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    What starts out as a simple PR stunt for New York City gallery owner, Stacie Emerson to promote her new West Coast gallery ends up a dangerous slog through the Oregon wilderness in the company of wildlife photographer, Harris Walker, who hates her almost as much as she hates him.




    Their dislike for each other gives way to respect, then passion, then something still deeper, as they struggle to prevent an environmental disaster orchestrated by Terrance Jamison, the arch-enemy of her ex-fiancé Ellison Thorne.




    But just as Stacie is convinced she can make things right with Ellis and have the love she desires with Harris, Jamison uncovers her darkest secrets. She must risk everything to expose him. How can she be deserving of Ellis’s respect and Harris’s love is she can’t stand up for what’s right?  


  




  

    The Exhibition is dedicated to the wild and wonderful world we live in, love in, and are inspired by and to the deep connection we have to it. May we never take that precious connection for granted.
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    Prologue




    What she was about to ask was a terrible thing to ask of a friend. Stacie Emerson had ridden MAX in from Gresham, which had taken forever, but the long ride on public transport gave her time to think about it, to back out and turn the whole event into just two friends meeting for coffee. And then what? Where else could she turn? The two met in Pioneer Square just before the deluge began.




    Kendra Davis gave her a fierce hug, and they hurried the few blocks to the coffee shop that looked up on to Portlandia, Raymond Kaskey’s colossal sculpture, which graced the third story of the Portland Building. Just as the downpour got serious, they shoved their way into the cafe and settled at a table near the window with a good view of the sculpture. It had always been one of Stacie’s favorite things about Portland. She never grew tired of it, no matter how many times she looked up at Portlandia with her hair caught up in the artist’s imagined breeze, with her strong Amazon body leaning down from on high, trident in one hand while the other arm reached out to the world below. Stacie never got over the urge to lift her arms up to the sculpture in hopes of being drawn into her magnanimous, muscular embrace.




    When both women had given Portlandia the homage she so richly deserved, they turned their attention to each other.




    ‘How’s Garrett?’ Stacie asked.




    ‘Recovering nicely, thanks. He’s a horrible patient, though. I practically have to tie him to the bed to get him to rest.’




    Stacie offered her a wicked smile. ‘Somehow I can’t picture him really minding that too much – you tying him to the bed, I mean.’ Was she mistaken, or did Kendra actually blush? ‘And what about you? How are you doing? I mean recovering from what you’ve been through can’t be an easy task.’ Stacie shivered at the thought of Kendra’s ordeal at the hands of a stalker and what might have happened if her friend hadn’t been made of sterner stuff than just about anyone she’d ever met.




    Kendra looked down at her hands folded around her cup and the smile she offered, though genuine, clearly took some effort. ‘I’m all right. The dreams are coming less and less often, and I’m seeing a psychologist. We both are. I won’t lie; sometimes it’s rough, but we have each other and …’ This time her face broke into a broad, easy smile. ‘God, I can’t get used to saying that … We have each other. It sounds so presumptuous, yet I love it.’




    ‘It sounds just perfect,’ Stacie said, giving her arm a squeeze. ‘And you two deserve to be very, very happy together.’




    Kendra reached up and patted her hand. ‘You should stop by for dinner some night. I don’t cook, but I’ve learned Garrett makes a mean bolognaise.’




    Stacie offered her a knowing smile. ‘He certainly does. Who do you think taught him how to make it?’ She waved a dismissive hand. ‘But honestly, to see the two of you so happy, I’d come for peanut butter sandwiches.’




    ‘That I think I could almost manage,’ Kendra said. Then the smile slipped from her face, and she held Stacie in a gaze that was all business. ‘Now that you know how Garrett and I are, I imagine it’s K. Ryde you really need to talk to, or you would have met me at Garrett’s or invited me for a look-see at the progress you’re making at the gallery.’




    Kendra was dressed in a white T-shirt, faded jeans, and a pair of black ankle boots. Her hair, once again golden-blond, was pulled back in a ponytail and she wore no make-up. No one would have ever imagined her to be the best in her field. Only a small handful of people knew anything about the mysterious PR guru, K. Ryde, and if they did, they’d certainly never met the legend in person. K. Ryde had worked for Stacie all this time, and it had only been during the horrible incident with Kendra’s stalker, when K. Ryde was working for Garrett, that she’d actually discovered Ryde’s true identity.




    ‘When I hired the Ryde Agency,’ Stacie began, ‘it was a long-term project, and then – well, then it was all so nebulous. I mean, I had no idea who K. Ryde really was, and it didn’t matter. But now –’ She scooted closer to the table and leaned over it. ‘Now it does.’




    Kendra laid down the spoon she’d just used to scoop a mound of cinnamon-dusted foam from her cappuccino into her mouth. ‘Then you’re ready for the next phase.’




    Stacie nodded, feeling the tremor of nerves in her belly as she thought about what the next phase would mean. To both of them. ‘And I need to know if I’ve been handed over to the agency or if you’re still in charge. I assume you were in charge.’




    Kendra offered her a half-smile in response. ‘I was always in charge, and your … request intrigued me a lot so I took a personal interest. You’re one of the few clients I kept after I sold the agency, one of the few that I could continue working for on my own without anyone being the wiser for it. And I only did that because it interested me so much.’




    ‘Even after everything with Dee and Ellis? I mean, I know you blamed me, and rightfully so,’ Stacie said.




    Kendra studied her for a moment, then nodded slowly. ‘K. Ryde’s business is business, Stacie. My personal feelings didn’t figure into it. K. Ryde never got involved personally … not until Garrett came into the picture, and that was … well, that was something I could have never foreseen.’




    Love was like that, Stacie thought. She released a shaky breath and wiped sweaty palms on her trousers. ‘I guess I need to know if I’ll be continuing to work with you, now I’m ready to move forward with … my project, or if I’ll be working with someone I don’t know.’




    Again Kendra studied her. ‘Do you want someone to take over?’




    Stacie shook her head and stared down into her cup, trying to gather her thoughts. ‘It’s just that – well, what happens next … you probably won’t like, and now that our situation has changed, I’m not sure I like having my friend involved. In fact, what I’m about to ask is a pretty terrible thing to do to a friend, if you want the truth.’




    ‘Stacie, if you want me to hand you over to the agency, all you have to do is ask. But …’




    ‘But no one else could handle it like you could, if they could handle it at all, right?’




    Kendra didn’t answer. She only held Stacie’s gaze.




    ‘I know that, and yet I also know what it’ll mean.’ Stacie looked out at the sculpture with its outstretched hand as though somehow it would offer her an easy answer for what she knew was ahead of her. But there were no easy answers. There could be none. She knew that. ‘It’s just that I … Well, it’s complicated.’




    ‘Most of what K. Ryde deals with is complicated, Stacie. That’s why K. Ryde deals with it.’




    There was a sudden flash of sunshine through the rainclouds, bathing the sculpture in bright light, and Stacie blinked back the after-image, then turned her gaze back to Kendra, who sat for a second with Portlandia’s features superimposed onto her own. Then Stacie blinked again and it was Kendra who sat across from her, offering a sympathetic smile.




    She knew how tough Kendra was, how much fire there was in that slender frame. But she also knew what the woman had already been through, and what she was about to ask her seemed cruel.




    ‘After everything that’s happened … to you, to Garrett, I don’t know …’




    ‘Stacie, Garrett and I are both struggling to put what happened with Edge behind us and move on. For me, that means finally being able to have my life back. Oh, I’m not moving back to California.’ She nodded up at the sculpture. ‘Portland is my home and I want to stay here – especially the way things are with Garrett and me now. But I have no intention of not working and, frankly, you know me well enough to know how bored I’d be with anything that wasn’t up to K. Ryde’s usual clientele.’




    ‘What about Garrett?’




    Kendra raised a golden eyebrow. ‘What about Garrett? My love life most definitely doesn’t involve breaking client confidentiality. If you want me to finish what we started, I will. In fact, I’ve always had every intention to.’




    Stacie gripped her hands in her lap to keep them from shaking. ‘You won’t like it.’




    ‘Tell me, and let me decide,’ Kendra said.




    Forty-five minutes and two more lattes and a Diet Pepsi later, Kendra blew out a sharp breath and scrubbed a hand over her face. ‘You’re right. I don’t like it.’




    Stacie felt her stomach drop and the fear that all of her efforts, everything she had done so far, had been for nothing threatened to overwhelm her. ‘Then I need to find someone else?’




    Kendra shook her head slowly. ‘I didn’t say that. I just said I didn’t like it. Besides, you wouldn’t find anyone else who’d do this for you, even if they could.’




    ‘I don’t want to … I never wanted to put you at risk.’




    Kendra reached across the table and took Stacie’s hand in a strong grip. ‘Some things are worth the risk, sweetie. But this is the last time we meet like this. From now on you only see Kendra Davis in person. K. Ryde will be in touch and inform you of what comes next.’ She squeezed her hand hard. ‘I mean it, Stacie. From this moment on, you’ve never met K. Ryde, and you won’t ever meet him again. Are we clear?’




    Stacie squared her shoulders and nodded, unable to speak around the claw of nerves in her chest.




    Kendra’s face softened to a warm smile, and she released Stacie’s hand with a gentle pat. ‘Good. Now the sun’s out and I’m dying for a walk along the river so that I can bore you beyond words with the latest about Garrett and me.’




    And really, there was nothing in the whole world Stacie needed more at that moment.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Stacie nearly fell off the chair behind her desk as she jerked to wakefulness. It took her a second to realize she was in her office at the gallery. A quick glance at her watch told her she had maybe a half-hour before the workmen arrived. She yawned and stretched, then shoved to her feet to open the utilitarian mini-blinds. They would soon be replaced with lush spring green drapes at windows that would be flanked by plants from the same nursery that had furnished the greenery for Ellis when he’d opened the Pneuma Building.




    Even unfinished as it was, she loved the feel of the place and what she was building it into. Stacie already owned a thriving gallery, and she had every intention of making the West Coast gallery as successful as the one in New York. Two trips to Japan in as many months and the constant yo-yoing back and forth to New York until she could get her manager there trained and up to speed had pretty much guaranteed that she wasn’t getting enough rest. She was jetlagged as hell, so she tried to make the best of it and get some work done when she couldn’t sleep. That was to be expected. It was a challenging time. It wouldn’t last forever. But the stress of opening the new gallery meant the nightmare she had lived through in the early days of the New York gallery was bound to bubble up and kick her unconscious in the butt. It had been a bad dream that had woken her in the wee hours this morning. Even the pep talk she had given herself – that this time was different, that this time she was going in with her eyes open, that this time she knew what she was doing – didn’t lull her back to sleep, so here she was.




    She glanced round her makeshift office with its folding chair and battered pine desk buried beneath shipping documents for the Japanese part of the exhibition and plans for the completion of the interior of the gallery. In her office, the walls were already painted, the floor was laid. The furniture would be delivered next week, and that included a comfy chair and a sofa for her to doze on when she was jetlagged. It was coming together, she thought. It was coming together.




    Just then her BlackBerry buzzed. She scrabbled to find it beneath the stack of papers, nearly dropping it in the trash can when she finally unburied it and read the reminder to call Harris Walker. Again. She’d already rescheduled the call three times in the past 24 hours because she knew the drill. Either she’d get his voicemail and he wouldn’t return her call or he’d tell her he couldn’t talk right now, but he’d get back to her, and then he wouldn’t. But Harris Walker had no idea just how tenacious she was and how badly she wanted his work for the gallery’s opening exhibition. He’d have to personally tell her to fuck off and die before she would even begin to take the hint. And though Harris Walker didn’t much like her, she knew he was way too nice to tell her to fuck off and die.




    The sunshine was just beginning to make a golden path onto the newly laid wood floor, and she had it on good authority that Harris would be up. In fact, she had it on good authority that he’d spent the past night in a hide photographing great horned owls. Owls slept in the daytime so she figured he’d be finishing up, but not yet have had time to tuck up in his jammies for a nap. She’d invite him to breakfast. Surely he must be starving after spending the night in the woods. Of course, even if he were, he’d still tell her no. Then she’d invite him for coffee and work her way down from there. Maybe they could compromise on a glass of tepid water in her disaster of an office.




    She really didn’t need to refresh her memory on Harris Walker’s work. She’d studied his photographs in detail long before she knew him in person, back when she’d had no reason to believe that when they actually met he wouldn’t like her. But as she pulled up the website of Wilderness Vanguard, she told herself it was to give him time to get back to civilization before she became the unpleasant point in his morning. He was the editor of the Vanguard, and some of his work was in almost every issue.




    After she’d looked through the latest edition, she brought up Harris’ own website and flipped through the photo galleries. She flipped past the photos of pristine Cascade scenery, past the photos of birds preening and elk rutting, past the photos of sunsets over the Pacific Ocean and sea lions lolling in the sand near Lincoln City. She even flipped past the gripping photo-diary he had done of his trip to the forests of Valderia with Ellis a few months ago. She flipped instead to the images of mining run-off and erosion-ravaged landscapes, to the photos of landfills, oil-slickened waterways and clear-cuts, to the photos of small, dying communities that’d lost their livelihood when the lumber industry went belly-up. As she studied them for the hundredth time, she wondered how he did it; how he could revel in such beauty as the Northwest was famous for, then immerse himself in landscapes from hell without somehow damaging his soul. She’d like to ask him if he’d ever consent to at least meet her for coffee.




    She really thought that, of Dee Henning’s two best friends, Harris would be the easiest to win over. Stacie knew what men saw when they looked at her, and she seldom had to do much more than smile at a man to get his attention. Socially, she wasn’t even close to desperate. She was used to being able to date anyone she wanted whenever she wanted.




    Though Harris Walker was definitely the stuff of sex dreams, with his broad shoulders and outdoorsy good looks, all she wanted was the man’s photos. It was strictly business. At first, she thought he simply couldn’t forgive her for her inadvertent role in her and Garrett’s bumbling attempt to get Dee and Ellis together, the attempt that had nearly had the opposite result. But Garrett he seemed to have forgiven, so she suspected his less than warm feelings toward her had as much to do with her past relationship with Garrett and Ellis as anything. Ex fiancée to one, ex-wife to the other. OK, it wasn’t a shining resume, but she had only been 18, for fuck sake, and that horrible mistake had cost her way more than she could have ever imagined.




    Anyway, it wasn’t like she was asking Harris to marry her, or even to like her. Could he possibly think she’d try to seduce him? There were at least five other wildlife photographers who were practically begging to be a part of her opening exhibition, but it was Harris she wanted. She flipped back through the pictures of devastation one last time, then grabbed the BlackBerry and pulled up his number.




    It rang until it went to voicemail. She rolled her eyes, then put on her sweetest voice and asked him, for the hundredth time, if they could get together to talk about the exhibition. When she hung up, she left a text as well, all the while having visions of the man slapping a restraining order on her. Well, that’s what he’d have to do if he wanted her to give up. She’d beg, bargain and grovel if she had to. She’d try again a little later.




    While she made herself coffee in the kitchenette next to her office, she went down the mental list of questions she’d ask him, just in case today was the day when he actually gave in and returned her call.




    Still thinking about the stubbornly uncooperative Harris Walker, she started a second pot of coffee. The workmen would be here soon and the bakery around the corner would be delivering shortly. She had made special arrangements for a delivery daily as long as the workers were finishing up the gallery. She needed them happy and pleased to do things exactly the way she wanted, and nothing said do it my way quite as nicely as fresh pastries and quality French roast coffee.




    That done, she took her own coffee back to her desk. She glanced through Harris’s photo galleries again, studying the horrendous detail of some of the scenes of destruction and environmental damage. She took a pen and a small pad of paper and scribbled notes about the ones she hoped to include in her exhibition. While she was at it, she made a note to call the young reporter, Carla Flannery, for more details about the illegal landfill she had uncovered in the John Day area. There was a whole series of photos on Harris’ site from that unfortunate incident.




    While jotting down notes, she tried Harris’ number again. Still no answer. She left another message and decided to let it go for the day. She could only do so much harassing before she had to give the poor guy a break. She had dinner plans with Dee and Ellis this evening before she took the red-eye to New York, and if he hadn’t gotten back to her by then, she would exercise her option to manipulate and get the two of them to talk to him. He’d probably like her less for it, but since she didn’t know him well enough to know how much less he was still capable of liking her, she supposed she could live with that. The man was just being stubborn. He’d exhibited his work all over the Northwest and beyond. She’d made it clear the proceeds from the exhibition would go to fund the Vigilant Trust, which Wilderness Vanguard and Ellis and his company had been instrumental in starting between them. The Vigilant Trust was money for reclaiming land that had been damaged and for helping the communities that had suffered from job losses. Stacie was proud that her gallery would begin its life supporting such a good cause.




    Into her silent reverie, her BlackBerry buzzed the arrival of a text, causing her to jump and drop the notepad onto the floor. Maybe this was it. Maybe Harris Walker was finally getting back to her. Her mind was already racing as she grabbed for it. She had no doubt she could convince him to allow her to exhibit his work if he’d just listen to her. She was sure he’d be intrigued.




    When she opened the text, all thoughts of the exhibition, all thoughts of Harris Walker, all thoughts of the workmen she could now hear arriving, went out of her head. Her stomach rebelled, and for a second, she thought she would vomit her coffee. But she forced herself to breathe deeply, forced herself to calm and focus. After all, this was not unexpected. She had lived in the shadow of this moment for ten years, and she would never be more ready to face it than she was now. She took another breath, squared her shoulders and read it.




    Welcome to the West Coast, Stacie. It’s such a pleasure to have you close once again. Feels like old times. We must meet for drinks and dinner. I’m dying to catch up on all your news. I do hope the gallery renovations are going without a snag. So many unexpected, and expensive, glitches can happen when you’re on a tight deadline.




    Yours always,




    TJ




    The BlackBerry slipped from her hands, and disappeared in the mound of papers on her desk as she shoved back the chair and ran for the stairs.




    ‘What the fuck?’ she heard one of the workmen exclaim, and she nearly ran into Ted, the foreman who was racing up the stairs toward her. He caught her before she could lose her balance. His expression was hard; his voice tightly controlled. ‘Ms. Emerson, you’d better come look at this.’




    He kept a protective hand under her elbow as he led her into the main exhibition hall. It was probably a good thing he did. The red paint was splashed over the newly laid floor and onto the freshly painted wall where it dried in thick spatters. Oxygen rushed from her lungs and everything else disappeared as the past forced its way into the void. ‘Zoe!’ Stacie could never remember if she had actually called out her friend’s name or if it were only in her head. She was no longer in the vandalized gallery. She was transported back to Zoe’s flat, back to the gunshot that shattered her world, back to the blood on the walls.




    ‘Everything was locked up just like we left it last night, just like always,’ Ted was saying, but the rest of his words were drowned out by the ringing in her ears and the present fell further away.




    When she allowed herself to think about that horrible time, it was always with thoughts of what might have been if she could have gotten Zoe away from him, if they could have gone somewhere he couldn’t find them. Strangely, it was his scent that permeated all of her memories of him. Every time she had ever been with him it had surrounded her, practically drowned her; when he held her, when he stroked her hair, when he caressed her. He always smelled like the desert, with everything that was dangerous about it. Everything that was poisonous or desolate or sharp-angled and deadly seemed to seep through his pores in a way that was both dark and compelling. How was it that something as simple as the way someone smelled could elicit such desire, such hope, such terror, such rage? How was it that the scent of the man was the first thing she remembered about him and the last thing that haunted her in her dreams?




    When she came back to herself she was seated on a folding chair and Ted was offering her a glass of water. This is how it all begins, she reminded herself. And this was not the time to be squeamish. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t expected to hear from Terrance Jamison. That was inevitable. It was just that she hadn’t expected to hear from him quite so soon, and she had at least expected a little grace period before the harassing began.




    ‘Shall I call the police?’ Ted was saying.




    She shook her head. ‘No.’ There was a shuffling and a mumble of surprise among the workmen. She drank the water down and stood. ‘I know what this is all about, and I don’t have time to go through a police investigation, which will turn up nothing, not if this gallery’s going to open on schedule. How soon can you fix it?’ she asked Ted. Before he could respond, she added, ‘I don’t care how much it costs. I don’t care what it takes. I need it fixed immediately if not sooner.’




    The foreman looked around at his crew. ‘All right, I can call in some extra workers, we can arrange for an extra shift, work into the night if we have to. But are you sure you don’t want the police to check this out? This is vandalism, ma’am, and no doubt –’




    She cut him off. ‘I know what it is, and I’m sure. Just do whatever it takes. I’ll be in my office if you need me.’ She turned on shaky legs and walked carefully back to the stairs. Already Ted was barking orders and the place erupted into action. Back in her office, she forced herself to read the text through one more time and then again. She forced herself to remember, to remember all of it, all she knew and all that she couldn’t prove, but she knew with a certainty that was unshakeable. She forced herself to remember every detail, every nuance, every injury suffered, and when it felt like a cold, hard stone in the pit of her stomach, she closed the text without answering it.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Harris Walker shifted in the branches of the beech tree just enough to allow the feeling to flow back into his numb legs and instantly regretted it as the pins and needles of returning circulation shot down to his toes. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to hold still. He’d never photographed a family of great horned owls as up close and personal as this before, and he was determined to get just a few more shots into the neighboring tree before he was forced to call it a night. The sun had been up nearly an hour, and the birds should have settled down to sleep by now, but an unexpected bedtime snack had delayed the normal routine.




    The female was divvying up bits of a freshly killed skunk among the three fairly mature branchers. Skunk was one of the favorite foods of great horned owls who, blessedly, had no sense of smell. Harris, however, did, and even olfactory fatigue wasn’t quite enough to keep his eyes from watering at the barbed scent of skunk musk, which didn’t exactly make for good photos. That really irritated him because this was a view into the life of these birds only days, he would guess, before the adults sent their progeny out to fend for themselves and find their own territories. The golds and bronzes of early morning light, with the dappled shadows of the foliage, would make for interesting shots.




    He was in an uncomfortable position, halfway up a good-sized beech tree looking over into the branches of the neighboring oak where the owl family had settled. He knew he shouldn’t be. He knew it was risky, especially being out here on his own. But after the previous night’s less than satisfactory shoot in the hide, he’d opted for the tree this time and was rewarded with some truly intimate shots of the birds. But he was tired now. His body ached from his vigil, and the smell of skunk was becoming nearly unbearable. Just a few more shots, then, when the adults settled in to rest, he’d scramble down and be home in time for breakfast.




    Gradually, the pins and needles subsided in his leg. He blinked his watering eyes and kept shooting. Just a few more shots … He leaned out precariously onto the branch, wrapping his legs around its girth and securing his position with his feet, ankles turned, the soles of his hiking boots pressing hard into the wood. He was just focusing in for a close-up of the largest brancher, who was doing its best to swallow the huge piece of skunk, when, into the silence, his Blackberry rang, and both the adult owls were instantly hyper-vigilant. Shit! Had he really forgotten to turn the stupid thing off? He never forgot. Ever!




    Hanging on for dear life with his legs, he contorted himself to reach it in his pocket before he realized the offending device was still in his backpack, which he had left at the bottom of the tree. It was a damn good thing he had. Immediately, the owls’ necks swiveled Exorcist-style, and those wild yellow eyes honed in on the bag, instead of him. The female rose up silently, the tips of her wing feathers nearly slapping Harris in the face, before both she and the male attacked his pack, talons first, with a terrifying force. He figured the female, who was the larger of the two, weighed in somewhere around five pounds. That might not sound like much, but it was five pounds of super-charged predator on wings that spanned well over a meter, and most of that weight was muscle, sharp beak and talons – talons strong enough to sever the spinal cord of its prey and do severe damage to a human, even one the size of Harris. As the device kept mindlessly ringing they kept attacking. And it wasn’t difficult to see that the backpack was losing the battle. They continued to shred it even after the BlackBerry went silent.




    Harris stayed very still, holding his breath, goose flesh rising on his neck. Jesus! It could have been him. Whatever had possessed him to leave the phone in his backpack could very well have saved his bacon. Great horned owls were known for being aggressive, especially close to their nest or their young. He held tight and watched the destruction below. And when the backpack was truly destroyed, and the owls seemed to consider it no longer a threat, they decided to find a more peaceful place to finish their snack.




    Once they’d flown, he waited a full five minutes before he moved, straining to hear owl sounds or see the returning flutter of wings. There was neither. He eased his aching body down the tree and surveyed the pathetic remains of his pack, which was not only well-shredded but liberally dotted in owl poop.




    He found the offending phone and shoved it into his pocket; he stuffed everything he could salvage into one of the waterproof bags he always carried in the pack for kayaking trips, then stuck the remains of the backpack in on top and sealed the bag. He’d no sooner finished than the BlackBerry began to ring again. But it was quickly drowned out by the squawks of the owls, who returned with a vengeance. With the phone tinkling away merrily and the two adult birds dive-bombing him, Harris half ran, half belly-flopped beneath the partially upturned stump. Fuck! Why hadn’t he remembered to turn the damn thing off, and who the hell would call him at this hour anyway?




    From the safety of his hidey-hole, he pulled out the offending device and frantically clicked it into silent mode, but not before he noticed that it was Stacie Emerson who’d been trying to call him. Damn it, he thought to himself as he listened to the squawks and barks of the angry owls, why couldn’t she just leave him alone? He really didn’t want to work with her. Maybe Ellis and Dee and even Kendra could forgive and forget, but he didn’t find it that easy. How could someone be all sweetness and light and do the things she’d done? And how could everyone just pretend that none of it had ever happened?




    Other than the text that told him he had two missed calls, there was a text from Stacie as well.




    Hi Harris,




    Ellis told me you spent the night with the owls and that I might be able to catch you when you’d finished the photo shoot. Would love to treat you to breakfast and talk about the exhibition. I really think you’ll like my ideas.




    Stacie




    Harris shut down the device with a stern punch of the keys and shoved it back in his pocket. Who the hell did she think she was to pretend like all was well and wonderful, to act like they were best buds? They weren’t! He didn’t want to be her buddy, and he didn’t want to work with the woman.




    He tried not to think about the way she’d draped her arm over his and acted as though they were all but in the sack together at that press conference, back when Kendra was pretending to be the hotshot romance novelist Tess Delaney. Well, at least Garrett Thorne had grown a pair and come clean. Everyone knew now that Tess Delaney was really Garrett. And everyone knew that he was head over heels in love with Harris’ friend, Kendra Davis. Harris still wasn’t sure he liked that idea, but even he had to admit he loved seeing that silly grin that lit up Kendra’s face every time she talked about Garrett.




    That was fine, that was fair enough. And Garrett was Ellison Thorne’s brother, after all. There wasn’t anyone Harris respected more than he respected Ellis. And if Garrett was Ellis’ brother, and he did right by Kendra, Harris supposed he could learn to tolerate him. But in all honesty, he couldn’t see why his benevolence should extend to Stacie Emerson. Stacie had been engaged to one Thorne brother and had eloped with the other. Surely that was not the mark of someone who could be trusted. And no matter how many excuses everyone made for her, well, in his opinion they were just excuses.




    And damned if he didn’t find himself sporting wood, thinking about her! That really pissed him off. OK, so she was beautiful. No one could argue with that. She had all the right curves in all the right places, and when they were pressed up close in his personal space, well, he was a man, wasn’t he? And in his weakest moments, his very weakest moments, when he was tired from spending the night in a hide taking pictures, when he’d spent the day with the board of directors of Wilderness Vanguard, he had, on the very rare occasion, fantasized about what it might be like to have her no doubt substantial charms turned in his direction. But those were weak moments and they didn’t happen very often. Well, not all that often.




    The sun was properly up now, and sweat trickled down his back and under his armpits as he eased his way out from under the tree stump, secure in the fact that the offending BlackBerry would not betray his presence to the owls again. He shuffled down the slope toward the Jeep, muscles aching from the night in the tree, and, as he settled into the driver’s seat, he resisted the urge to check back and see if there was another message from Stacie. Kendra had told him the woman made incredible blueberry pancakes, and wow, did that sound good right now. His stomach rumbled. His mind conjured an exquisite image of Stacie, that pale hair of hers all bedroom mussed, making him blueberry pancakes, clad in nothing but a loosely tied silk bathrobe barely long enough to cover her luscious bottom. Now he was hungry, and he had a hard-on. Damn the woman! He started the engine and headed down the canyon. He’d stop at a drive-through and grab something. He was anxious to see the photos he’d taken, and not at all anxious to talk to Stacie Emerson, even if it were just business. Even if she bribed him with blueberry pancakes.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    ‘You’re early,’ Dee said, giving Harris a bear hug that threatened to crunch his ribs. ‘It’s just as well; we’re running a little late. Ellis is just now home and in the shower. The cooking’s done. It’s Galina’s evening off with her sister – a girls’ night out to celebrate her niece’s engagement – so I told her I’d take care of the salad. Even I can’t mess up a salad. You can wash the lettuce.’ She returned to chopping cucumbers.




    The boardroom was Dee’s forte, not the kitchen, but of the Three Musketeers, Dee, Kendra and Harris, she was best at cooking real food in a pinch. Now that she spent as much of her time at Ellis’ house as at her own, she had the benefit of a real cook at least some of the time, and Galina was amazing. Still, Dee could have served up stale cheese sandwiches and Harris wouldn’t have minded. As well as the chance to spend time with his friends, it was the view from Ellis’ balcony and the lovely woodlands beyond that he loved, and that’s what he’d come early for.




    Dee didn’t miss his quick glances out the kitchen window, and she offered a knowing smile. ‘Put the lettuce there to drain and go for a walk. I know you want to. You probably have 30 minutes before Ellis is ready and we can get dinner on the table. I’ll give you a shout on your BlackBerry when it’s time to eat.’




    He shoved the lettuce into the draining rack and wiped his wet hands on his jeans, already heading for the door. ‘Thanks Dee, I won’t be long.’




    ‘Oh one more thing,’ she called over her shoulder as he headed out of the kitchen, ‘Stacie …’




    That’s all he heard as he closed the door behind him and hurried toward the woodland. He turned his BlackBerry on as he went so Dee could call him. He’d had it off since his morning run-in with the owls, just in case Stacie tried him again and, in all honesty, he’d forgotten about it. He didn’t turn back to catch what Dee said. He figured a part of tonight’s dinner plan was to try and convince him to talk to Stacie. To be fair, he had all but invited himself when he heard the menu, so he supposed he could endure the two of them regaling him with what a nice person Stacie was and how he ought to consider working with her. He could endure that if it got him a walk in Ellis’ wilderness and the chance to sink his teeth into some of Galina’s famous chicken parmigiana. Plus he had it on good authority that her even more famous red velvet cake was on the dessert menu, so if they had to talk about Stacie, well, he’d endure it and be rewarded with some nice woodland shots and a delicious meal for his sufferings.




    In spite of the warm, welcoming feeling Ellis’ home always gave Harris, he couldn’t fight back a little shiver as he remembered the stalker who had sneaked onto the property a few weeks ago to watch Kendra and Garrett while they lay stargazing in Ellis’ meadow. He felt a little queasy every time he thought about how close he came to losing his friend. The stalker had used night vision goggles, the police said. Frederick Parks was his real name, though he’d called himself Edge. He had been watching them from just inside the woods, and before the dust finally cleared, before the whole horrifying event was over, Kendra had been kidnaped and Garrett shot. Jesus, their lives had all been so banal until the past few months. He lifted his camera and got a shot of a robin on the edge of the lawn wrestling with a very large worm.




    Garrett was well on the road to recovery now and love was in the air. Again. And though Harris never felt left out, there were times when, no matter how much Ellis, his brother, and Stacie shoved into their lives and no matter how happy he was for both Dee and Kendra, nothing else would do but a few hours spent with his friends. Still, as much as he respected and liked Ellis and, all right, Garrett was definitely growing on him, it felt strange to have the dynamic of their friendship in flux in a way he never would have imagined. There were times too when he sort of suspected that he was getting the push toward Stacie just so he wouldn’t be the odd man out. But then, he told himself, neither Dee nor Kendra would ever do that deliberately. Sure, they would both love to see him happily matched, but they also knew how he felt about Stacie. And whether he liked her or not, Stacie was still friends with everyone else, and he could be polite and tolerate her if he had to. But that didn’t include doing an exhibition for her, even though he knew it would be good publicity for him, even though he knew she had a reputation for being the best in her field. It was the principle of the thing, he told himself




    Harris shot a couple more photos of the wrestling match between the robin and the worm then slipped into the cool of the woods. As always was the case, he quickly became fascinated by the living snapshot that was nature. He took several photos of a brightly colored slime mold growing near the remains of a decayed stump and a few shots of the soft-needled branches of a larch tree just beginning to turn golden with the approach of autumn. He’d just gotten a nice close-up of the thick blanket of moss on a rotting tree trunk and the microcosm living there when his phone rang. He answered, still studying the moss that, up close, looked like a miniature jungle.




    ‘Did you see Stacie?’ Dee spoke. ‘If you do, drag her on back with you. Dinner’s about to be served.’




    ‘See Stacie?’ His attention was still focused on the moss. ‘Why should I have seen Stacie?’




    Her exasperated sigh from the BlackBerry sounded like a gust of wind. ‘Harris, I told you she was out walking too, but you were so anxious to get into the woods, I didn’t figure you’d heard me. Besides, I emailed you that she’d be here. Don’t you ever read your emails?’




    ‘I had the BlackBerry turned off, ever since her call this morning nearly resulted in death by owls,’ he replied, trying not to grind his teeth. ‘I just now turned it back on.’




    ‘Oh? Then you’ve talked to her. Death by owl? Didn’t you have your device turned off? Harris, you know how dangerous great horned owls can be. What were you thinking?’




    ‘I forgot.’




    ‘What do you mean, you forgot? You never forget. That’s not the kind of thing you would dare forget.’




    ‘Fortunately I’d left it in my backpack on the ground, so it was all right, no damage done. At least, none to me, though the pack’s a goner, and if Stacie hadn’t called –’




    ‘Hold it, Harris. If the pack was on the ground, where the hell were you? Weren’t you in the hide?’




    He found himself wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. ‘It doesn’t matter where I was; the point is who the hell calls someone at seven in the morning?’




    ‘Oh for fuck sake, Harris, you’re always up before God, everybody knows that, and you still haven’t answered my question.’




    ‘I was up a tree, all right? I was up a tree, and I got some fantastic photos for it. And never mind that, you know how I feel about Stacie. I’d say it’s pretty damn manipulative of her to arrange for you to invite the two of us together and –’




    There was a soft chuckle behind him. ‘I’m very glad to hear you got fantastic photos, Mr. Walker, but you could have gotten yourself killed.’




    He nearly dropped his device as he spun around to find Stacie Emerson standing right behind him. And no one, especially someone he didn’t like, should look that good wearing faded jeans and a T-shirt. But the jeans hugged her curves just right, and made it difficult for him to remember what the hell he and Dee were talking about. Her arms were folded across her very nice front, which even the modest-fitting T-shirt couldn’t disguise as anything other than lush, and the black of the shirt made her hair look almost white in the sharp-angled light filtering through the trees. The sight of her made him breathless, and damn if a good deal of the blood supply that he really needed in his brain right now wasn’t being hijacked to regions farther south.




    Wishing desperately the forest floor would open and swallow him up, he forced his voice to sound normal. ‘Dee,’ he spoke into the device, struggling to act as though he hadn’t made a total ass of himself, struggling to keep his eyes locked on Stacie’s, which sparkled like she’d just heard the best joke ever. ‘She’s here. We’re on our way.’ He shoved the BlackBerry back into his pocket without taking his eyes off Stacie. ‘How long have you been listening?’




    ‘I wasn’t listening, but you weren’t exactly being quiet, so I heard enough to know that I’m not your favorite person at the moment. No surprise there, really. I already knew that.’ She gestured toward the house. ‘Shall we? Don’t want that delicious chicken getting cold, do we? I must get the recipe. The red velvet cake recipe is actually mine. I gave it to Galina way back when Ellis first moved into this house.’ She shot him another amused glance. ‘And no, I’m not trying to win my way to your heart through your stomach. I figure you’re way too sophisticated for that. Though it is a damn good recipe.’




    It was frustrating as hell that she could make what was for dinner sound like polite, witty conversation and he couldn’t think of two words to rub together now that she was here next to him, now that he’d already made a fool of himself in front of her. The last of the evening sunlight filtered through the trees like thick golden syrup as the two slipped out into the open of the meadow. ‘I didn’t hear you,’ Harris said, feeling embarrassed that he’d been caught in the truth and pissed off that it embarrassed him.




    ‘Obviously, though I am surprised, I’m a bit like a moose in a crystal shop when I get out in the woods. Honestly, I stumble about like an accident waiting to happen. But then you were pretty distracted.’




    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.




    ‘What? Sorry that you said it or sorry that I heard it? Nothing to be sorry about, but really, even I know you shouldn’t have been up in the tree near a nest of great horned owls.’




    ‘It would have been a lot less dangerous if you hadn’t chosen that time to call me,’ he said.




    She deliberately shuffled her feet in the high grass, making a swish, swish sound as she walked. ‘I never imagined you’d have left your phone on while you were communing with the great outdoors.’




    ‘Usually, I don’t.’ He tried to think of an excuse, but the truth was he’d simply gotten careless. He couldn’t blame Stacie for that, no matter how badly he’d like to.




    ‘Glad it’s not a habit then,’ she said. ‘I figured that it probably wasn’t or, judging by some of the amazing shots you’ve got on your website, you wouldn’t have survived this long.’




    Jesus, the woman wasn’t even going to give him the chance to be indignant and tell her it was none of her business. Did she have to go and compliment him like that?




    ‘I especially loved the mountain lion shots, up on the Crooked River, weren’t they? I can’t even begin to imagine how you managed those safely.’




    ‘By making sure my BlackBerry was turned off,’ he replied, feeling a little more at ease. The mountain lion shots were some of his favorites, and it had been one of the most adrenalin-laced shoots he’d ever done. He hadn’t dared tell Dee or Kendra just what had been involved in getting those shots. They would definitely not have approved, and it was almost a sacred experience for him. He didn’t want anyone’s disapproval tainting it.




    ‘I think I read somewhere that the best way to keep a mountain lion from attacking you is to make sure your cell phone is turned off,’ Stacie said.




    She understood, then! The thought flashed through his head before he could stop it, before he could remind himself she was trying to get him to exhibit his work in her gallery, that she had manipulated his friends into arranging this meeting; of course she’d say flattering things.




    Ellis met them at the door and folded Stacie into a quick hug, lifting her off her feet. Then he gave Harris a friendly slap on the back. ‘Come on in, both of you. Dinner’s on the table, and it’s warm enough to eat on the patio so you won’t have to completely give up the great outdoors just yet.’




    ‘I see you two found each other,’ Dee called over her shoulder as she brought the chicken from the kitchen and nodded everyone to follow.




    ‘You could say that,’ Stacie said with a smile that might have passed for naughty if Harris hadn’t known she was really having a laugh at his expense. To her credit, she only commented about the autumn colors beginning to work their way into the woodland’s always stunning décor. Harris was surprised at her eye for detail, but then he shouldn’t have been. She was a successful gallery owner, after all. He’d get back to Dee later about allowing the woman to manipulate her into getting the two of them together, but for the moment, he’d be polite and not ruin anyone’s dinner. He knew how hard Dee and Ellis worked and how little free time the CEO of Pneuma Inc. and his second in command got these days.




    ‘So then, are you an artist? Is that what got you into the gallery business?’ Harris asked as the chicken was served up with a seasonal veg mix that he figured came from Galina’s garden.




    ‘No. I just enjoy looking at beautiful things,’ she replied around a mouthful of green beans.




    ‘Plus she has a head for business,’ Ellis added. ‘The gallery was a money pit, in debt to the hilt when Stacie took over. She made it work when anyone else would have ran away screaming.’




    Harris understood humility at such a compliment coming from a business wizard like Ellison Thorne, and he would have expected a modest blush. Instead, the look on Stacie’s face was more like he’d just told her that her best friend had died. She caught herself quickly enough and offered a demurring smile, but not before Harris knew it wasn’t a topic she wanted to discuss. That certainly surprised him, since he figured she’d want him to know just how good she was at her job.




    ‘I ended up there by default,’ she said, matter-of-factly. ‘And it was probably more dumb luck than any gift I had in that direction.’




    ‘But you are tenacious.’ The words were out before Harris could stop them.




    She offered him a half-smile that, he hated to admit, got his cock’s attention. Then she lifted her wine glass in salute. ‘I am that.’




    He was certain that this was the opening she was looking for, and he figured he’d offer it, then cut her off at the pass so they could all relax and enjoy the rest of their dinner. But she surprised him again by ignoring him completely and turning her attention to Dee. ‘I had a call from Al Marston this morning. He certainly can’t say enough nice things about you now he knows what a badass business woman you are. He said you’d been yo-yoing to New York and back almost as much as I have recently. Sounds like the deal with Scribal is coming together.’




    ‘It’s been exciting,’ Dee replied. ‘I’m off to Paris on Monday to meet with Trouvères one last time before we start production. I hope to be in Atlanta when the new plant opens.’




    Strangely, Harris felt disappointed, and that made him angry. He didn’t want Stacie’s attention on him, he reminded himself.




    ‘Is Al coming for the opening of the gallery?’ Ellis asked.




    OK, Harris thought, it was a team effort, then. This was where they’d bring it all back around to the exhibition, casual like, and then he’d be cornered by the three of them.




    ‘Says he wouldn’t miss it,’ Stacie said. ‘Al and I’ve been friends for a long time. It would mean a lot to me if he could be there. Speaking of big events, have you two set a date yet?’




    Wrong-footed again, Harris thought.




    ‘Next May,’ Ellis said. ‘We can take some time off then, and I want us to have a real honeymoon.’




    ‘You’re such a romantic,’ Stacie said.




    The rest of the main course passed with talk that had nothing to do with the exhibition, nor were any propositions aimed at Harris other than to ask if he’d like red velvet cake, a question for which there was really no need. By then, he just figured Stacie was saving the propositions for dessert and coffee. But she properly surprised him by refusing the offer of cake.




    ‘As much as I’d love to, I’ve got a plane to catch, and if I miss this one it’ll make it tight for me to be sure everything’s ready for the art auction tomorrow night. My new East Coast manager’s still a little overwhelmed by it all, but she’s getting there.’




    ‘Art auction?’ Harris repeated.




    ‘In New York, yes,’ she replied. ‘I do one every year. The country’s most promising artists auction off their work to some of the world’s richest art lovers, and the money all goes to Americans for the Arts and several other charities aimed at funding art education in public schools. It’s one of the big events of the gallery year for us, as well as for new artists. Several have had their careers launched from the event. This is my last year to orchestrate the East Coast event. I’m hoping next year I’ll have one in New World Gallery West as well.’




    And still she didn’t proposition him. Harris would have thought such an event would be the perfect set-up. It was very impressive.




    ‘I’ve sent Lynn with express instructions to buy something nice and earthy and pay lots of money for it,’ Ellis said, then he addressed Harris. ‘Lynn’s quite a talented artist in her own right, you know?’ Harris had only met Ellis’ executive secretary once, but he would have never guessed the woman to possess any artistic talent.




    Then Ellis turned his attention back to Stacie. ‘I’ll have Jeffries meet you around front with the limo.’ He pulled out his phone and called the chauffeur.




    The whole entourage headed down to the front door. Harris went along because it was polite and he certainly hadn’t been very polite earlier.




    At the door, Ellis’ butler, Harold, appeared with Stacie’s bag just as Ellis’ phone buzzed. He glanced at it, then back at Stacie. ‘It’s Blankenship. I’ve got to take this. I’m sorry. Have a safe trip and good luck with the auction.’ He gave Stacie a quick hug and headed back into the house.




    ‘Wait a minute, why don’t you at least let me send a piece of cake with you?’ Dee said. ‘You can eat it in the limo. Believe me, Jeffries has had to clean up worse than cake crumbs.’




    ‘I’d like that,’ Stacie said. ‘Though I’ll probably hold out for a midnight snack in the gallery flat when I get there. I doubt there’ll be anything else to eat. I forgot to ask Maggie to stock the fridge.’




    ‘I’ll get it. Won’t be a minute, Jeffries,’ Dee called over her shoulder to the driver as she disappeared back into the house.




    Stacie handed Jeffries her computer bag, which he stowed in the trunk. ‘Sorry it’s so heavy,’ she called after him. ‘I travel light clothing-wise, but books – well, I still like the real thing.’ Still talking to the chauffeur, she headed toward the limo and missed the last step off the porch. With a startled yelp, she fell heavily against Harris, who was standing just below her, still looking after the retreating Dee. Combined with the forward momentum of someone who had someplace important to go, the woman would have done a complete nosedive onto the driveway if Harris hadn’t caught her.




    ‘Oh God, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.’ She tried to pull away, but even that move was none too stable, so Harris did the only thing he could. He held her there, pressed to his chest. ‘I told you I’m clumsy. I’m so sorry I wasn’t paying attention, and –’




    ‘And it was a good thing I was here to catch you. The sidewalk’s not nearly as forgiving.’




    ‘I’m not entirely certain of that, Mr. Walker.’ Her voice was breathless and her words unsure. Was she actually nervous, the woman who never was anything but sure of herself?




    ‘Perhaps not then, but I’m definitely less painful.’




    ‘I’m really sorry,’ she repeated in a half-whisper. ‘I’m not very safe to be around sometimes.’




    ‘I don’t doubt that,’ he said. And then he did the dumbest thing ever – something he would have never imagined himself doing. He lifted her in his arms and felt her little gasp of surprise, felt her arms circle his neck as he carried her to the open door of the limo and deposited her on the seat way more gracefully than he would have imagined himself capable. In his head, he gave himself a high five just before he gave himself a mental kick in the ass for doing something so stupid. ‘You don’t want to go to your big auction tomorrow night with a concussion or a broken ankle, so at least this guarantees your safe arrival at the limo.’ God, could he sound any more lame?




    She smiled up at him and found her voice. ‘Harris, I need to ask you something.’




    Jesus, was she really going to choose now to ask him about the exhibition? His shoulders stiffened, but if she noticed, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she slid a hand down to rest against the breast pocket of his shirt where he’d absently stuffed the offending BlackBerry after she interrupted his conversation with Dee earlier in the woods. ‘Please remember to turn off your BlackBerry next time you’re in the woods with the owls or the mountain lions. How could I live with myself if I were the cause of serious injuries to a man who takes such wonderful photos?’




    Dee chose that moment to return with a goody bag Harris figured contained a lot more than cake. The two women hugged and giggled their goodbyes while he stood back, wondering what the hell just happened and why he was the one who now felt unsteady on his feet.




    As the limo pulled away, Dee grabbed his hand and guided him back into the house, where cake had been served in the den in front of the big stone fireplace, and Ellis, who had finished his phone call, was pouring coffee.




    She waited until they were all settled with coffee and huge wedges of cake before she offered him a wicked smile. ‘I don’t know if Stacie was impressed with your show of manly strength, but I certainly was.’




    Ellis raised a questioning eyebrow. Harris blushed. ‘The woman’s dangerous,’ he said. ‘She tripped.’




    Ellis nodded. ‘She does that a lot. She’s not the most coordinated person in the world. Though you’d never know that when you put her in a room full of wealthy people she thinks can contribute to a good cause. Then she’s the picture of grace and charm.’




    ‘Well, I’m so glad you were there to catch her and carry her safely to the limo so she’ll have the chance to charm that room full of rich folks out of their money,’ Dee said.




    ‘Carried her to the limo?’ Ellis asked.




    ‘The woman’s dangerous,’ Harris grumped, ‘and personally I think it was pretty manipulative of her to get you to invite her for dinner too.’




    Ellis and Dee looked at each other and shrugged, so he continued. ‘And then she didn’t even have the nerve to confront me about why she was here.’




    ‘She was here because we invited her,’ Dee said. ‘And there was no manipulation. She was invited first. It gave us a chance for a little catch-up and made her trip to the airport easier with the limo. You’re the one who invited yourself along, Harris. And if you’d read your emails, you’d have known she was going to be here.’ She sat her coffee cup down, folded her arms across her chest and glared at him. ‘Were you rude to her?’




    ‘Not deliberately.’




    ‘What do you mean not deliberately? How can you be rude to somebody not deliberately?’




    ‘She accidentally overheard our conversation on the BlackBerry before dinner.’




    ‘Jesus, Harris!’




    ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting her to sneak up on me.’




    ‘Did you apologize?’




    ‘Of course I apologized. Kind of.’




    ‘Well she didn’t seem too upset by whatever it was you said,’ Ellis commented.




    ‘Then the woman’s a saint, I’d say.’ Dee returned to sipping her coffee. ‘Because you weren’t very nice at all.’




    ‘Dee –’ Ellis laid a kiss against her temple and slid an arm around her. ‘It’s all right. Stacie can fight her own battles, and if she were really bothered by what Harris said, believe me, she’d have let him know.’




    ‘Dee’s right,’ Harris said. ‘I was rude. I’ll make sure I apologize properly.’ Even as he said it – and he meant it, he really did – he braced himself for what he figured would be a suggestion that he might apologize to her by listening to her proposal to have him exhibit his work for the opening of her gallery. But it didn’t come.




    They finished their cake in more companionable conversation. When they were done, Harris excused himself. He’d been up all night the night before and hadn’t slept much that day, so he was ready for a rest, and he knew Dee and Ellis had limited time together with their busy schedules, so he said his goodbyes.




    At the door, Dee gave him her usual bear hug and a kiss that almost missed his ear, and Ellis gave him a nod.




    ‘We still kayaking Sunday morning?’ Ellis asked.




    ‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ Harris replied. ‘And since Dee can’t make it, how about we grill some steaks after when she’s free to join us, and maybe invite that no-account brother of yours, and Kendra.’ Then, as an afterthought, he added sheepishly, ‘And we can invite Stacie too if she’s back.’




    ‘She won’t be,’ Dee said. ‘She won’t be back till Monday, but knowing there are steaks waiting and an icy bottle of Mirror Pond would make me feel a little less sorry for myself for having to work Sunday.’ Dee had a meeting with a client in Eugene she’d been trying to get with for several months, so when he’d offered her Sunday morning, she had taken it.




    ‘Kayaking in the morning then steaks in the afternoon,’ Harris said. ‘It’s a deal.’




    Before he could leave, Dee handed him a huge slice of the red velvet cake in a plastic container and offered him a wicked smile. ‘Breakfast.’
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