
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: image]

[image: image]



Copyright © 2014 Jannine Gallant

Man © Stefano Cavoretto/Shutterstock.

Background © Galyna Andrushko/Shutterstock.

The right of Jannine Gallant to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in this Ebook edition in 2016

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Published by arrangement with Lyrical Press, 
an imprint of Kensington Publishing Corp.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 4722 3601 2

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


	About the Author

        [image: image]

	Write what you know. Jannine Gallant has taken this advice to heart, creating characters from small towns and plots that unfold in the great outdoors. She grew up in a tiny Northern California town and currently lives in beautiful Lake Tahoe with her husband and two daughters. When she isn’t busy writing or being a full time mom, Jannine hikes or snowshoes in the woods around her home. Whether she’s writing contemporary, historical or romantic suspense, Jannine brings the beauty of nature to her stories.
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You can run from the past, but you can’t hide . . .

Tough as nails, no nonsense San Francisco reporter Grace Hanover will do anything to cover the story of the decade – and her career. Having survived a painful past, she’s learned never to let anything stand in her way. Even if it means following a key witness into the Alaskan wilderness, and partnering with Travis Barnett, a former Navy SEAL turned PI who’s working for the Feds, and who would love to bring in Grace’s witness before she can get her story. But together in the wilderness, they’ll each have to put aside their differences and trust one another if they want to survive.

Because someone from Grace’s past is watching, waiting for just the right moment. Every step Grace takes draws her deeper into the line of fire, and into the hands of a killer . . .

Looking for more danger and drama? Don’t miss the other Who’s Watching Now titles: Every Move She Makes and Every Vow She Breaks.




 

Dedication

	 

	To my daughters, Tara and Kristen. May your lives always be a journey filled with excitement, fun, accomplishment and love!

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	Grace Hanover dropped her cell phone on the counter and happy danced around the apartment. Fists pumping in the air, she kicked an empty pizza box and let out a hoot. “Oh, yeah, oh, yeah! Pulitzer Prize, you’re mine, baby.”

	Collapsing onto the old leather couch, she pictured herself wearing a killer black dress, long hair swept up in an elegant knot and diamonds the size of her thumb sparkling at her ears. She smiled graciously at the tuxedo-clad presenter.

	All in a day’s work. I uncovered the story quite by chance... Who would I like to thank? Why, my family for their loving support, my long-suffering editor, and a reliable source who made this story possible.

	Her brows drew together as the vision faded. Calling her source reliable was a gross exaggeration, although Tia had come through for her in the past. She prayed the girl was merely stoned and not tripping on some hallucinogen when she overheard the rumor about Casey Sutton. A sober Tia was too much to hope for, about as likely as palm trees growing in Alaska, but Grace was willing to risk a wild goose chase for the story of the decade.

	Thinking about the possibilities sent a quiver of anticipation skittering down her spine. She, Grace Hanover, would have an exclusive interview with the man who had stumbled upon a billion dollar drug exchange and witnessed the murder of a government agent. For an investigative reporter, it didn’t get any better. San Francisco native Casey Sutton’s testimony was the key to bringing down Colombian drug lord Juan Estrada, and she would tell the public Sutton’s story in his own words.

	Both the national and local media were panting for details, but no one had a clue where the man was sequestered. Until now. If Tia could be believed. If the woman shooting off her mouth at some party really was Sutton’s girlfriend.

	Grace bounced off the couch and stared out the window through the marine layer obscuring her view of Golden Gate Park. Summer in San Francisco was nearly always foggy. Biting her lip, she wondered what the weather would be like in the wilds of Alaska. Sutton was idling away the weeks before the trial at a fishing retreat in the back of beyond, for God’s sake. She’d read the man was a nature freak, a hippy throwback, but couldn’t the feds have found someplace a little closer to home to hide him?

	The things I put myself through for a story.

	She flipped her hair over her shoulder and scowled at a chip in her nail polish. She’d rather have bamboo rammed under her fingernails than sleep in a tent. Thank the good Lord there was supposedly some sort of lodge at this camp. If Tia’s source wasn’t making up the whole freaking story. She’d check the place out online, pack and book a plane ticket on the next flight north. Chortling with glee, Grace headed for her computer.

	Casey Sutton wouldn’t know what hit him.

	* * * *

	“You want me to handle it personally?” Travis Barnett ran a hand through his hair and frowned at the piles of paperwork on his desk. “I don’t have time for fieldwork anymore, Fritz, and my staff is top rate.”

	The voice of his old buddy from SEAL Team Six rose in volume on the other end of the secure line. “I want you, not one of your staff. This is a hell of a lot more important than bodyguard duty for some two-bit celebrity, for Christ’s sake. The man’s location has been compromised. You’re close, and you’re the best. I don’t have time to screw around, and I’m not certain any of our men in the Anchorage office has the experience to get the job done. If Estrada’s goons get to Sutton first, we can kiss a conviction good-bye. Hell, we can kiss Sutton good-bye. I’ve spent months putting this case together, and I won’t see it flushed down the crapper because that hippy wannabe texted his girlfriend!”

	“Idiot.”

	“You won’t get an argument from me, but I need the man alive. I want you in Alaska yesterday! God, I was a fool to leave him up there alone, but the man I had on him was whining about the isolation. Then his wife went into early labor…” He sighed. “I was short staffed and made a bad judgment call, but let’s face it, no one would have found him at that lodge if he’d kept his mouth shut.”

	The fully loaded appointment book on his desk taunted Travis.

	“I suppose I could rearrange my schedule.” Thinking about the meetings he had lined up with potential clients and updates required for existing ones, he turned and stared out his office window at the Seattle skyline. A steady drizzle hadn’t let up in two days. A wet spring had turned into a soggy summer, not unusual for the Pacific Northwest, but this year the damp and gloom grated on his nerves. A fishing retreat in Alaska sounded like heaven.

	Phone in hand, he stood up to stretch his legs.

	Maybe getting away would improve his mood. Too bad he’d be working.

	“Rearrange, cancel, whatever you need to do to make it happen. I don’t care if you have to drag Sutton back to the lower forty-eight kicking and screaming. Get to him before Estrada does. I’ll personally take him off your hands the second you get home. With any luck, you won’t be away longer than two or three days at the most.”

	“Fine. I’ll be in touch as soon as he’s secured.”

	A breath whooshed through the phone. “I owe you one, or is this payback for the time I saved your hide in Iraq?”

	Travis grinned. “Carting your sorry ass twenty miles through a Nicaraguan jungle covered that debt.”

	Fritz’s voice turned gruff. “Be careful. If Estrada has a man headed north—and we have to assume he does—the whole situation could turn ugly real fast.”

	“Gee, why didn’t I think of that?”

	“Ass.”

	The phone went dead. Travis closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. For a while now, he’d considered delegating more of the company’s managerial workload to McNally. His second in command would tackle the new responsibilities with his usual efficiency. Plus, it was way past time to loosen his grip on the reins. Now that Barnett Security and Investigations, Inc. was flourishing, Travis really, really needed a break.

	Turning away from the window, he dropped into the seat of his leather desk chair. When was the last time he’d had a vacation? Two—no three years ago he’d spent five days on a rafting trip down the Snake River. Maybe after he handed Sutton over to Fritz...

	Still holding the receiver, he punched the intercom button. “Donna, can you track down McNally for me? Tell him I need to see him immediately.”

	“I’ll take care of it right away.”

	He kept the button depressed. “Thanks. Oh, and book me on the first flight to Anchorage. I’m going to be out of the office for a few days.”

	* * * *

	“There’ll be tourists around if it’s a fishing camp. A bunch of yahoos in hip waders.” His lip curled. “Collateral damage could be an issue. Let’s hope Estrada isn’t squeamish.”

	He listened to the accented voice and smiled. “Whatever you say. If you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time, you have to take your chances. I’ll handle it. Estrada knows I always get the job done.”

	Hanging up the phone, his fingers flew over the computer keyboard, pulling up flights. A redeye would get him to Anchorage by mid-morning. From there he’d take a puddle jumper to Moose Flat. If Estrada’s flunky wasn’t offering him a fortune to take care of the problem, he’d have told him to go to hell. Still, it didn’t pay to piss off a good client. Word would spread.

	Moose Flat, for God’s sake. Could it get any hokier?

	Booking the flights under an alias, he drummed his fingers on the desk as he awaited confirmation. An onyx ring gleamed in a shaft of light shining through the high window. He’d have to stop at a sporting goods store for suitable clothing and gear. Grimacing, he smoothed a hand down his Egyptian cotton shirt. In the attire he favored, he’d stand out like a diamond in a dung pile in Bumfuck, Alaska.

	The shit I put up with for the sake of a job. As much as he disliked the whole damned idea, he’d survive a few days of roughing it.

	Casey Sutton wouldn’t.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	The hunk in seat 4B was seriously hot. Not cover model handsome the way Grace usually liked her men, a little rough around the edges with a day’s growth of stubble on a hard, square jaw. Very sexy nonetheless.

	“Excuse me.”

	“Sure.”

	Glacier blue eyes surveyed her with ill-concealed interest as she squeezed past his knees and dropped into seat 4A. She judged his height at a couple inches over six feet, weight pushing two hundred pounds of firm, solid muscle. Which left her little room to maneuver in the cramped quarters of the ridiculously small plane.

	She snapped her seatbelt closed and studied her companion for the flight from Anchorage to Moose Flat. Dark hair cut short, a scar high on his right cheekbone—intriguing rather than disfiguring—short, black lashes rimming those pale blue eyes, straight nose neither big nor small, lightly tanned skin. Either he didn’t get outside much, or he wasn’t from a sunny climate.

	Might as well start a conversation, or it’ll be one boring flight. “I’ve seen pelicans bigger than this plane. Do you think we’ll get off the ground?”

	“You must not be from around here.”

	Chiseled lips curved in a brief smile revealing gleaming white teeth. She’d bet her last dollar he used one of those whitening products, though he didn’t look the type to bother.

	“God, no, I’m not from around here.” Leaning back in the corner of her seat, she stared out the window at luggage carts bustling by, driven by attendants sporting fluorescent orange vests. When one of the workers dropped her designer suitcase onto the tarmac and gave it a nudge with a booted foot, she scowled. “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to live in this Godforsaken place.”

	“Then why visit?”

	Her phone trilled the theme song from The Twilight Zone. She fished it out of her purse to glance at the display. Rachel. Holding up one finger, she smiled apologetically at Mr. Ruggedly Handsome and pushed the connect button. “Hold that thought. Hey, Sis, what’s up?”

	“What thought?”

	“I was talking to someone else. Sorry I haven’t returned your calls. I’ve been on work overload. How is everyone?”

	“Despite having a lot going on, Kane is doing great. The girls are busy, which cuts down on the bickering. Lark is giving me gray hair, as usual. Ever since she got her driver’s license...”

	Grace grinned, picturing Rachel’s mane of gorgeous auburn hair. Of all her nieces and nephews—and thanks to four siblings she had a slew of them—Lark was the one most likely to give a mother nightmares. “How bad can it be?”

	Her sister’s voice held a hint of desperation. “You don’t want to know.”

	“I do, but not right now.” She eyed the sole flight attendant who probably doubled as co-pilot on this feeble excuse for a plane. “We’re about to get the turn off all electronic devices lecture.”

	“Are you flying somewhere?”

	She tapped a pink, polished nail on the knee of her white pants. “Yep. The decision was very last minute.”

	“For work?”

	“My editor is punishing me for ruffling the city council’s tail feathers with my last article.” The lie slipped easily past her lips. Ever since her sister’s encounter with a stalker two summers before, Grace downplayed any element of danger she might subject herself to in the pursuit of a story. Not that Rachel hadn’t survived her ordeal in kick-ass style, but she worried. “I’m writing a puff piece for the travel section on a fishing camp in the middle of Alaska.”

	Grace held the phone away from her ear as her sister hooted with laughter.

	“The woman who thinks a four-star hotel is roughing it is staying at a fishing camp? You’ve got to be kidding!”

	“I wish. Hey, the flight attendant is going to skewer me. Tell Mom and Dad not to freak out if I don’t call. I’m not sure what sort of cell service is available out in the boondocks. I’ll give you a ring after I return to civilization.”

	“You do that. Bye, Gracie.”

	She clicked the phone off and shoved it back in her purse.

	The man in 4B stared down at her with a hint of suspicion darkening those beautiful eyes. “You’re a reporter?”

	“You picked up on that, did you?” She certainly wasn’t going to mention Casey Sutton to a complete stranger, so she went on with her hastily concocted story. “It’s a piece on rustic Alaskan retreats for the travel section. My paper is doing a series.”

	“Let me guess—Moose Lake Lodge.”

	Her eyes widened. “How’d you know?”

	“It’s the only fishing camp near Moose Flat, where we land. I’m headed there, too.”

	She stuck out her hand. “Grace Hanover from San Francisco.”

	His big palm swallowed her fingers, sending a little thrill shooting up her arm. No wedding ring on the hand resting on his left knee.

	“Travis Barnett, Seattle native.”

	Their gazes locked, and she squirmed in her seat. “Nice to meet you, Travis.” She would not encourage hunky Mr. Barnett. Anyone who voluntarily went to Alaska was all wrong for her. Not to mention she’d recently promised herself no more meaningless relationships. Keep it casual. “Are you on vacation?”

	“Something like that. I’m meeting…an old friend.”

	Relief swept through her. No doubt the friend was female. Temptation avoided. She pressed against the seatback as the plane taxied down the runway and lifted into the cerulean blue sky. Even she had to admit the vista of majestic snow-capped mountains in the distance was breathtaking.

	“How many days are you staying?”

	She glanced over at Travis. “The second I have my story, I’m on the next flight out.”

	He grinned. “While you’re up here, you should give the place a chance. Fishing is very relaxing.”

	She cocked her head to one side. “Do I look tense?”

	“If you clutched the seat arm any tighter, you’d rip the whole thing off the floor.”

	She loosened her grip. “It’s this dinky plane. Big ones don’t bother me in the least. As for the fishing retreat, I’d rather have a root canal. Camping is more my sister’s thing.”

	“The one you were talking to on the phone?”

	“Yep.” She shuddered. “Rachel and her husband like roughing it on the weekends. Me, I go for resorts with room service and a full gym.”

	“Hiking is great exercise.”

	“If you don’t mind bugs, dirt and poison oak.”

	They smiled at each other. The man was easy to talk to. He hadn’t once let his gaze drop below her neck, which was highly unusual. And extremely refreshing for a change. Without being vain, Grace knew she had a terrific figure—and worked diligently to keep it that way. Staying in shape and the exhilaration of a hard workout ranked high on her favorite things to do list. The downside was attracting the wrong sort of interest from Neanderthals whose brains resided below their belts. What a concept—having a man talk to her without ogling.

	A larger smile flashed. “We’ll have to agree to disagree.”

	“It takes all kinds.”

	They lapsed into a comfortable silence as Grace took in some breathtaking scenery below. After a while, the drone of the plane’s engine lulled her into near slumber. She’d been up well before dawn to catch a flight from San Francisco to Anchorage via Seattle. Probably the same plane her seatmate was on, though she hadn’t noticed him before switching to the puddle jumper. The blond college kid in 2C looked vaguely familiar, as did the guy sitting in the single seat across the aisle with his nose buried in a copy of Fishing the West.

	She closed her eyes.

	A deep pocket of turbulence jarred her into full consciousness. Reaching for the hand rest, she grabbed onto a muscled forearm. “Sorry.”

	“Not a problem.” He pulled back his arm and clasped her hand in his warm one instead, giving it a squeeze. “A bouncing plane can be nerve-wracking.”

	“You’ve got that right.” She managed the comeback between gritted teeth.

	Her stomach dropped and pitched in concert with the gyrating aircraft. He didn’t look one bit bothered. His blue eyes were steady and confident as he held her gaze. She focused on breathing evenly. When the jostling stopped, she reluctantly released his hand.

	“Thanks.”

	“You bet. Feels like we’re starting our descent.” He leaned against her shoulder and pointed out the window. “See those buildings way down to the right. That must be Moose Flat.”

	He vaguely smelled of some woodsy scent. With her heart beating a tattoo against her ribcage, she dragged her gaze from his hard jaw perilously close to her cheek to focus on the dark specks far below. The town of Moose Flat, if she could call it a town, was situated in a long valley between towering mountains. A splash of blue surrounded by endless green forests was undoubtedly Moose Lake, their ultimate destination. She imagined her chances of finding a decent coffee shop anywhere nearby were slim.

	“Goody.”

	He laughed. “Sarcastic little thing, aren’t you?”

	“I don’t know about the little part.” In heels she looked most men straight in the eye, but Travis made her feel—delicate. Why did I swear off casual, meaningless relationships? Gee, that’s right, at thirty-four, her dormant biological clock had finally started to tick. She stole a covert glance at her distracted seatmate. The timing for that momentous event sucked.

	“Yep, we’re definitely losing elevation.”

	He turned to face her, his direct gaze revealing a hint of interest that made her breath catch in her throat.

	“I’m sure we’ll bump into one another at the retreat. The place isn’t very big, but it’s been a pleasure sharing the flight.”

	The man was gorgeous and polite. So he liked tramping through the woods and baiting hooks. Was that really so horrible? Maybe she should revise her Required Qualities in a Prospective Mate list and step out of her comfort zone. Live dangerously.

	She licked dry lips. “You kept me from chewing my nails through the entire flight. My manicurist and I are deeply in your debt.”

	“I like the sound of that. Fasten your seatbelt, Grace. We’re headed for a landing.”

	* * * *

	Travis’s gaze strayed to the woman in the front passenger seat of the van as she laughed at something the driver said. Somehow his seatmate from the flight had ended up in the choice position riding shotgun rather than squashed in the back with the rest of the guests traveling to Moose Lake Lodge. Not that it surprised him. He was willing to bet every man Grace Hanover came in contact with went out of his way to accommodate her wishes. The woman was a drop-dead beauty with a body that didn’t quit.

	Sandwiched between a loud-mouthed Cubs fan and a frat boy wearing new hiking boots and a bored expression, he let out a breath and met the gaze of Joe College. “Tight squeeze. Who would have thought a fishing retreat would be so popular?”

	“It’s a drag,” the kid answered after a brief pause.

	Not much of a talker, unlike the guy to his left with the thick Midwest accent. Skewed in his seat with an elbow digging uncomfortably into Travis’s ribs, the man kept up a running conversation about the likelihood of the Cubs winning the pennant with the guy in the rear seat who clutched a dog-eared fishing magazine. Next to the angling expert sat two middle-aged women wearing similar tan walking shorts and pale green camp shirts who finished each other’s sentences in a way that grated on Travis’s nerves. He couldn’t decide if they were sisters or lovers.

	“Hold tight, folks. The road gets rougher from here on out.” The driver spoke with a touch of humor in his voice as he took a firmer grip on the steering wheel.

	Grace turned and met his gaze. Green as shamrocks, her eyes danced with amusement as he jostled against the sports fanatic. When Travis casually brought his elbow up to dig into the other man’s ribs for a change, the Cubs fan finally faced forward, grasping the edge of his seat for support.

	“There’s this new invention called pavement.” Readjusting the ball cap on his balding head, he spoke in a loud whisper.

	Grace’s smile broadened. “A fellow concrete junkie. What brings you to the wilds of Alaska?”

	“After a heart attack and triple bypass surgery that my idiot doctor blamed on stress, my kids sprang for a relaxing vacation. They think a week of communing with Mother Nature will do me a world of good.”

	“Sounds like they care about their father.”

	The creases in his face eased. “They’re good kids.”

	Grace turned toward the blond, gray-eyed boy to Travis’s right. “Let me guess, you’re on summer break from college and searching for adventure?”

	His fair complexion flushed pink. “I graduated from UCLA a couple of years ago.”

	Travis took pity on the kid. Grace’s undivided attention was enough to rattle a glib player, let alone this youngster. “Looking for a human interest story, Grace?”

	She laughed. “No, I’m just naturally nosy.”

	“You’re a reporter?” The man in the backseat piped up.

	Grace nodded. “I’m writing a story on wilderness retreats. How about you?”

	“I came for the fishing. I choose a different camp each year. The wife is visiting her mother in Florida, and I have a week of peace and quiet with no one to remind me to pick up my socks.”

	The Cubs fan snorted. “Given a choice, most men would rather wade through dirty underwear than be nagged. Isn’t that right?” He nudged Travis in the ribs.

	Wincing, he rubbed his side. “My marriage didn’t last long enough for me to find out. I’m Travis, by the way, Travis Barnett.”

	“Lou Russo from Chicago.” He stuck out a hand with short, blunt fingers, nails buffed to a high gloss, and a surprisingly firm grip. “We may as well get acquainted since we’ll be spending the next week or so together.”

	“I’m Alma Fitzgerald, and this is my sister, Judith Dickson. We’re from Minneapolis.” The woman spoke in a forthright voice from the rear seat. “We bird watch and hike in addition to fishing. You’d have to ask our husbands if we nag.”

	Turning in his seat, Travis eyed the two sisters and grinned. Alma was probably the senior. Her hair was more gray than brown, and the camp shirt hung on her thin frame. Judith reminded him of a plump sparrow. Curious brown eyes regarded their seatmate with the fishing magazine.

	He cleared his throat, Adam’s apple bobbing. “Andy Smith from Salt Lake City, Utah.”

	The college boy spoke quietly into the brief silence. “Archer Nielsen.”

	“And I’m Grace Hanover from San Francisco.” Grace faced the driver. “How many other guests are staying at the lodge?”

	“Only a handful. I took a vanload to the airport when I picked you all up. There’s a family with a couple of young kids, a pair of older gentlemen who visit us every summer, and a single guy who spends most of his time hiking.” He flashed Grace a smile. “I’m Mitch Cannon. If you need a guide for fishing—or anything else—I’m your man.”

	Travis rolled his eyes. Could the guy be any more obvious? He sounded like a porn star in a low budget flick.

	A hint of a smile curved Grace’s lips. “I’ll keep that in mind, Mitch.”

	The driver gestured to his right. “There’s Moose Lake up ahead through the trees. The lodge is on the far shore.”

	They bumped and jostled down the dirt road, catching intermittent views of clear blue water as they drove through the thick forest. When the trees thinned, the lake stretched before them, easily a couple of miles in length. Sunlight sparkled on the shimmering water. Near a three-story log structure, a dock jutted into the lake with canoes tied in a cluster close to shore.

	“It’s gorgeous.” A female voice spoke from behind him, presumably Judith.

	Her sister was quick to agree. “Breathtaking.”

	The van rolled to a stop in front of the lodge. One by one, the passengers extracted themselves. Twisting his shoulders, Travis stretched to ease tight muscles, then took a long look around. A single canoe with two occupants floated in the middle of the lake, fishing lines trailing in the water. The two older gentlemen, he guessed. A burly fellow with a full beard followed by a short, plump woman walked out onto the porch and called out a greeting in the still afternoon as the screen door slapped shut behind them. Undoubtedly their hosts. There was no sign of the family the driver had mentioned—or Sutton.

	Grace stood with her hands fisted on her hips, surveying her new surroundings. Bright sunlight gleamed on long, mink-brown hair. Perfectly straight, it hung in a fall over her shoulders. So sleek, it looked like she ironed it. With those amazing emerald eyes and high cheekbones, the woman was stunning. Too bad he wasn’t here to start something he wouldn’t have time to finish.

	The thought left him feeling deflated.

	Grabbing his duffle bag, he crossed the gravel drive to the wide, weathered front porch of the lodge. The sooner he settled in, the sooner he could go looking for Sutton. Instinct urged him to find the man fast and get him far away from Moose Lake.

	The skin on the back of his neck prickled as he glanced over his shoulder at his companions still standing in the yard. The drone of bees in a tub of petunias near the porch blended with birdsong from the surrounding forest. The lazy atmosphere reminded him of summer days camping with his dad when he was a kid. Idyllic. Yet the uneasy feeling persisted. None of the lodge guests looked like a threat, but complacency could get him—and Sutton—killed. Until he was safely away with his charge, he had to assume everyone had a hidden agenda.

	His gaze locked on Grace. Her eyes narrowed as she looked toward a winding path disappearing into a grove of western hemlock. Wearing a pair of pristine white pants and a sleeveless top that hugged her curves and displayed toned arms, she was every man’s wet dream. He swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. She probably had no connection to Sutton, but her mere presence was a distraction he couldn’t afford.

	Despite the attraction he felt for her,—hell, because of it—staying clear of Grace Hanover was a must.

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	Grace rolled her suitcase through the doorway and glanced around the spartan room. A single bed spread with a patchwork quilt, a small dresser and a desk with a straight back chair. Not exactly the Ritz. A rag rug covered a portion of the wide plank flooring, and a door in the corner presumably led to a private bathroom. Thank God she wouldn’t have to share. No story was worth that indignity.

	Flopping onto the bed, she kicked off her shoes and closed her eyes. A nap before dinner sounded like heaven, though she knew she should go looking for Sutton. There’d been no sign of him downstairs or on the grounds of the property. A look through the old-fashioned registration book when she checked in hadn’t revealed his name. Not that the feds would be stupid enough to sign him in under his real identity. The lone entry with any promise was for a man named Mark Johnson.

	Not very original, but he had registered three weeks before, which was about the time the initial story about Sutton broke. If Mark Johnson wasn’t Casey Sutton and she’d come all this way for nothing... She pressed fingers to temples niggling with the beginnings of a headache.

	If this turned out to be some elaborate wild goose chase, she swore to dismember Tia slowly and feed her piece by piece to the sharks.

	On a groan, she levered off the bed and searched her purse for a bottle of aspirin. Too bad napping wouldn’t get her the story. No time like the present to look for her quarry. The sooner she found Sutton, the sooner she’d be on a plane out of this bucolic hellhole. Swallowing the tablets dry, she unzipped her suitcase and hunted for a pair of socks and sneakers, finding them under a pair of jeans. Suitably shod for hiking in the woods, she stuffed her mini recorder, a notepad and pen, a bottle of water and a couple of bags of airplane pretzels in a tote bag then headed downstairs.

	Their hostess, who had introduced herself earlier as Berta French, stood in the central hallway, a smile on her dimpled face as she talked to a boy who looked about seven or eight years old. The youngster tore off, letting the screen door slam shut behind him. Berta turned to face Grace. Curly red hair framed round cheeks and twinkling hazel eyes, reminding Grace of an elf.

	“Are you off to explore?”

	“I thought I’d take a walk in the forest. Maybe you could suggest a trail?”

	Her gaze dropped to Grace’s feet, and she frowned. “I recommend boots for a serious hike, and jeans. I’d hate to see you ruin those beautiful white pants.”

	Grace gritted her teeth. “I won’t go far. I’m sure there must be someplace close by that’s popular with your guests.”

	“The trail to the right of the lodge follows a creek. You can go for miles and miles, but there’s a lovely spot about a half-mile away with a gorgeous view of the valley.”

	“Sounds perfect. Am I likely to run into anyone else up there?” She held her breath, waiting for the answer.

	“Possibly. A few of our guests are out and about. Enjoy yourself.”

	Without coming right out and asking where she could find Casey Sutton, a.k.a. Mark Johnson, it was the best she could do. Surely the man would be on his way back to the lodge for dinner. She’d nab him on the trail before he arrived. Thirty minutes alone with Sutton would send her career soaring into the stratosphere.

	Grace found the trail without a problem. It was the same one she’d noticed when she arrived. Setting off at a brisk pace, the exercise felt wonderful after hours sitting in a cramped plane. As her muscles stretched and flexed, her headache disappeared. Maybe there was something positive to be said for hiking, after all.

	Patches of flowers lined the rocky path, blue forget-me-nots, and tall purplish-pink weedy looking things she didn’t recognize. At a flicker of movement, Grace glanced skyward. A hawk circled in an air current. Her breath caught at the grace and beauty of the creature as it dived toward the earth. A shrill squeal echoed in the still afternoon. Shuddering, she turned away as the bird rose with some helpless rodent clutched in its talons.

	“Did you see that?”

	“Geez!” Pressing a hand to her chest, she spun on the heels of her sneakers. “Oh, my God, you scared me to death.”

	“Sorry.” He didn’t look sorry. Travis’s eyes, the pale blue of the summer sky, glimmered with amusement. “That was amazing.”

	“Vicious and bloodthirsty is more like it.”

	“Hey, birds of prey have to eat, too.”

	“I suppose.” She studied him for a long moment, and her eyes narrowed. “I thought you were meeting a friend up here.”

	He shifted, his hiking boots scraping against a rock. “I haven’t seen him yet. He must be out for a walk.”

	The friend wasn’t a woman. The knowledge sent anticipation darting through her then nearly stopped her heart. There weren’t a lot of candidates for his missing buddy. If he was this Mark Johnson person, she’d come a long way for nothing. The breath left her in a whoosh.

	“Are you okay?”

	Hopefully there was some other explanation, a guest she hadn’t noticed on the registration ledger. Possibly an employee at the lodge. Or maybe Travis wasn’t just a gorgeous guy on a fishing trip. Her investigative reporter instincts kicked in. Does he have an ulterior motive?

	“Uh, I’m fine.”

	“You went a little pale. Do you want to sit down for a minute?”

	“Really, I’m okay.”

	He shrugged. “If you’re sure. There’s supposed to be a vista point not far from here.”

	“You must have talked to our hostess. She told me the same thing.”

	She’d never met anyone with a more direct gaze. Of course she could lie with the best of them without blinking an eye. Most reporters learned that trick early on if they coveted any measure of success.

	“This close to dinner, hauling out the fishing gear seemed like too much of an effort. A hike was easier.”

	She fell in behind him as he started up the narrow trail. Ten feet away, a creek filled with spring runoff rushed toward Moose Lake, making conversation nearly impossible over the water’s roar. Which left Grace plenty of time to consider the possibilities. She didn’t like many of them.

	Best case scenario, his friend had neglected to sign the register, and Travis was as innocent as a kitten. Worse case, he was a rival reporter hot on the trail of her story. If he thought he could out wit and out play her, he had another think coming. She’d get Sutton’s story if she had to tie Travis to a tree, cover him in honey and leave him for the grizzly bears.

	She smacked into his broad back when he stopped in front of her. The image of his muscled torso dripping honey had…distracted her. Turning, he grabbed her upper arms as she swayed.

	“Easy there.”

	She swallowed as heat crept up her neck. The imprint of his fingers burned her bare skin. “Sorry. I was thinking about something—else.”

	Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a quarter. “Based on your expression, I figure your thoughts are worth more than a penny.”

	Her lips tilted. “I’m pretty sure you don’t have enough change in your pocket to cover the cost.”

	“Fair enough, so let’s keep going.” Pressing his palm against her back, he guided her toward a rock outcropping. “Berta was right. The view is spectacular.”

	Evergreens marched in an endless procession down the valley walls to the sapphire blue bowl at its base. The lodge was hidden from view, but the end of the dock was just visible, as was a canoe floating on the still waters. In the distance, white peaks rose heavenward.

	“I think I’ll hang out for a while. Don’t let me keep you.” Dropping her tote bag on a smooth granite rock, she hitched herself up onto the sun-warmed surface. From her new vantage point, she had a clear view of the trail.

	“I’m in no rush.” Leaning against the boulder with arms crossed over his chest, he stared out over the valley.

	Grace bit her lip. Under normal circumstances when a handsome man was on her radar, she’d test the waters. Flirt. See if they had anything in common beyond an initial chemistry. If she saw potential, she would suggest drinks or coffee, something safe. Her pulse raced. This empty landscape was as foreign to her as the moon, threatening in its strangeness. She was more in her element in a dark alley than in this vast wilderness, despite its beauty.

	Not that she was afraid of Travis, exactly. His unswerving confidence shook her, but it was a hint of mystery that put her guard up. He was holding something back. Every instinct screamed caution.

	“For a chatterbox, you’re awfully quiet.”

	She pulled her water bottle out of the bag and unscrewed the cap. “I was wondering what those tall, pink flowers are.”

	“I’m not sure.” Removing his sunglasses, he wiped the lenses on his T-shirt, giving her a narrow-eyed glance. “I bet good old Mitch Cannon would be happy to help you bone up on native flora, among other things.”

	She choked on a mouthful of water, coughing so hard he had to pound her on the back. Some of her unease faded. “I bet.”

	They grinned at each other, and the silence stretched. Taking a breath, she let it out slowly. “So, what do you do in Seattle?”

	“Security, mostly.”

	Frowning, she rubbed at a spot of dirt on the knee of her white pants. “Banking and investments, that sort of thing?”

	“You’re thinking of securities. I meant protection.”

	Her eyebrows shot up. “You’re a bodyguard?”

	He laughed. “Your stunned disbelief isn’t exactly flattering.”

	“Sorry, but when I think of a bodyguard, I picture a guy with no neck and biceps the size of tree trunks.”

	“A few martial arts moves are usually more effective.” He put the sunglasses back on, hiding his expression. “Actually, I own a company that provides high-end protection for homes and businesses, but my people will serve as bodyguards if needed. We also do investigative work.” He held up his hand when she opened her mouth. “Yep, I’m a glorified P.I.”

	She smiled. “Thanks for clarifying. I like to get my facts straight.” Definitely not a reporter. If he was, he wouldn’t have made up such an elaborate lie. Relief lightened her spirits. “So, you’re on vacation?”

	“I’m hooking up with my friend, and then we’re heading out from here. I probably won’t be staying long at the lodge.”

	“Oh. Who’s your friend?”

	He turned at the sound of voices. Moments later Alma and Judith appeared on the trail. Huffing and red-faced, Judith pressed a hand to her chest. Her sister wasn’t even breathing hard.

	“Absolutely wonderful. I told you the view would be well worth the climb.”

	“This altitude gets to me. We could have waited a day or two to adjust.”

	Alma snorted. “We won’t be here long enough to waste time acclimating. Besides, it isn’t the altitude bothering you, which isn’t all that high. It’s the potato chips you were snacking on earlier.” She smiled at Grace. “Enjoying the view?”

	“It’s impressive.” She gritted her teeth, damning the untimely interruption. Travis hadn’t answered her question, and even if Sutton showed up, she wouldn’t be able to interview him in this crowd. Stuffing her water bottle back in her tote, she slid off the rock. “I’ll leave you ladies to admire Mother Nature.”

	Giving Travis a half smile, she headed for the trail. He caught up with her a few minutes later. “I’m not stalking you, I swear, but listening to those two bicker like a couple of school girls was more than I could take.”

	“It’s actually kind of fun. Rachel and I still get into meaningless debates just to push each other’s buttons. No one knows you quite the way a sister does.”

	“I’ll take your word for it.”

	She turned to look at him. “Only child?”

	“Two brothers. We didn’t argue. We beat the crap out of each other.”

	“Figures.” If she asked him again about his friend, he’d wonder why she cared. She bit her lip. “I suppose everyone will be headed back to the lodge soon. My stomach says it’s dinnertime, even if it looks like midday.”

	“This time of year, the sun doesn’t set until after eleven.”

	“By then I’ll be sound asleep.”

	They were quiet for the rest of the hike down to the lake. Grace headed out to the dock and dropped onto the rough, weathered boards. Pulling off her shoes, she dangled bare feet in the chilly water. There was still a good chance Sutton would show, and she wanted an excuse to hang around and wait.

	Travis strolled along the lakeshore, his loose stride full of masculine grace. She couldn’t help noticing the way his broad shoulders filled out his white T-shirt or how the faded denim of his jeans hugged a superior ass. Closing her eyes, she repeated her latest mantra. No more meaningless relationships.

	The boards beside her creaked, and her eyes popped open. The college boy gave her a shy smile as he passed, heading to the end of the dock. Travis was nowhere in sight, but the fishing enthusiast, Andy something, was standing with his hands on his hips, staring across the lake. Their big, burly host walked out onto the porch and shook an old-fashioned cowbell. Its rhythmic gonging shattered the silence. Apparently, dinner was served.

	Archer, if she remembered his name correctly, paused beside her on his return trip down the dock, gray eyes not quite meeting hers. The kid was good looking in a refined, budding professor sort of way. All he needed was a pair of horn-rimmed glasses.

	“Are you coming inside?”

	She squinted up at him and pushed her hair over her shoulder. “I’ll be along in a few minutes. I’m feeling too lazy to move.”

	He nodded and left. Alma and Judith hurried out of the woods and headed straight to the lodge. Something stirred in the thick bushes edging the rocky beach. The hair on the back of Grace’s neck rose as a long brown snout and dull eyes emerged. Not a wild animal. A mongrel dog so skinny its ribs poked out beneath a matted coat. She sat perfectly still as the creature crept closer, practically crawling on its belly. Slowly she pulled the pretzels from her bag, ripped open the packets and dumped them on the dock. Step by step, the dog inched closer. Wolfing down the snack, it gave her a furtive look before scurrying back to the bushes.

	Poor thing, alone in this inhospitable place without a dumpster in sight. Not an easy environment for a stray—or a city girl. She was ready to turn tail and run for home. Sitting with her knees tucked under her chin, Grace stared out at the endless forest, looking for the errant guest. Where the hell is Sutton?

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	“He’s been gone how long?” When Guthrie French’s brows shot up under an unruly mop of black hair, Travis lowered his voice. “Maybe he didn’t get the message I was joining him.”

	“Cell service is non-existent up here. Unless he went down to Moose Flat to retrieve his voice mail...”

	“That would explain it.” The smell of cooking bacon made his stomach growl. He’d eat before making any rash decisions.

	Damn Fritz for sending me on a wild goose chase.

	“Mark left a rough itinerary of where he planned to hike. I insisted. If something happened out there, and no one knew where to start searching for him... Well, you can understand my concern.”

	Thank the Lord for small favors. “I’m glad someone was looking out for his welfare. If you have camping equipment I can rent, I’ll find him on the trail.”

	“I do have a supply of backpacks and tents. Quite frequently one of our guests chooses to spend a night or two in the backcountry. Your buddy makes a habit of it.” He scratched the side of his neck and frowned. “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather wait here? He said he’d be back by the beginning of the week.”

	Travis shook his head. “I enjoy backpacking, and I’m not inexperienced. You won’t have to send Search and Rescue out looking for me.”

	His host eyed him up and down then finally nodded. “I’ll set you up after breakfast and give you a copy of Mark’s itinerary. With a decent topographical map, you shouldn’t have any problem finding him.”

	“Thanks, Guthrie.”

	“You bet.”

	The bear of a man lumbered toward the kitchen as Travis stepped out onto the porch. Though it was still early, the sun had risen hours before. It glistened on the lake where two canoes floated. The pair of elderly fishermen and the guy from Salt Lake City were getting an early start. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and leaned against the porch rail, wishing he could spend the day with a fishing rod and a few beers. Damn Sutton, anyway.

	“Morning.”

	Travis turned as the screen door slapped shut. Grace held a mug of coffee between her palms. Eyes closed, her lips curved as she inhaled the fragrant aroma. Wearing a pair of ultra-short shorts that bared long, tanned legs and a faded sweatshirt with a winery logo across the front, she made every hormone in his body sit up and take notice. The blood in his head drained south, and he grabbed the rail to steady himself.

	“You ought to come with a warning label.”

	Her eyes opened, bright green and full of amusement. “Yeah, what should it say?”

	“Nearby objects may self-combust.”

	“Hey, I like that one.” She turned to face the lake. “I thought you were going fishing this morning?”

	“My plans changed.”

	It had taken every ounce of his willpower the previous evening to talk sports with Lou Russo instead of suggesting a long walk along the quiet lakeshore with Grace. They hadn’t exchanged more than a few words, though his gaze had drifted her way every time she laughed with the geriatric fishermen who regaled her with stories from their youth.

	“Su...” Christ, just looking at her puts my brain in neutral. He cleared his throat. “My buddy, Mark, is on a backpacking trip. I’ll head out to meet him after breakfast.”

	Coffee sloshed over the rim of her cup as she raised it to her lips. “You mean walking miles every day and sleeping in a tent?”

	“Yep. Our hosts rent equipment. I’ll probably be gone a few days.”

	“Hmm.” She stepped to the rail and looked up at the mountains. “Do you know where you’re going?”

	“I have a good idea, or I will as soon as Guthrie gives me Mark’s itinerary. I don’t mind spending a couple of nights on my own.”

	“What if he isn’t where he’s supposed to be?”

	His eyes narrowed. Why does she care?

	Her attention focused on the bushes down by the dock as she sipped coffee.

	Nothing more than idle curiosity—he hoped. “I’ll brush off my tracking skills and find him.”

	She glanced back, the cup suspended halfway to her lips. “You know how to track?”

	“I’m not an expert.”

	“Still, it’s kind of cool.” She blinked a couple of times, long lashes sweeping her cheeks.

	His heart rate picked up speed. Damn, he bet she did that on purpose to befuddle gullible males, and he was the first to admit he was hooked. Forcing his gaze away from her full, pink lips, he cleared his throat. “I’m starving. I think I’ll go see if breakfast is ready.”

	“It is. Berta asked me to tell you when she poured my coffee.” The impish twinkle in her eyes was back in full force. “Guess I forgot.”

	“Somehow I doubt it was my magnetic personality distracting you.”

	“I don’t know about that. I have a feeling you could keep a girl guessing.”

	* * * *

	Grace stuck the scrawled itinerary complete with map in the copy machine and pushed the button while keeping an eye on the empty hallway. If Guthrie French or Travis found her... She jammed the original back in the folder and hurried to the office door. Voices echoed down the hall, but no one was in sight.

	With a sigh of relief, she headed for the stairs, giving Archer Nielsen an absent smile as she passed him on the way down. Mission accomplished. Now to wait until Travis left to convince Guthrie she wouldn’t come to some bad end if he turned her loose in the wilderness. It would be an easier sell if she believed it herself.

	In her room, she studied the highlighted trail on the map. It started at the lodge and followed a circuitous route around a couple of blobs she guessed were mountains before eventually meandering back to the starting point. How hard could it be? If she hiked in the reverse direction of the arrows, surely she’d stumble upon Sutton on his return trip.

	Squinting, she stared at the legend on the bottom of the map and blinked. That couldn’t be right—could it? Could one inch really equal ten miles? Her index finger was about three inches long... Bending it along the highlighted line, she did some mental math and choked. Sutton couldn’t possibly have planned a ninety plus mile hike, could he?

	She no longer doubted it was Sutton out on that trail. She’d caught Travis’s slip and had nearly called him out on it then and there. Caution held her mute. Until she knew what his stake was in this game, she wasn’t about to show her hand.
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