edge. The sun hung over the mountains waiting to drop the curtain on another day.

You’re watching over him, Charles, aren’t you? Our Lucas? And Luke, I know you’re taking good care of Daddy. I love you two. I should be with you.
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Chapter Three
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FROM INSIDE THE CABIN the next morning, Blake watched Kelli drive away. Yesterday afternoon she’d stuck close to the property, clearing brush and moving rocks, avoiding him as if he had some contagious disease. Now, he figured he had at least an hour. Being a million miles from nowhere had its advantages. Even so, he waited a good ten minutes before he went to the house in case she’d forgotten something and decided to come back for it.

The deadbolts to her rooms were fastened although he expected no less. He went outside to check the windows and spotted Kelli’s bedroom curtain fluttering. A stroke of luck. She’d locked her doors but had left her window ajar.

The screen came off with a touch, the sash lifted easily and Blake hoisted himself through the opening, trying to ignore the uneasy feeling of stepping into a universe beyond his normal boundaries. At a glance, her bedroom told him no more about Kelli Carpenter than she did in the flesh. The dresser displayed an assortment of dried plants in a clay pot, but no photographs. Nobody to think of while she dressed, slept, and went about her life? The top drawer revealed a pile of neatly folded utilitarian cotton underpants and bras. He couldn’t see any of those under the clingy red dress in the picture.

In the second drawer he found T-shirts, and sweaters in the bottom one. Everything looked like it belonged to the Kelli Carpenter he’d met. He moved on.

Beside the bed, a white porcelain reading lamp sat on a white-painted nightstand. What was it with this place and white? He sat on the bed and eased the drawer open. Nothing visible but a box of tissues and the paperback he’d seen in the living room when he’d arrived. Tucked into the corner of the drawer was some kind of a satiny fabric. A pouch of some kind. When he moved the tissue box to reach for it, he discovered another box, this one of ammunition for a thirty-eight revolver.

When it hit him that ammunition meant gun, but there was no gun in the drawer, he decided he absolutely didn’t want to be caught in her quarters. Maybe she was one of those people who practiced good gun safety and kept the weapon and ammunition separate. Or maybe she had a loaded gun with her. His heartbeat quickened when it dawned on him she might have blown his brains out if he’d done anything to piss her off. Postponing any plans to check out her office, he slid the drawer closed, straightened the bedcovers and climbed out the window, careful to leave it ajar, exactly the way he’d found it. With frequent looks over his shoulder, he replaced the screen and jogged back to the cabin.

* * * * *
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IT WAS AFTER TWELVE when Kelli returned from her work on the nature trail. Finding yet another batch of forms in the fax machine, she went to her desk and pulled out her legal tablet, drawing a fat line through “nature trail signs.” She moved on to the next item on her list. Activity sheets for the youngsters. She assembled her field guides, her notes and powered up her computer. Sounds of hammering alternated with the buzz of a power saw, eventually fading to white noise.

By four, she’d had enough. A shower, dinner, and maybe she’d find her second wind. She moved into the bathroom connecting her office to her bedroom. The power saw’s whine seemed louder and she realized the bedroom window was open. Had she left it that way this morning? She hurried into the bedroom and took a quick survey, but everything seemed exactly the way she’d left it.

Stop it. He’s out there doing his job and you need to get on with yours.

Perfect gentlemen didn’t go snooping through other people’s things. She sucked in a breath. It was time to rejoin civilization. She put in a fresh pair of contacts, clipped her hair atop her head and slid her glasses back on. The reflection in the mirror was comfortably Kelli. She wondered if she’d even recognize herself as Casey anymore. And if she couldn’t, nobody else would. She wrapped her mind around that thought as she went to the kitchen.

In the pantry, she found a bottle of merlot. She opened it and set it on the counter to breathe while she decided how to dress up chicken breasts.

She started by chopping some onions and garlic. Unless you were making brownies, you could never go wrong with onions and garlic. After a quick shuffle through her recipes and a check of the refrigerator, she decided on a Dijon orange and honey glazed chicken. Over rice. She set a pot of water on the stove and measured the rice. A salad, and maybe green beans to round things out.

She’d begun browning the chicken when she heard Blake’s boots clumping on the porch. The door opened and he peeked in, as if he wanted to make sure the coast was clear before coming inside. No question he was keeping his distance. She tried a smile and found it came easily enough.

His eyes widened and he smiled back. “Smells good.” She followed his gaze to the array of ingredients she’d spread out and saw a hint of longing cross his face. “Real good.”

When he gazed back at her, those brown eyes sucked her in and she took a calming breath. “I’m making enough for two, Mr. Windsor. I’ve been avoiding you and thought you might like to join me for dinner. Consider it a peace offering.”

“Only if you’ll call me Blake.”

She nodded. “Blake.”

His grin spread and he ran his fingers through his hair. “Hell, you can call me whatever you want. I’m sick of canned stew and peanut butter.”

“It’ll be about half an hour.”

“Let me get cleaned up and I’ll help.”

“I’ve seen you cook. How about if you set the table?”

“Smart woman. I’ll be back.”
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