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Cooper Island, eighteen years earlier…

      He stood in the shadows of the kitchen and tried to decide which girl he wanted. An hour ago they had both fallen asleep in front of the television. Now they slept the way only the young could sleep – deeply, soundly.

      Both were the right age – twelve, maybe thirteen – right on the cusp of womanhood. That was the way he liked them. Pure. Innocent. Virginal. They were small-town girls who lacked urban street smarts – the kind of girls who usually could be terrified into keeping the secret. If you tell anyone, I will come back and kill your parents and then I will kill you.

      The cottage was some distance from the main hotel building where the wedding reception was taking place. The smaller girl’s grandmother owned the Aurora Point. Her friend’s mother worked there. Both adults were fully occupied with the crowd in the hotel tonight. There were no men in the picture – no fathers, no brothers; just the grandmother and the mother. No need to worry about them.

      He had watched the girls closely ever since he had checked into the hotel. They had helped with the preparations for the wedding reception, setting up folding chairs and placing the flower arrangements on the tables.

      Once the festivities had begun, the girls had taken off to entertain themselves. They had played Ping-Pong for some time and then disappeared into the cottage to watch television.

      The taller girl was the prettier of the two, but with her slim, long-legged body, she might be more of a problem to control simply because of her size and reach. If she struggled – and some did struggle in spite of his threats – she might knock over an object or make some noise that would attract attention. Still, there was a sweet, dreamy air about her that was very appealing. Earlier in the evening she had taken obvious delight in arranging the silly decorations and then she had fussed with the flowers on the buffet table. The adults had smiled and let her tweak things.

      The smaller girl wasn’t as pretty, but there was something intriguing about her attitude and self-confidence. She had been working behind the front desk when he had checked in. She had given him his key and instructions concerning his room with all the poise and assurance of an adult. She would grow up to become one of those bitchy women who were always giving orders, he thought. A real ball-buster. She needed to learn her place.

      Now, standing in the shadows, he decided that she would be easier to handle. He could crush her with one arm and squeeze the air out of her lungs so that she couldn’t scream. But she was also the one who might be the hardest to subdue with threats. He might have to kill her afterward to be sure she didn’t talk.

      In the end, fate made the decision for him. It was the smaller girl who awakened and padded, barefoot and yawning, into the kitchen to get a drink of water.

      She never knew he was there until he put a hand over her mouth and carried her outside into the night.
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Sanctuary Creek, present day

      “You’re still grieving, Madeline.” Dr. William Fleming folded his hands on top of his desk. The professional concern in his eyes was infused with a gentle, more intimate vibe. “It’s been less than three months since you lost your grandmother. You were very close to her. She was your only surviving family member. Naturally you’ve been traumatized. It is very unwise to make serious, life-altering decisions when you are in a psychologically fragile state.”

      On the other side of the window the Arizona sunshine blazed in a cloudless spring sky. But inside William’s office the air-conditioning was cranked up very high. Madeline Chase was chilled to the bone. She decided that it probably wasn’t fair to blame the AC system. It was William who made her so aware of the intense cold. The all-too-familiar sensation of feeling trapped seethed deep inside. She needed to escape and soon.

      She crossed her legs and sat back in the padded leather chair. She had been raised in the executive suite of her grandmother’s small but very successful boutique hotel chain. She knew how to look like a woman in charge. And now that Edith Chase was gone, she was the woman in charge. She was the sole heir of her grandmother’s innkeeping business.

      “If you knew me as well as you think you do, you’d know that I’m well aware of what I’m doing,” she said. “My decision is final. We will not be seeing each other again.”

      He removed his stylish, titanium-framed glasses, set them on the desk, and exhaled deeply, making it clear with his body language that although he was very disappointed in her, he was willing to be patient and understanding.

      Her attention was briefly caught by his hands. They were among his best features, she reflected – one of the many assets that she had placed in the plus column of the spreadsheet she had prepared a month ago at the start of their relationship. William’s hands were smooth, well manicured, and, like the rest of him, not intimidatingly large or powerful. They often moved in graceful little arcs when he talked. They were the hands of a man who read books that came from the literary end of the bestseller lists; the hands of a man who enjoyed dining in trendy restaurants and touring museums that featured modern art. They were soft, nonthreatening hands.

      The rest of William went well with his hands. He was on the short side for a man. When she was wearing high heels, as was the case today, they were the same height. She also liked the fact that while he was certainly physically fit, he was slightly built, not heavy or thickened up with muscle.

      She had begun to conclude that they might be compatible in bed, at least for a short time. Her relationships never lasted long once things moved into the bedroom. William had certainly been pushing for full sexual intimacy. But she never allowed herself to rush into that aspect of a relationship because sex was always the beginning of the end for her. The only part she ever truly enjoyed was the getting-to-know-you stage. That was the stage when she could still dream, still imagine that she had found the right man, the one with whom she could have a family of her own.

      “You don’t want to end our relationship, Madeline.” William assumed his lecturing tone, the one he employed in the classroom. He was a part-time instructor at a local college. “As I’ve explained, we are ideally suited to each other.”

      She laughed. She couldn’t help herself. It was either laugh or pick up the nearest heavy object and hurl it in the general direction of William’s head. She was an executive who knew it never paid to lose her cool, so she went with the laugh. But there was no real humor in it. The sheer irony of his words was breathtaking. William was, after all, a therapist who specialized in couples counseling.

      “That’s certainly what you’ve been telling me for the past month,” she said. “But you’re wrong. In fact, I would go so far as to say you’ve been lying to me.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Not to mention offensive.”

      “I suppose it was all about getting funding for your couples therapy research, wasn’t it? I realize it’s a tough world out there for those who need grant money. But did you actually think you could seduce me into paying for your study? Really?”

      “Madeline, it’s obvious that something has upset you. Why don’t you calm down and tell me what’s going on here? Between the two of us we can sort things out.”

      Too late for that, she thought. She was filled with the same unshakable determination that she felt when she concluded that an employee’s skill set was no longer a good fit with the business culture of Sanctuary Creek Inns. Firing members of the well-trained staff was, thankfully, a rare event at Sanctuary. Nevertheless, there were occasions when it had to be done. Her goal at termination interviews was to counsel out the employee and suggest that he or she resign to pursue other career opportunities. The cardinal rule for conducting a termination interview was to never explain. Once you started listing reasons for terminating someone’s employment, you opened the door to arguments and counterarguments. Things got messy fast. That was only one of the many lessons she had learned from her grandmother.

      The difference between getting rid of an ineffective employee and dumping Dr. William Fleming was that, in the case of the employee, she would have sent the person away with a handsome severance package and the conviction that leaving Sanctuary was his own brainstorm.

      She had no intention of offering William a damn thing.

      “I’m afraid there is nothing to sort out,” she said. She uncrossed her legs and got to her feet. “I appreciate your concern for my psychologically fragile state, but my decision is final. We will not be seeing each other again. Do not attempt to contact me in any way.”

      She started across the room, heading for the door. She had stayed too long, she reflected. She was on the verge of losing her temper.

      William shot to his feet behind his desk.

      “This is nonsense,” he snapped. “Sit down and tell me what is wrong. You owe me that much. I know you have some serious intimacy issues, but we’ve made excellent progress in that area.”

      A tide of soul-searing anger swept through her without warning. Her palms tingled with an icy-hot sensation. It was similar to the unpleasant adrenaline rush that accompanied a missed step on a flight of stairs. The realization that a bad fall had barely been averted was always a shock to the system.

      She wasn’t furious with William – okay, she was definitely pissed at him. She had a right to be pissed, she thought. But she knew her rage was mostly directed at herself. She shuddered to think that she had been considering an affair with the little creep.

      She stopped at the door and turned around to face him. Probably a mistake, she thought. The smart thing to do was to leave immediately and close the door on the near disaster that she had just avoided.

      And maybe she could have kept going if he hadn’t made the crack about her intimacy issues. A woman could only take so much.

      “Let me clear up an apparent misunderstanding, William,” she said. “I wasn’t seeing you as a client. As far as I was concerned, our relationship was personal.”

      “Of course it was.”

      He’d switched his tone of voice with the agility of a trained actor. He sounded soothing and reassuring now. He came out from behind his desk and moved toward her. Instinctively she tightened her grip on the doorknob.

      “I told myself your deep concern about my intimacy issues was a sign that you cared about me,” she said. “It was irritating, but I believed that you meant well. In fact, you might even have been correct with the diagnosis.”

      He came to a halt in front of her and smiled a modest smile.

      “Well, intimacy issues are my specialty, darling,” he said. “But if you’re not ready to discuss them, we can wait.”

      “Here’s the thing, William. I wasn’t looking for therapy when we met. I was hoping for a serious, meaningful relationship. But now I know for a fact that you aren’t any good at relationships.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll try to keep this simple. You are a lying, deceitful asshole.”

      William looked as if he had been poleaxed. “What has happened to you?”

      “Data happened,” she said.

      “What?”

      “I’m a businesswoman, remember? I thrive on data. I asked an investigator to look into your background.”

      “What?” 

      The look of horror on his face would have been entertaining in other circumstances.

      “Don’t take it personally, it’s routine for me.” She smiled. “I always commission a background check on my dates if things look like they might get serious. I was a bit late getting around to ordering the research on you because I’ve been so busy dealing with my grandmother’s estate. But the report came in this morning, and let’s just say that it doesn’t make you look like the kind of man I want to date.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Maybe. But that is no longer your problem.”

      She started to open the door, but he moved much faster than she had expected and planted one hand against the wooden panel. When she tugged on the door she discovered that he was stronger than he looked. So much for judging a man by his size.

      The trapped sensation threatened to explode through her. She fought it with logic. She was in no immediate danger. William’s receptionist was a few feet away in the reception area. Even more reassuring was the knowledge that her own personal hired gun, Jack Rayner, was in the hall outside the office, waiting for her. As far as she had been able to determine, Jack didn’t actually carry a gun, but he was definitely on her payroll.

      She was not alone. She was not trapped.

      “We both know it’s in your best interests to let me leave quietly,” she said. “You don’t want a scene. You will only make yourself look like a fool and worse if you actually try to keep me here by force. Think of your professional image.”

      “You can’t hurl accusations around the way you just did and then walk out,” he snarled. “You owe me an explanation for this wild talk.”

      “All right, here’s what I know about you, William. You took advantage of your position as a trusted therapist to seduce at least two of your clients in the past year.”

      He flushed a dull, angry red. “That’s a lie. Who told you that?”

      “Both women were married at the time you seduced them. Their husbands were also coming to you for counseling. Do you know what that makes you, William? It makes you a real bastard. If the women ever came forward, your career would go down in flames.”

      “I don’t know who you hired to dig up dirt on me, but I can assure you the accusations are false.”

      “How many female clients have you seduced? I know of at least two. But that’s definitely enough to suggest a pattern. Shall I ask my investigator to keep digging?”

      “A client’s files are confidential. Your investigator had no right to hack into them.”

      “Relax. He didn’t hack into any files. He just started asking questions. Here’s the thing about affairs, William. They never stay secret. Sooner or later someone always talks.”

      He seized her arm, his fingers biting through the fabric of her dark blue blazer.

      “Listen to me,” he said, his voice low and harsh. “I was providing therapy to those two clients. They needed to know they were still sexually attractive so that they would have the courage to realize that divorce was the correct decision. There was nothing personal about the relationships, certainly not on my end.”

      She reached into her shoulder bag with her free hand and took out her cell phone.

      “Let me out of this room now or I will call the police. That won’t be good for business, will it?”

      For a second or two William just stared at her as if she had spoken in another language, one that was utterly incomprehensible to him. Then he glanced at the phone in her hand.

      He released her and moved back a step.

      “Get out,” he said.

      She opened the door and walked into the outer room. The receptionist flushed and quickly became very busy on her computer. Madeline nodded at her politely. The woman did not look up.

      Madeline went out into the hall and closed the door very calmly, very deliberately.
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      The name on his new business cards was John Santiago Rayner, but everyone called him Jack.

      He was waiting for her, right where she had left him a short time earlier: one broad shoulder propped against the wall, his arms folded across his chest. He was dressed in dark trousers, a denim shirt that was open at the collar, a rumpled sport coat, and low boots. He was descended from an Arizona ranching family with a history in the state that stretched back several generations to the days when Arizona had been a territory.

      Years ago the Rayners had traded the cattle business for commercial real estate development, but Jack was a throwback. He had the hard, unreadable eyes of an Old West lawman. In the mythic past that infused the modern Southwest, you gave a man like Jack a badge and sent him out into the dusty street at high noon to stop the bad guy.

      Okay, so Jack had chosen a career in hotel security and he didn’t carry a gun on his hip. But those concessions to the modern age did not make him any less formidable. Even wearing the sport coat, he would not have looked out of place in Tombstone.

      He glanced briefly at the door of William’s office.

      “Any problem?” he asked in a voice that carried the deceptively laid-back cadence of an Arizona accent.

      Some of the tension inside her dissipated at the sight of him. He was all the things William was not – too tall, too powerful in too many subtle ways, and his hazel eyes were too difficult to read. But at that particular moment, he looked good. Very good.

      She reminded herself that he was a man of many layers. She’d had a glimpse of the hidden side of Jack Rayner the day she had attempted to fire him. It had not gone well. Jack was not the kind of employee you could counsel out. As it happened, he was not at all interested in pursuing other career opportunities. He wanted the Sanctuary Creek Inns account and he had been willing to fight for it.

      The upshot was that Rayner Risk Management was still under contract with Sanctuary Creek Inns.

      In the business world, a contract was a contract, and shortly before her death in a hotel fire, Edith Chase had signed one with Jack’s security firm. Madeline had argued against the move because Rayner Risk Management was a very new and very small player in the competitive world of corporate security.

      Madeline had tried to talk her grandmother out of signing the contract, but Edith had dismissed her qualms with a few casual reassurances. I think we can assume he’s qualified, even if he lacks experience in the hotel business. He did some consulting work for the FBI. Madeline had responded with, That’s great, but we’re in the hospitality industry. We’re not dealing with serial killers or the mob. Edith had come back with, Rayner Risk Management is headquartered here in Sanctuary Creek. It’s always good to do business with a local firm whenever possible. Whereupon Madeline had pointed out that Jack probably wasn’t a very good businessman because his previous firm, a security agency located in Silicon Valley, had recently gone bankrupt in a rather spectacular fashion.

      In the end, she had lost the battle and now she was stuck with Jack Rayner. It did not help that his social graces were minimal. The day they had met in her grandmother’s office, Madeline had offered her hand to him in an attempt to be professional, even in defeat. He’d stared at her for a couple of seconds and then looked down at her hand as though baffled about what to do with it. When his fingers had finally closed around hers, she had been intensely conscious of the heat and strength in the man. It had taken some effort to extricate her hand. She got the impression he had forgotten he was holding it.

      Ever since that moment she had been telling herself that Jack was not her type. But he did have a few very important things going for him – he was on retainer, he was convenient, and he had signed a confidentiality agreement.

      When her intuition warned her that there was something off about William, she had called Jack and commissioned the background check. He, in turn, had made it clear that the small, routine assignment irritated him. Why, she had no idea, because part of his job was to run background checks on prospective new hires. A background check was a background check, regardless of whether the subject was applying for a job in one of the hotels or dating the president and CEO of the chain.

      “No, there was no problem,” she said. “It wasn’t pretty, but it’s done.” She hitched up the strap of her shoulder bag and walked briskly toward the elevators. “There was no need for you to escort me here today. William is a lot of things, but he’s not the violent type.”

      Jack fell into step beside her, shortening his stride to match hers. He seemed to loom over her, even though she was wearing her highest heels.

      “Anyone can become the violent type under the right circumstances,” he said.

      She shivered. “Yes, I know. I’m not naïve. But I honestly don’t believe that William will be a problem.”

      “You’re probably right.” Jack looked back toward the office door. “He’s not accustomed to having his target turn on him. He’ll move on.”

      “Uh, target?”

      “That’s what you were to him at the start.”

      She winced. “I suppose so.”

      “His type prefers easier prey.”

      “You sound like you know his type,” Madeline said.

      “Met a few in my other life.”

      “That would have been when you were some kind of consultant for the FBI?”

      “Right.”

      “I accept your analysis of William Fleming. Nevertheless, I would appreciate it if you would stop using words like target and prey to describe me.”

      Jack ignored that. “Make sure you don’t accidentally take one of his calls. Don’t respond to any texts. Don’t agree to talk to him or meet him for coffee so that you can talk things out.”

      She stopped in front of the elevators and punched the button. “I know the drill. As it happens, I’m leaving town tomorrow morning, anyway. I’ll be gone for a couple of days.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Cooper Island.” Not that it was any of his business, she thought. “It’s one of the San Juan islands in Washington State. My grandmother had a property there. It’s mine now.”

      “The Aurora Point Hotel.”

      She glanced at him, genuinely startled. “You know it?”

      “Came across some property-tax records associated with it when I did my initial research on your company.”

      She took a deep breath. “Your research was very… thorough.”

      “I asked Edith about it. She told me that she wasn’t concerned with security for the hotel. She said it was personal property – not part of Sanctuary Creek’s portfolio.”

      “That’s right.”

      The elevator doors opened. She moved inside. Jack followed her in and pushed the lobby button.

      “Are you going to Cooper Island to take some time off?” he asked. “Not a bad idea. You’ve been going a hundred miles an hour ever since your grandmother’s death. You look like you could use some R-and-R.”

      She groaned. “First I’m a target and now you tell me I look like hell warmed over. Got to hand it to you, Jack, you really know how to flatter a girl.”

      He frowned. “I just meant that you need to give yourself some downtime. You’ve been through a lot in the past three months. Edith left you with a solid management team. They’re more than capable of handling things for a couple of weeks or even longer now that the initial shock has worn off the company.”

      “Forget trying to explain what you meant. I don’t think that’s your forte. But to be clear, I’m not going to Cooper Island for a vacation. Something has come up regarding the Aurora Point property, that’s all.”

      “Something that needs your on-site attention?”

      “Evidently. I got a message from Tom Lomax, the caretaker my grandmother paid to look after the hotel. He said he wanted to speak to me in person.”

      “He wouldn’t tell you on the phone?”

      “Tom doesn’t trust phones, or email either, for that matter. He’s a little old-fashioned.”

      “He sounds paranoid.”

      “Okay, Tom is rather eccentric, I’ll give you that.”

      “So you’re going to fly all the way to Washington to talk to this Tom Lomax about a problem related to an abandoned property your grandmother didn’t even care enough about to insure,” Jack said.

      She glanced at him. “Yes, I am. As you pointed out, my management team is perfectly capable of handling company business while I’m out of town. If you have any questions relating to security issues, feel free to contact Chuck Johnson directly.”

      “Johnson is a good man.”

      “I know.”

      Jack looked at her. “You’re not going to tell me why you’re dropping everything to fly to Cooper Island, are you?”

      The doors opened. Madeline walked out of the elevator.

      “No,” she said. “Partly because, as I just explained, I don’t know what the problem is. But mostly because it’s none of your business. This is personal, Jack.”

      But she was learning that once Jack Rayner sank his teeth into a problem, it was very hard to shake him loose. He followed her out of the elevator.

      “Your grandmother told me that the two of you left Cooper Island nearly two decades ago,” he said. “Ever been back?”

      “No.”

      She kept going across the building lobby, heading for the glass doors on the far side.

      “You didn’t need me to do the research on William Fleming,” Jack said.

      She glanced at him, wary of the sudden change of topic. “What do you mean?”

      “You were never even close to marrying him.”

      “I was thinking about it.” But that sounded weak, even to her own ears.

      “No,” Jack said. “You would have ended the relationship sooner or later.”

      Now she was getting mad. “How do you know that?”

      “You wouldn’t have asked me to vet him unless you were looking for a way out. I made it easy for you to escape because I found a good excuse you could use. But if I hadn’t been around, you would have ended things on your own.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “There’s a look people get when they feel cornered or trapped. You had that look.”

      “What kind of look is that?”

      “Hard to explain. Let’s just say I know it when I see it. Like I said, you were looking for a way out, so you asked me to hand it to you on a silver platter.”

      She thought about that. She wanted to argue, but he had a point. “You’re right. William was a little too perfect. It bothered me. I was going to end the relationship, but I wanted a good reason.”

      “A good reason to give to yourself, not to him.”

      She reached into her shoulder bag, took out her dark glasses, and very deliberately put them on so that he could not see her eyes.

      “I think we’re finished here,” she said.

      He didn’t say anything. Instead he took his own sunglasses out of a pocket, slipped them on, and opened the heavy glass doors.

      They walked outside into the brilliant warmth of the spring day. The sun sparked and flashed on the cars parked in the lot in front of the office building. It was only March, but the heat coming off the pavement was already palpable.

      Beyond the parking lot was the main street of Sanctuary Creek. The town had been founded well over a century earlier, but it had remained little more than a dot on the Arizona map for most of its history. Eighteen years ago Edith and Madeline had moved to the small community. Edith had opened a B&B to make ends meet. The property had been the first in what had become a chain of boutique inns.

      In recent years the town had been discovered by tourists, retirees, and those seeking winter homes in the Sunbelt. The developers had soon followed. Sanctuary Creek was now a picturesque Southwestern destination that rivaled Scottsdale and Sedona.

      Jack walked her to her car. His continuing silence worried her. There was another boot waiting to drop.

      She got in behind the wheel and looked up at him.

      “What?” she asked when she couldn’t take the suspense any longer.

      Jack looked out at the view of the desert and mountains for what seemed like a very long time.

      “I know about commitment issues,” he said. “Got a few myself.”

      She clamped her hands around the steering wheel. Just breathe.

      “Excuse me,” she said in her iciest executive accent. “I don’t recall discussing commitment issues with you.”

      He looked down at her, sunlight glinting on his dark glasses.

      “Next time, use someone else to dig up the dirt on one of your dates,” he said, his voice cold, flat; emotionless. “I’m good with the business side of things, but I don’t want to get involved in your personal relationships.”

      She felt as if the wind had been knocked out of her.

      “Use someone else?” she repeated. “But doing background checks is part of your job.”

      “My firm provides business-related background-check services. Not the personal kind.”

      “No offense, but from what I can tell, your company could use whatever work it can get. Why don’t you want this kind of business?”

      “We all know what happens to messengers. Sooner or later they bring news that the client doesn’t want to hear. The outcome is never good for the messenger.”

      He closed the car door, turned, and walked toward a silver-gray SUV parked a couple of slots away. He did not look back.

      She fired up the ignition and drove out of the parking lot, heading for the corporate headquarters of Sanctuary Creek Inns. She had things to attend to at the office before she went home to pack for the trip to Cooper Island.

      She glanced once in the rearview mirror. There was no sign of the silver-gray SUV.

      So much for thinking of Jack Rayner as her personal hired gun.
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      Jack splashed some whiskey into a glass and went to stand at the window of his condo. From where he stood he had a sweeping view of the valley and the town of Sanctuary Creek. The lights of houses and condominiums and resorts scattered on the hillsides overlooking the community glittered like fool’s gold beneath the desert moon.

      On the far side of the valley he could see the glow of the gated community in which Madeline’s condo was located. She would be packing for the trip north tonight. Tomorrow she would be on her way to an island that she and her grandmother had left eighteen years ago. As far as he had been able to determine, neither of them had ever returned, nor had they shown any desire to go back to Cooper Island.

      Yet Edith Chase had never sold the Aurora Point Hotel.

      Edith had been a savvy businesswoman. Why had she hung on to a property that was evidently rotting into the ground?

      He wished he’d had more time to get to know his first major client. He’d certainly been impressed with Edith. He had also been very grateful to her. She had taken a chance on him and he had been determined to prove that his firm, tiny though it was, could handle security for her hotel chain. But now Edith was gone and he was left to deal with Madeline Chase.

      He told himself that he had done his job today. He had given his client the data she needed to make an informed decision. He recalled Madeline’s fierce expression when she had emerged from the encounter with Fleming. She had been every inch the warrior queen. Her coffee-brown hair had been knotted in a severe twist at the back of her head. The style emphasized her amber eyes and her striking, sharply etched features. In that moment she had been radiating so much energy he was surprised that there were no lightning bolts in the atmosphere around her.

      She had been coldly furious – not with Fleming; with herself. He understood. He’d been there.

      He swallowed some of the whiskey. It wasn’t her fault that she had been deceived for a time by the bastard. She was a very smart woman, but guys like Fleming were very, very good with camouflage. It was their greatest talent and they honed it because it was pretty much the only thing that kept them alive. If the true nature of a narcissistic manipulator ever surfaced, the logical response from decent people would be to slay the beast.

      There was nothing in Fleming’s background to suggest that he fell into the category of violent sociopath, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t done a lot of damage in his time. He had taken advantage of Madeline’s grief to move in on her while her natural defenses were down. But in the end her personal firewall had held. She had summoned the messenger and asked for a background check. The messenger had delivered the bad news.

      The warrior queen had been singed but not badly burned.

      She was right about one thing – background checks on her dates were routine for her. He’d found records of investigations going all the way back to her high school prom.

      He drank a little more whiskey and turned his attention to the Cooper Island property. It was reasonable that in the wake of Edith Chase’s death, the eccentric caretaker would want to discuss the future of the old hotel and his own job. It was even possible that he might have insisted that the conversation take place in person.

      But there seemed to be a lot of fog around the Aurora Point property. Edith Chase had never wanted to answer any questions about it. Now her granddaughter was proving to be just as secretive.

      There was very little information about the old hotel online. It had been a struggling property when Edith had purchased it, and it had continued to struggle even as Edith tried to transform it into a Northwest vacation retreat. At some point Madeline’s parents had been killed in a car accident, and Edith had taken her five-year-old granddaughter into her home.

      According to the records, the Aurora Point Hotel had eventually begun to turn a profit. But eighteen years ago, for no obvious reason, Edith had closed the hotel and left a caretaker to look after the grounds. Then she and Madeline had moved to Sanctuary Creek and apparently never looked back.

      But now, after all these years, Madeline felt compelled to make the long trip to the San Juan Islands to discuss the future of the property – not with a real estate agent or a developer but with the caretaker.

      He let the questions simmer while he finished the whiskey. When the glass was empty he went into the kitchen and turned on the oven.

      He opened the refrigerator and considered his options. He liked cooking. It relaxed him. But cooking for one was not particularly inspiring. Sharing a meal with another human being on a nightly basis was one of the things he missed most whenever he was between relationships. Okay, he missed the sex, too.

      Unfortunately, ever since the disaster in California, he tended to spend a lot of time between relationships – and the few he did manage to fire up never lasted long.

      He took out the block of feta cheese, a few green onions, and some green olives and closed the refrigerator door. There was a can of diced tomatoes in the cupboard. He sautéed the onions in a pot and added the tomatoes and some white wine. A little salt and cumin finished it off.

      While the tomato mixture was heating, he arranged several chunks of the feta cheese in the bottom of a baking dish and sprinkled the olives across the cheese. He poured the tomato sauce over the cheese and olives and stuck the dish into the oven.

      He spent the next twenty minutes at his computer, reviewing reports from his small – two-person – staff. Then he went back into the kitchen and took a couple of eggs out of the refrigerator. He cracked them, one by one, into the bubbling casserole. He covered the dish with aluminum foil and stuck it back in the oven for another eight minutes.

      When the eggs were set, he removed the dish from the oven and put it on the counter to cool. He poured himself a glass of red wine and thought about what he had said to Madeline that afternoon.

      He had meant it when he told her that he didn’t want the job of messenger again – not when it came to running background checks on her dates. She could get someone else to do that work.

      The problem with doing those checks was that it presented him with a serious conflict of interest – because he was seriously interested in Madeline Chase.

      He drank some wine and carried the tomato and feta cheese dish to the kitchen table. He turned on the television news for company and thought about Madeline while he ate his solitary dinner.

      He needed to give her time to recover not only from her grandmother’s death but also from the Fleming situation. Madeline had a long history of being very cautious about relationships, but she would be even more careful now. It would not be a good strategy to rush her.

      He wondered who Madeline would hire to look into his past if he did manage to convince her to take a chance on him. He wasn’t concerned about what an investigator would find. One of the useful things about being in the security business was that you knew how to bury your own secrets.
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      Tom Lomax was dying. Blood and other matter draining from the terrible head wound soaked the threadbare carpet. His thin, wiry body was crumpled at the foot of the grand staircase that once upon a time had graced the lobby of Aurora Point Hotel.

      He looked up at Madeline with faded blue eyes glazed with shock and blood loss.

      “Maddie? Is that you?”

      “It’s me, Tom. You’ve had a bad fall. Lie still.”

      “I failed, Maddie. I’m sorry. Edith trusted me to protect you. I failed.”

      “It’s all right, Tom.” Madeline held her wadded-up scarf against the horrible gash on Tom’s head. “I’m calling nine-one-one. Help will be here soon.”

      “Too late.” Tom struggled to reach out to her with a clawlike hand that had been weathered and scarred from decades of hard physical labor. “Too late.”

      The 911 operator was asking for information.

      “… the nature of your emergency?” 

      “I’m at the Aurora Point Hotel,” Madeline said, automatically sliding into her executive take-charge tone. “It’s Tom Lomax, the caretaker. He’s had a bad fall. He needs an ambulance immediately.”

      “I’ve got a vehicle on the way,” the operator said. “Is he bleeding?”

      “Yes.”

      “Try to stop the bleeding by applying pressure.”

      Madeline looked at the blood-soaked scarf she was using to try to stanch the flood pouring from the wound.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” she said. “Get someone here. Now.”

      She tossed the phone down on the floor so that she could apply more pressure to Tom’s injury. But she could feel his life force seeping away. His eyes were almost blank.

      “The briefcase,” he whispered.

      Another shock wave crashed through her.

      “Tom, what about the briefcase?”

      “I failed.” Tom closed his eyes. “Sunrise. You always liked my sunrises.”

      “Tom, please, tell me about the briefcase.”

      But Tom was beyond speech now. He took one more raspy breath and then everything about him stopped. The utter stillness of death settled on him.

      Madeline realized that the blood was no longer pouring from the wound. She touched bloody fingertips to Tom’s throat. There was no pulse.

      A terrible silence flooded the lost-in-time lobby of the abandoned hotel. She knew that Tom was gone, but she had read that the first responder was supposed to apply chest compressions until the medics arrived. She positioned her hands over his heart.

      Somewhere in the echoing gloom a floorboard creaked. She froze, her gaze fixed on the broken length of balcony railing that lay on the threadbare carpet beside the body. For the first time she noticed the blood and bits of hair clinging to it.

      There were probably several scenarios that could explain the blood and hair on the broken railing, but the one that made the most sense was that it had been used to murder Tom.

      The floorboards moaned again. As with the blood and hair on the strip of balcony railing, there were a lot of possible explanations for the creaking sounds overhead. But one of them was that Tom had, indeed, been murdered and the killer was still on the scene.

      She listened intently, hoping to hear sirens, but the wind was picking up now, cloaking sounds in the distance.

      The floorboards overhead groaned again. This time she was almost certain she heard a footstep. Her intuition was screaming at her now.

      Instinctively she turned off the phone so that it would not give away her location if the operator called back. She scrambled to her feet.

      Somewhere on the floor above, rusty door hinges squeaked. One of the doors that allowed access to the upstairs veranda had just opened.

      She looked down at Tom one last time and knew in her heart that there was nothing more she could do for him.

      “I’m sorry, Tom,” she whispered.

      Her car was parked in the wide, circular driveway in front. She slung the strap of her heavy tote over one shoulder and sprinted toward the lobby doors.

      The vast, ornate room was drenched in age and gloom. The dusty chandeliers were suspended from the high ceiling like so many dark, frozen waterfalls. The electricity had been cut off eighteen years earlier. When her grandmother had closed the old hotel she had left all the furnishings behind.

      Edith had claimed that the heavy, oversized chairs and end tables, the graceful, claw-footed sofas, and the velvet draperies had been custom designed to suit the Victorian-style architecture and would look out of place anywhere else. But Madeline knew that was not the real reason why they hadn’t taken any of the furniture with them. The real reason was that neither of them wanted any reminders of the Aurora Point Hotel.

      In its heyday at the dawn of the twentieth century, the hotel had been a glamorous destination, attracting the wealthy travelers and vacationers of the era. Her grandmother had tried to revive the ambience and atmosphere of that earlier time, but in the end it had proven too expensive. In the wake of the violent night eighteen years ago, there had been no way to get rid of the property. Selling the Aurora Point Hotel was never an option after that night. There were too many secrets buried on the grounds.

      Madeline was halfway across the cavernous space when she saw the shadows shift beneath the rotting velvet curtains that covered one of the bay windows. It could have been a trick of the light caused by the oncoming storm, but she was not about to take a chance. The shadow had looked too much like a partial silhouette of a figure moving very rapidly toward the front doors. It was possible that she had seen the shadow of the killer. The bastard had used the veranda stairs at the back of the building to get down to the ground and was now moving toward the front lobby entrance to intercept her.

      In another moment whoever was out there would come through the lobby doors. She had to assume the worst-case scenario – Tom’s killer was hunting her.

      Madeline retrieved her keys from her shoulder bag and dropped the tote on the floor. She could hear the muffled thud of running footsteps on the lower veranda now.

      She bolted behind the broad staircase and went down a narrow service hall. She had grown up in the Aurora Point. She knew every inch of the place. In the many decades of its existence it had been remodeled and repaired countless times. The gracious, oversized proportions of the public rooms concealed a warren of smaller spaces that made up the back-of-the-house. There was a large kitchen, a commercial-sized pantry, storage rooms, and the laundry.

      There were also the back stairs that the staff had used to service the guest rooms.

      She summoned up a mental diagram of the layout of the sprawling hotel grounds. It was clear that there was no way to get to her car without being seen by whoever was on the veranda.

      She heard the lobby door open just as she emerged from the small, dark hallway into the pantry. The silence that followed iced her nerves. Most people who happened to walk in on a dead body would have made some noise. At the very least they would be calling 911.

      So much for the fleeting hope that the intruder might be an innocent transient or a high school kid who had stumbled onto the murder scene and was as scared as she was.

      She heard more footsteps – long, deliberate strides. Someone was searching the first floor, looking for her. It would be only a matter of time before she was discovered. If the person stalking her was armed, she would not stand a chance of making it to her car.

      She tried to think through a workable strategy. On the positive side, help was on the way. She needed the equivalent of a safe room until the authorities arrived.

      She went to the doorway of the pantry and looked out into the big kitchen. The old appliances loomed like dinosaurs in the shadows. Beyond lay the service stairs that led to the guest rooms on the upper floors.

      She rushed across the kitchen, not even trying to conceal her movements. Her shoes rang on the old tile floor. She knew her pursuer must have heard her.

      Muffled footsteps suddenly pounded across the lobby, heading for the kitchen.

      Madeline opened the door of the service staircase and raced up to the next floor, praying that none of the steps gave way beneath her weight.

      She reached the first landing, turned, and went down the hall. Most of the room doors were closed. She chose one at the far end of the corridor, opened it, and rushed inside.

      Whirling, she slammed the door shut and slid the ancient bolt home. A determined man could kick the door down, but it would take some work.

      She could hear the intruder coming up the service stairs. But her pursuer would have to check the rooms one by one to find her.
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