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    The Executive Decision Trilogy may be over, but the story continues in this addictively sexy fourth instalment by the best-selling Grace Marshall.


    Ambitious reporter Carla Flannery has been waiting to interview Wade Crittenden, the mysterious genius behind Pheuma Inc., and when she gets the chance, she can’t believe her luck.


    However, Carla has made a lot of enemies in her work, and when Wade discovers she’s being stalked, he is determined to keep her safe, spurred on by his confusing feelings towards her.


    As situations turn deadly and dark secrets threaten to reveal themselves, lives and hearts are on the line as the interview starts to reveal far more about them than either ever expected …
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    Chapter One


    Carla Flannery took a large gulp of what that was supposed to be coffee. She suspected it was actually lubricant for heavy machinery. She made a heroic effort to swallow and then shuddered at the after-taste. The cut on her face stung, but had stopped bleeding, so she ignored it as she went over her notes on the rescue of Devon Melbourne and the arrest of his kidnappers – well, some of his kidnappers, anyway. The police suspected that Rigby Eberhardt was only the scapegoat but, for whatever reason, he was taking the fall. She had a good rapport with most of the cops at the station, so eventually she would find out. They didn’t trust many reporters, but they trusted her – probably because of her father and her inadvertent association with Wade Crittenden. It actually wasn’t much of an association. For the most part, Wade ignored her. At the best of times he tolerated her – probably because she was Martin Flannery’s daughter. Well, being a good reporter was all about contacts, networking, and being able to namedrop when necessary, so if Wade’s name got her into certain inner sanctums, she wasn’t above dropping it.


    She glanced at her watch, and then at the closed door of the interrogation room. She knew Wade wasn’t inside, but was pretty sure he was watching Eberhardt’s questioning from the two-way mirror. She’d seen him go down the hall with Detective Meyers. They’d been there forever. She’d sent off a quick story to her editor from the scene of the rescue as soon as she’d gotten over the shakes. Flannery scoops it again, she thought with a smile. She supposed a high-five from Wade was too much to ask, but he’d just glared at her like she’d killed his cat. Still, Wade, and his cat – if he had one – weren’t the issue. Carla had already updated her story after she’d talked to the police, and she wanted to talk to Wade for the next update. She knew the night’s rescue and subsequent arrest wouldn’t have happened without Wade’s help, but it wouldn’t have happened without hers either. It hadn’t been her intention to still be in the vacant apartment building when the police raided. She was a journalist, not a cop, and she didn’t make a habit of hanging out at crime scenes – well, unless you counted the illegal landfill over by John Day or the warehouse outside Gresham where stolen cars were cannibalised for parts. And as for that horrible stalker who tried to kidnap Kendra Davis, well, it was hardly Carla’s fault that he decided he wanted her to have an exclusive on his creepy brilliance. Wade had played a major part in saving Kendra Davis’s life too, but so had her quick actions. She would hardly go so far as to think of them as a damn good team. He certainly didn’t think of her at all. Not that she wanted him to, of course. Not that she cared what Wade Crittenden thought of her.


    Back to the present situation though, the truth was that the police wouldn’t have raided at all if she hadn’t put two and two together, gone to the building, and realised what was going on. They wouldn’t have known where Rigby Eberhardt was holding the heir to the Melbourne empire if Carla hadn’t figured it out and called them in. It wasn’t her fault that she got caught out when Eberhardt and his cohort showed up unexpectedly. Then when it became clear that they were getting ready to move Melbourne somewhere else – namely the bottom of the Willamette River in a weighted-down garbage bag – what else could she do but text Wade and the cops from her hiding place in the closet?


    She looked at her watch one more time. What the hell was Wade doing? She wanted to make sure he was all right. He was favouring his arm when he came out of the derelict building with the police and Devon Melbourne. No other civilian but Wade Crittenden would have been allowed access. She’d been severely reprimanded by Detective Meyers for her part in the incident – never mind that it was her part that got Devon Melbourne back alive. All she wanted was just a few quotes from Wade before he told her to fuck off, he was busy. That was the man’s standard answer to everyone. Go away, he was busy. He wasn’t known for his social skills, and he certainly hadn’t been happy to see her tonight.


    She nearly choked on the last of the lube-oil coffee as the door to the interrogation room burst open, disgorging Detective Meyers, who was joined almost immediately by a very stern-looking Wade Crittenden. She had to do a double take. Wade wasn’t cloaked his usual baggy hoodie. He had given it to Devon Melbourne, who was wearing only a singlet and a pair of shorts when the kidnappers had taken him during his morning run along the river. She had never seen Wade without the baggy jacket, even in the heat of the summer. But wow! The man clearly did more than just play with computers. He wore a faded black Portland State T-shirt that was not tight, but definitely not baggy enough to hide broad, well-muscled shoulders and that squared, ramrod upper body that had “fit” written all over it. His left bicep looked as though it might burst from a strip of gauze bandaged carelessly around it several times. God, what the hell did the man do with himself when he wasn’t being Pneuma Inc.’s genius nerd? She knew he bowled, but she’d never heard of anyone getting that ripped from bowling. He wore the shirt tucked into a pair of threadbare, low-riding Levi’s settled over scuffed hiking boots that looked well past their sell-by date. And bed head! Wade Crittenden had bed head. His rich brown hair, sorely in need of a cut, had the just-up-from-a-romp-between-the-sheets look prissy men moussed and blow-dried to get. But Wade Crittenden didn’t have a fashion-conscious bone in his body and try though she might, she couldn’t keep from thinking of the man just up out of bed. Preferably her bed. Nope, the look was most definitely not dress-for-success billionaire, and yet Carla couldn’t take her eyes off him, as he bent to talk to Meyers. The detective was a fireplug of a man, several inches shorter than Wade, who she figured to be about 6’2. She strained to catch what they were saying, but could hear nothing over the hum of the air conditioning.


    And then Wade looked up. Her stomach did a somersault, and her face flushed. Damn pale Flannery skin meant that, beneath the freckles, she glowed like a fire engine when she blushed. And why the fuck was she blushing? There was no need to blush. It was just Wade. But as his gaze came to rest on her she felt like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a Mack truck. He nodded to Meyers and said something else before the detective turned down the hall, but Wade’s eyes never left Carla’s, and the shift of muscle along the square jaw – now sporting the stubble of a very long night – told her that he wasn’t happy. Her pulse jumped with a little shiver of fear. She’d never seen the man when he wasn’t totally focused on something that wasn’t her. He never got angry, never got happy, never got anything but slightly annoyed at being interrupted from whatever work of genius had his total tunnel-visioned attention. That had never upset her, since she wasn’t sure any person was actually worth Wade Crittenden’s full attention when he had other things on his mind – which he always did. He’d never done more than grudgingly offer her an acknowledging glance, as though her presence startled him slightly, but not enough to pay any real attention to.


    She wiped her hands, suddenly gone sweaty, against her own jeans and rose from the orange plastic chair. For a moment he didn’t move, only stood glaring at her, so, like any good journalist, she took the initiative. She offered him her best Flannery smile and moved boldly toward him. ‘There you are. I was hoping we’d get a chance to talk. What happened?’ She nodded to his arm.


    He looked down at is as though he hadn’t actually realised he was wounded, as though he hadn’t realised he had an arm there at all. Said arm was apparently far less obvious to him that it was to her. ‘It’s nothing. Just a scratch.’


    ‘Detective Brewster said it’s a knife wound, that Eberhardt tried to stab you.’ Even as she said it, her knees felt strangely weak. Knife wounds were often fatal. People died every day from stabbings.


    ‘It’s nothing,’ he repeated. ‘Eberhard’s not good with a knife.’ His hard gaze returned to her. His eyes weren’t exactly green, but they weren’t hazel either. They reminded her of moss or lichen or some mix of the two.


    ‘That’s good. I’m glad. I wondered if I could ask you a few questions,’ she ploughed on before he could shove past her and ignore her like he always did. ‘I’ve already talked to the police, but –’


    ‘What the hell were you doing?’ His voice was so soft she almost didn’t hear the question.


    ‘Excuse me?’


    ‘Why the hell were you there? In the building?’


    ‘I had a lead from one of Eberhardt’s old school mates, and I … What are you doing? Wade?’


    The man grabbed her forearm in a bruising grip and half marched/half dragged her down the hall and into an empty interrogation room, where he slammed the door behind them and pushed her ahead of him. She stumbled and steadied herself


    ‘Ouch! What the fuck to you think you’re doing?’ She turned to face him, feeling her cheeks heat up, but her stomach turn to ice at the angry mountain of a man that only a few minutes ago was mild-mannered nerd genius Wade Crittenden.


    ‘You could have gotten yourself killed.’ He moved on her, forcing her back until she had to catch herself to keep from falling on top of the small table at the centre of the room.


    ‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ she said, skirting the table and shoving him with the flat of her hand in the centre of his hard chest. ‘Besides, if I hadn’t texted it in, no one would have known Eberhardt was there and Devon Melbourne would be dead by now.’


    ‘Text it in! I got that. But text it in, Carla!’ He grabbed her by the lapels of her white shirt and gave her a shake that made her teeth rattle. Christ! She had never seen Wade like this before, and she could never remember him calling her by name. She was doubtful that he even knew it. He continued, ‘You don’t have to go into the goddamn building to text us the location.’


    ‘I wasn’t planning to stay!’ Her words came out high-pitched and a lot less indignant that she intended. ‘I didn’t expect Eberhardt to show up while I was investigating.’


    ‘While you were investigating? While you were investigating!’ With his hands still on her lapels, he walked her backward in an urgent, cockeyed tango until her spine was straight against the institution-green of the wall. ‘Christ, Carla, you could have been killed!’


    ‘I would have left if I could have, goddamn it, and don’t talk to me like I’m some stupid little kid. A man’s alive because of me, because of what I found out. You think I’m gonna stay safely locked up in my little apartment and let a man die because I’m a coward? And you? What about you? You’re not a cop. Eberhardt pulled a knife on you when you should have been back in the Dungeon safely calling the shots over your juiced-up Android.’ This time she gave him an elbow in the solar plexus and the bastard didn’t even budge. ‘I’m doing my job, damn it. I’m doing my job.’


    ‘They could have killed you!’ He shook her again. ‘They could have killed you.’ It was only as he brought his hand down to trace the wound along her cheekbone that she realised he was shaking. She barely had time to wonder if he could really be that angry at her before he pushed her again, then pulled her up on her toes, fists still curled in her shirt. And then … and then … he kissed her. Wade Crittenden, the epitome of obliviousness, the man who was always too busy doing important stuff to notice Martin Flannery’s daughter, suddenly had her mouth in a lip-lock that was so vicious and so demanding that if it had been a wrestling move, she would have very happily submitted.


    She gave a little yelp that he took full advantage of, his tongue finding its way in to battle hers and to snake over her teeth and hard palate. Almost as though her arms had a mind of their own, they went around his neck and curled into fists in the back of his T-shirt. And his hands … well, his hands were all over the place. One, fisted in her hair, held her so that there was no taking her mouth away from where he totally controlled it, not that she was very anxious to do so. The other hand slid down low onto her hip and then moved to cup her ass, bringing her up on her toes even further, as though he were trying to drag her up his body, and damned if she wasn’t doing her best to aid his efforts. Then he slid a knee in between hers, for support, she was sure, because her knees had turned to jelly at the first signs of mouth-to-mouth. And he was hot, like sitting too close to a campfire that felt so good you just couldn’t bring yourself to move away from the heat, even though it scorched you. Hard against soft, that was all she could think – that and how good it felt and how surprised she was at the hardness of Wade Crittenden’s body. At some remote control centre in her brain, some bit that had stayed marginally online in the wake of the kiss that would now and forevermore be known as The Kiss, she became aware that some parts of Wade Crittenden were harder than others. There had been major expansion in the general area of his fly, and her efforts to climb him, and his efforts to help her, were an attempt to position said hardness for maximum effect.


    ‘Wade, if you’ve got a minute – oh shit! Sorry!’


    It all happened so fast. Detective Meyers shoved into the interrogation room and was already mid-sentence before he realised there was a very private interrogation going on. Wade jumped back from her as though she had given him an electric shock, and she bit her tongue to keep from yelping. Whatever Wade said beneath his breath, Carla was certain it wasn’t nice.


    ‘I’ll be right there, Meyers,’ he said, without taking his eyes off Carla, who just stood there like a lump with her hand against her mouth, breathing like she’d run a marathon. The desperate rise and fall of Wade’s chest helped to keep her eyes above his waist, and the fire of anger still in his eyes kept her from moving until he stepped back and raked her with a gaze that would have scorched metal. ‘Go home, Carla, and don’t try to play dangerous games you don’t understand.’


    Then he turned and left her in the interrogation room, leaning heavily against the wall, one hand still pressed to her lips and the other clenched in a furious fist at her side. She would have run after him and given him a piece of her mind, but at the moment, she wasn’t entirely sure she could even walk. Come to think of it, she couldn’t imagine walking was too easy for him right now either. That, at least, brought a smirk of satisfaction to her kiss-bruised lips.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    ‘Damn, Crittenden, you’re a star.’ Clyde Barkley held up his copy of The Oregonian and shoved a finger at the stock photo of Wade right below Carla Flannery’s by-line. Wade glanced at it, growled, then grabbed up the ball and turned his attention to his lane, where the pins awaited his assault and, today, that’s about what the man’s efforts had amounted to, Clyde observed. The bowling alley was quiet this time of day. In fact, it was actually closed, but Wade paid handsomely to have it all to himself for two hours every Monday morning.


    Clyde didn’t mind opening it for him on his day off. He enjoyed Wade’s company. Wade Crittenden was one of the richest men in the Northwest, though you’d never know it to look at him. Or to be around him, Clyde thought. The man was just good folks. Sure, he was a bit of a grump, but there was nothing snooty or uppity about Wade Crittenden. He came to Clyde’s bowling alley on Monday mornings like clockwork, and sometimes more often when he needed to think. Wade hated crowds – that meant anyone other than Clyde. Wade never bowled with other people. That might have sounded like a hoity-toity thing to do, but Clyde had long suspected Wade was probably, like most nerds, a bit on the shy side and certainly lacking in the social polish that usually came with lots of money. Clyde was always happy to open for him, even in the middle of the night. That way he got to be the one the guy bounced all his genius ideas off. Clyde had to admit that sometimes he didn’t understand a damn thing Crittenden said, but at other times he was stunned by the total creativity of such a mind. Money aside, Clyde enjoyed Wade’s private visits to the bowling alley probably as much as Wade did. He watched as the man missed his split and didn’t even try to curtail the resulting curse. Wade didn’t curse very often. But then, Wade didn’t miss a split very often either.


    ‘A bit off your game today,’ Clyde observed. ‘Everything all right? I mean, you did rescue Melbourne’s kid last night. That’s gotta have you whistling a happy tune.’


    ‘Everything’s fine, and I don’t whistle,’ came the reply.


    Clyde wondered how Wade managed to make “everything’s fine” sound like “life sucks big fat juicy ones and I want to kill something.” He glanced down at his paper while Wade gulped viciously at his Coke and waited for the ball to return.


    ‘Carla Flannery wrote the article, I see,’ Clyde said. ‘Now there’s a woman! Quite the pit bull when it comes to getting a story, isn’t she?’


    Wade only grunted and bowled another split. Clyde couldn’t help feeling a bit of sympathy for both the ball and the pins. ‘My youngest son’s a journalist out in Ohio,’ he said. ‘Not that I’m not proud of him, but he’s never had anything hit national news.’


    ‘Well, it was a major story.’ Wade missed his split again. ‘No one really thought Melbourne would get his son back alive. He wouldn’t have if Carla hadn’t taken her life into her hands.’ Wade dropped into the chair next to Clyde and stared across the deserted lanes.


    ‘Paper doesn’t say anything about that.’ When he realised more details were not forthcoming, Clyde studied him for a moment, then looked back down at the story. ‘She’s not bad looking in a tomboyish sort of way, Carla Flannery. I saw pictures of her after the John Day landfill story. The woman’s got more balls than I’ve got in my whole bowling alley.’


    Wade shrugged.


    ‘What? You didn’t notice? That she’s good looking, I mean.’


    ‘She’s not my type.’ Wade grabbed up his ball and bowled a strike that nearly took the back of the lane out.


    ‘Jesus, Crittenden! Spare the plaster, would you?’


    Wade gave him a sour look as the pins reset.


    ‘Not your type, huh? What? You don’t like smart women?’ Clyde asked, stroking his chin. ‘Well, I suppose a brain like you might go in for the opposite, some ditzy bimbo with fake … bits. You do like girls, don’t you?’


    Wade glared at him hard enough to make Clyde flinch. On the outside. On the inside he was smirking.


    ‘I like girls just fine. And no, I don’t like stupid women, and I don’t like women with … enhancements. I do like women who don’t take huge risks that put their lives in danger without thinking of the consequences of their actions.’


    ‘If what you say is true, sounds to me like Ms Flannery put her life in danger to save someone else’s life.’


    There was a non-committing grunt from Wade, who wiped his hands on his jeans and picked up the ball.


    Clyde scooted to the edge of his chair as his only customer turned his attention back to his lane. ‘She is an investigative reporter,’ he said to Wade’s back. ‘There are bound to be some risks.’


    This time the ball practically exploded up the lane and the violence of the strike made Clyde jump.


    Wade watched as the pins were swept away and reset again. Then he spoke. ‘Some risks, yes, but that woman has no sense of self-preservation, she doesn’t think. She’s just reckless! That woman –’


    Clyde cleared his throat loudly. ‘That woman just walked in the door.’


    ‘Morning, gentlemen.’ Carla Flannery stood at the back of the alley in tailored black trousers and a white blouse that hugged some very nice curves, Clyde thought. She was smaller than he expected, but then, her father wasn’t hugely tall. Her dark auburn hair reminded him of burnished bronze, and the thousand-watt smile she offered made him smile right back. Wade wasn’t smiling though.


    ‘Shit, Clyde!’ Wade was turning into a regular potty-mouth. He spun around just as Carla Flannery walked past the shoe rental and down the steps to the lanes. ‘Didn’t you lock the door?’


    ‘Never needed to before,’ Clyde said, finding it very interesting that the closer Carla Flannery came to Wade Crittenden, the more uncomfortable the man seemed to get. And damn, the man could blush. Clyde had to admit, if that slightly gravelly, just-out-of-bed voice of hers was directed at him, and those simmering blue eyes, he just might be blushing too.


    ‘Morning, Crittenden,’ Carla said, coming to stand beside him. ‘How’s the arm?’


    ‘Arm’s fine, Flannery,’ he said, avoiding her gaze. ‘How’s the face?’


    ‘Nearly healed. It was just a scratch. Don’t even remember how I got it.’


    Wade stood and pushed past her. ‘Let me refresh your memory, then. Does the name Rigby Eberhardt ring any bells? Makes his living kidnapping? Remember him? He nearly put your eye out.’


    She shrugged and lifted her hand to her cheek. ‘As you said, Eberhardt’s not good with a knife. Besides, I’m fast.’


    Hot damn! He didn’t know about Wade Crittenden, but Clyde was in love. And even if he wasn’t, the morning had suddenly become a whole lot more interesting.


    ‘If you’re fast, then you can leave. I’m busy.’ Wade picked up the ball and blasted another split. The tension of the man’s jaw, which made it look like he could chew up iron and spit it out, told Clyde the story behind the story was probably way more interesting that what was in the paper.


    ‘Nice article, Ms Flannery.’ Clyde couldn’t resist, though he probably should have.


    ‘It’s Carla,’ she said, ‘and thank you, Clyde.’ She turned sultry, playful eyes on him, the eyes of intelligence that never took itself too seriously, and he knew for a fact that something was seriously wrong with Crittenden if he wasn’t hot for this woman.


    Add to that the fact that she actually knew his name, and Clyde could easily see that Carla Flannery was one in a million. ‘Do you bowl?’


    ‘No, she doesn’t.’


    ‘As a matter of fact, I do,’ she said, ignoring Wade. ‘Size nine shoe, if you please.’ She leaned forward as though imparting a secret. ‘I have big feet.’


    It was when Wade actually growled at him that Clyde realised there was really nothing wrong with Wade at all, other than the fact that the lovely Carla Flannery scared him witless. There was some serious teeth grinding, and Wade all but guttered the ball, and pinched his finger on the ball return.


    ‘Christ, Crittenden! What are you trying to do, kill yourself?’ Carla had the wounded hand in hers before Wade could do more than exhale a curse and try to yank it away.


    ‘You’re disturbing my bowling time, Carla. I bowl alone.’


    Clyde stopped halfway up the steps, remembering that Wade paid him a helluva lot of money to bowl alone at 6 a.m. on a Monday morning.


    ‘OK, I’ll just sit and watch then.’ Carla flopped down into one of the moulded plastic chairs. ‘On the other hand, if you can’t bowl with someone watching, I can wait in the car until you’re done.’


    ‘I can bowl with someone watching,’ Wade said, with a tight edge in his voice that told Clyde the man’s perfect control was holding by a thread. ‘But I would prefer –’


    ‘Oh, good, then.’ She settled back into the chair and made herself at home, dazzling him with an enthusiastic smile. ‘I’ll be your cheerleader. Clyde,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘Could I trouble you for a Coke?’


    Clyde gave her the thumbs up and disappeared behind the bar, straining to hear any interesting conversation that he might miss over the rattle of ice and hiss of the drink machine. All he heard was another violent encounter of ball and pins. Strange how he could gauge Wade Crittenden’s mood by the way he introduced the ball to the pins on a Monday morning. He looked up to see another missed split and heard Carla offering Wade advice on bowling a strike. Clyde smiled to himself. Poor bastard. He didn’t stand a chance against her, no matter how smart he was, and Clyde wasn’t about to get in the way of progress.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Clyde Barkley brought Carla her Coke then excused himself to do some contrived task in the back room. Wade gave him a panicked look just before he lobed a violent strike that made Carla cringe. So that’s how it was going to be, was it? Well, after last night, Carla figured there were a lot of facets of Wade Crittenden she hadn’t seen, and he wasn’t going to reveal himself graciously. But he would reveal himself. She didn’t have a reputation as one of the best journalists in the Northwest for nothing, and Wade Crittenden was just the kind of challenge she lived for. Her insides gave a little quiver as she thought about last night, being pressed against the wall in the interrogation room, up close and personal with the man who she thought barely knew she existed. Who could have imagined that beneath the baggy, nerdy clothes was a hard body? She absently fanned herself with one of the laminated menus from the bar that someone had left on the chair next to her. And The Kiss! God, now was so not the time to think about Wade Crittenden’s incredibly talented mouth, which at the moment looked like it could bite a chunk out of his bowling ball. His jaw was clenched and the muscles along his neck corded like tightly woven rope. Muscles. Who could have suspected Wade Crittenden of having muscles?


    ‘What do you want, Flannery?’ he huffed, dropping into the seat next to her. ‘I’m –’


    ‘Busy, yes I know.’ She glanced at his score on the overhead projector. ‘Looks like you just finished the game though. Surely you’ve got a few minutes before you get busy again.’


    He folded his arms across his chest, as if she needed a reminder that he was, once again, without his hoodie. His arm was no longer bandaged and the wound really did look superficial across the long lean swell of his bicep. ‘No stitches,’ she observed. ‘I’m glad.’


    ‘Me too.’ He covered the wound self-consciously with an open palm and blushed furiously. ‘I’m not fond of needles.’


    ‘Thus no piercings and no tats.’ It was her turn to blush. ‘Or, at least I assume.’ Nice one, Flannery, she thought. Way to make a fool of yourself. If he has either, you think he’s going to show you?


    To her surprise, he offered her a twitch of a smile. ‘Nope. Neither. Passing out in the tattoo parlour isn’t very manly. You either, I see. Stitches I mean.’ He nodded to her face.


    ‘No! Thank God, I’d look like the bride of Frankenstein, all I’d need is a bolt in my neck. I already have the hair for it.’ She ran a hand through the wild tumble of uncontrollable curls, then blushed again.


    ‘What do you want, Flannery?’ he repeated, all trace of his smile and sense of humour gone.


    She forced a stiff laugh, and her blush burned hotter. ‘I think that’s the place where you’re supposed to tell me that I don’t look anything like the bride of Frankenstein, that I look lovely with the bowling alley lighting streaming through my wild locks.’


    ‘You need to give me the heads-up when you’re fishing for compliments, otherwise I’ll miss the cues completely.’


    She ground her teeth. ‘I’ll keep that in mind next time I want to play mirror-mirror-on-the-wall with you.’ When he made no reply, only stared at her as though she had two heads, she squared her shoulders and fumbled with the strap of her bag still draped casually over her shoulder. Best get on with it. If she was going to sweeten him up to get what she wanted, she’d better start with an apology. ‘I’m sorry if I upset you last night. It wasn’t my intention. When I found Devon chained to the wall, and when I couldn’t free him myself, I couldn’t just leave him. Then Eberhardt showed up, and there was nothing I could do but hide and stay put until the cavalry arrived.’


    ‘You shouldn’t have been there at all.’


    ‘You would have done the same,’ she said.


    ‘You’re not me.’


    ‘Obviously,’ she replied with a half smile. ‘Though I don’t have any tats either, I do have pierced ears. And I, personally, tend to go a whole lot easier on balls and pins when I bowl.’


    This time there was a velvety chuckle from low in that well-formed chest, and his smile was almost boyish. She had to do a double-take. Who was this nearly sociable man, and what had he done with Wade Crittenden? ‘Are you trying to tell me you’re not a dangerous woman?’


    She scooted forward in her chair, nearly leaning into his personal space. ‘Oh, I didn’t say that. Though generally speaking, bowling balls are pretty safe around me. But then again, one has never mortally offended me either. I figure, live and let live.’


    The smile slipped from his lips and all humour left his face. He lifted a thick finger and ran it along the scratch on her cheek. ‘You could have been killed.’ His voice was soft and frighteningly serious.


    She caught her breath, somehow feeling his touch in places far removed from her face as, to her surprise and embarrassment, the sensation burst and bloomed and made her squirm and blush. ‘We already covered that last night. So could have you.’ Oh God, please say her voice wasn’t shaking. Just then, her Android rang from where it was clipped to the pocket of her trousers and she yelped and nearly fell off the edge of the chair. She answered it with the most business-like “hello” she could manage with her heart hammering in her throat. Wade practically jerked up from his chair, pressed the reset button, and slammed the ball down the alley.


    ‘Hello?’ Carla said again, covering her other ear with her hand as Wade bowled a noisy strike.


    ‘Hi, Carla. This is Devon. Devon Melbourne, you know, from last night.’


    With the reporter’s Pavlovian instincts, she reached for the small pen and pad she kept in the top of her bag. ‘Devon! Of course. How’re you feeling?’


    ‘Better, thanks to you.’


    ‘Good, that’s great!’ She looked up to find Wade standing in front of her, his arms folded across the angry rise and fall of his chest. ‘What the hell does he want?’ Wade asked. ‘Tell him you’re busy.’


    She waved Wade away, but when he wouldn’t budge, she shoved around him and slid into the chair in front of the next lane over. ‘What can I do for you, Devon?’


    There was a brief pause. ‘Have I called at a bad time?’


    ‘No, not at all.’ She glared at Wade. ‘Just work.’


    ‘I promise I won’t keep you long.’ There was another short pause. ‘I was wondering if I could convince you to have dinner with me,’ came the voice on the other end of the device, just as Wade sidled into the seat next to her and leaned close in an effort to hear. She glared at him then hopped up and moved to the chair at the other end of the row. ‘Or at least coffee … you know, to thank you and …’


    ‘Yes?’


    The sigh on the other end of the device was like a gust of wind. ‘Well, I just wanted you to know that I’m happy to answer any of your questions. As a reporter, I figure you have plenty, but you were too polite to ask last night.’


    She laughed. ‘Oh, I’ve seldom been accused of being too polite.’ She shot Wade a withering glance. ‘And anyway, you were in shock.’


    There was a soft chuckle on the other end of the phone. ‘Well, I’m not in shock now, and I don’t mind if you’re not polite. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve earned the right to be as rude as you want.’


    ‘You may regret that statement, Mr Melbourne.’


    ‘It’s Devon, just Devon. My father’s Mr Melbourne, as he’s so fond of reminding people.’


    No love lost for Daddy , she scribbled on her pad.


    He continued. ‘That was a brave thing you did last night, you know that?’ Before she could respond with more than just a blush, he continued. ‘Anyway, you can play journalist if you want, but mostly I just want to thank you.’


    She gave Wade a sharp elbow in the ribs as he moved back next to her and leaned in to hear. ‘You’re sure you want to do this? I mean you’ve been through a lot. Please don’t feel you owe me. Besides, maybe it would be better if you gave yourself a couple more days first.’


    ‘Look, Carla, you saved my life, that’s what I remember, that’s what’s important right now.’ There was a pause and another wind-rush of a quickly exhaled breath. ‘Besides, I’m really not all that keen on my own company at the moment. I can’t keep my mind from …’


    ‘I understand,’ Carla said. ‘I think I’d feel the same way under the circumstances.’


    ‘So will you? Will you have dinner with me?’


    She looked up and caught Wade’s eye, then looked back down at the pad poised on one knee. ‘Of course. Just tell me where and when.’


    ‘Fantastic,’ he said. How about dinner tonight at, say, 7.30?’


    ‘Can’t tonight. Having dinner with my dad. You’d never believe a Flannery could cook such scrumptious Italian. How about tomorrow?’


     ‘Great. That’s perfect. I’ll send a limo. I already have your address, no worries. I’ll see you then.’ And the line went dead.


    She put the device away and found herself looking up into Wade’s accusing eyes. ‘You gave him your address?’


    She bristled. ‘It’s my work address, Crittenden. It was on my card, and yes, of course I gave him my card. I’m a journalist, remember?’


    But he wasn’t listening. ‘Seriously? You’re going out with Devon Melbourne?’


    ‘I’m not going out with him. He wants to take me to dinner, to thank me.’ She mumbled the last words, then kicked herself for being embarrassed that the man wanted to thank her. She had saved his life.


    Wade’s eyebrows rose and disappeared beneath his unruly hair and she wasn’t sure if he smiled or flinched. Either way, his facial expression wasn’t meant as a compliment to her arrangement with Devon Melbourne. ‘You wanna rob the cradle, it’s none of my business, I mean the guy’s all of what, twenty-two, twenty-three? No, wait, I read in his file; he’ll be twenty-four next month, almost all grown up. And, of course, he is rich. There is that.’


    ‘His money hardly interests me.’ She offered Wade a saccharine smile. ‘It’s been my experience that rich people can be real assholes.’


    He raised both hands and offered a shrug that made his shoulders look enormous. ‘It’s none of my business.’


    ‘You’re right. It is none of your business. It was my call, not yours, on my device, not yours, so if you don’t like what you hear, well, you shouldn’t be listening in. You’re supposed to be bowling, right?’


    ‘What do you want, Carla?’ His abrupt change of subject derailed her before she could get started on her well-deserved rant. Who the hell did he think he was, anyway? It was just an act of kindness, nothing more. Surely he wasn’t too stupid to see that. She watched, speechless, as he hopped up and lobbed a killer ball that would have been devastating if it hadn’t guttered half way down the lane and rolled benignly the rest of the way to the soundtrack of half-hissed curses that would have hurt a sailor’s ears. She had no idea until last night that Wade Crittenden had such a colourful vocabulary. She watched his shoulders rise and fall in what she thought was the nerd’s last-ditch effort at some calming Zen. Then he took a deep breath and spoke without looking at her. ‘What do you want?’ he repeated.


    Thanks to Devon’s poorly-timed call, it was far too late to sweeten him up, so she’d just have to go for it and hope for the best. She took a deep breath and said, ‘I want to interview you.’ She stuffed the notebook back into her shoulder bag, shoved it onto the seat, and came to stand by his side as he waited for the ball to return.


    ‘No,’ he replied, calmly taking up the ball and this time sending it waltzing right down the centre of the lane for a slow-mo strike.


    ‘Oh, it’s not about last night. You’ve already said plenty about last night. It’s about Pneuma Inc. I’ve already interviewed Dee and Ellis.’


    ‘Then you don’t need to interview me. They know everything I know.’


    ‘Oh, I got great stuff from them, but people want to know about the genius behind Pneuma Inc, the mystery man. Come on, Wade, I promise I’ll be gentle.’


    She gave a little squeak of surprise as he grabbed her by the lapel of her shirt, led her unceremoniously back to the seat, and pushed her gently down in it. ‘No,’ he said. Then he grabbed the ball and bowled yet another strike.


    ‘You’re pretty good,’ she said.


    ‘I’m better when no one is bothering me.’ He tapped his fingers on the ball return in a definite ‘get lost, Carla’ rhythm.


    ‘Look,’ she shoved out of the seat and came to his side again. ‘You’ve been hounding me to be a good girl, to play it safe, to stay out of danger, well …’


    He picked up the returned ball and took his stance, with her standing right beside him.


    ‘What could be safer than me interviewing the mysterious Wade Crittenden of Pneuma Inc?’ She followed on his heels as he positioned himself, took three quick steps, and let the ball go. She nearly rear-ended him at his sudden stop.


    He turned suddenly and she found herself cheek to chest with him. They were both breathing much harder than their little bowling waltz demanded. Then, fuck, if he didn’t lift her bodily over his shoulders, carry her back to the chair, and drop into it like an oversized sack of potatoes before the ball flattened all the pins. Again. With a hand on either side of the chair, trapping her there, he held her gaze, nearly nose to nose. ‘I may be a lot of things, Flannery, but I’m not safe.’ Before she could protest further, he turned and bellowed, ‘Clyde, Ms Flannery’s leaving. Show her out please. And then lock the damn door.’


    She knew when to call a break and regroup. Wade Crittenden may have won this battle, but she had every intention of winning the war. As Clyde appeared from the bowels of the building and motioned her apologetically toward the exit, Wade grabbed the ball and positioned himself, then stopped. ‘Have a good time with Junior,’ he said without looking at her, then he landed another vicious strike.


    ‘He’s in a foul mood today, Carla. I’m really sorry.’


    ‘It’s not your fault, Clyde. So far as I know, he’s never actually in a good mood when he’s around me.’


    The bowling alley’s owner walked her out onto the sidewalk and into the waterlogged Oregon sunshine. He looked back over his shoulder as the door shut like he was afraid Wade might overhear. ‘You scare him, Carla, that’s all. The man’s a creature of habit. Most people are, and they feel safe with their little routines. You’re outside Wade’s comfort zone.’ He gave her a broad smile. ‘It’ll do him good.’


    Carla thanked Clyde for his time and hopped into her car, writing a quick note to herself on her Android that maybe she could interview him about Wade, though she doubted it. Clearly, even her showing up unannounced had nearly been a violation of the trust between the two. And really, she shouldn’t have come here. Wade was reclusive, everyone knew that. Even his recent forays into helping the police were mostly behind the scenes, dealing with high-tech surveillance and research, though the man was apparently quite the strategist as well. She started to email herself the message, then stopped mid-thought.


    The bowling alley and the basement at Pneuma Inc, affectionately known as Wade’s Dungeon – that was it. Did he ever go any place else? In fact, she wondered if last night’s raid was the first field experience Wade had had. Granted, he’d been at the clear-cut Stacie Emerson Walker had been instrumental in reclaiming after Terrance Jamison had terrorized her, but he hadn’t seemed all that comfortable. Even when she tried to engage him in conversation he acted as though he wished she’d go away. If Wade’s world really did consist of only the Dungeon and the bowling alley, then he couldn’t have been all that comfortable on last night’s raid. Maybe that was a part of why he was upset about her being there. Though that hardly explained The Kiss, did it? She’d ask Ellis or Dee. Maybe they would know. She would get her interview, one way or another.


    She checked her messages before she headed back into Portland. Her father wondered if they were still on for dinner tonight. He was cooking her favourite chicken cacciatore. He might be a Flannery, but he married Rosa Isabella Lorenzo and good, hearty Italian cooking and passing on those memories to the daughter who never knew her had been his way of remembering his wife after her death. He seldom had time, but when he cooked, well it was a thing of beauty, and it was a wonder Carla didn’t weigh three hundred pounds.


    There was a message from her editor wanting her to follow up on the Melbourne story by interviewing Devon. She could tick that off her list tomorrow night, and she was heading to the police station right now for any updates they could offer. There was a message from both Dee and Ellis confirming another meeting with her for the Pneuma Inc interviews. The editor was pushing her for an interview with Wade as well. She was just about to lay the Android on her seat and head for the station when it rang. She picked it up without thinking.


    For a second there was silence, and just as she was convinced it might have been a telemarketer, there was a man’s voice. ‘Ms Flannery? Carla Flannery?’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘I won’t keep you long. I just want to say what a fan I am of yours. What you did last night was amazing. You’re a hero. A father shouldn’t have to outlive his son. It’s not right. I don’t care much for Melbourne and his empire, but that boy is his only son, his only child. I shudder to think what might have happened if Melbourne had to rely on the police or his own hired help in the rescue. He was so lucky you were there. So very lucky. That father and son bond is so important and so fragile, you know? Not something to take for granted, Ms Flannery. Not something to take for granted.’


    ‘Who is this?’ A chill ran down Carla’s spine. ‘Hello?’


    There was the sharp catch of a breath. ‘No one important, Ms Flannery. I’m sorry to disturb you, but I just had to talk to you because you understand. I know you understand.’


    The line went dead and Carla stared at the unidentified caller message on the display screen. No one knew that she had been involved in last night’s rescue and arrest, no one but the police and Wade, and her father, who had been almost as furious as Wade. Until they could find the mastermind behind the kidnapping, Detective Meyers had insisted Carla’s role was to remain secret for her own protection. Her Android number was given out sparingly. Her editor would have never given it out to anyone. There was a strict policy against it. On top of that, her device was one of Wade Crittenden’s souped-up models. After her inadvertent involvement with the stalker in the Kendra Davis case, her father had insisted that she be equipped with one.


    ‘It was just a prank,’ she said out loud as she dropped the phone onto the passenger seat and pulled out of the parking lot. She’d have her father check it out when she saw him tonight. She racked her brain to think who might know about her part in last night’s rescue. Devon Melbourne and his father knew. She had given Devon her card. She had spent a long time talking to him, just being there for him, while the EMTs examined him and he waited for his father to arrive. He had asked her to stay with him, even then, seeming to find comfort in her presence, and why not. She was like Santa Claus coming down the chimney to him, showing up as she had, then shushing him while she hid in the closet promising to get help. Before he had been tucked into the private ambulance his father had summoned and taken off to be examined by the Melbournes’ personal physician, he had given her an emotional hug and asked for permission to call her so they could talk. Of course she wouldn’t deny him. The man had nearly died. But his gratitude and that of his father would not have come in the form of an anonymous phone call. As far as anyone else knew, Carla Flannery was just the reporter on the scene. The whole situation was a little bit embarrassing, really. She wasn’t a hero, and she certainly wasn’t a publicity hound. Anyway she’d had a few prank calls in her time as a journalist. She wasn’t exactly writing the society pages, after all. 

  


  
    Chapter Four


    The man made Martin Flannery nervous, pacing back and forth behind him in the kitchen while Martin was trying to enjoy the experience of cooking. At last he laid down the spoon, folded his arms across the denim apron Carla had bought him for Christmas that said “Head Chef”, and glared at Wade Crittenden. ‘Either tell me why you’re here or go away. I’m busy.’


    Wade stared at him with a jaundiced eye, as though he had only just noticed there was someone else in the kitchen and something else going on that didn’t involve him. He nodded to the stove. ‘Smells good.’


    Martin wiped his hands on a kitchen towel. ‘And it’ll taste even better. I’ve made plenty. You’re welcome to stay, but only if you tell me what the hell’s the matter with you.’


    Wade leaned back against the counter and bit his lower lip. ‘I have a couple of new gadgets I thought you might be interested in, you know, for your security business.’


    Martin began cutting up the tomatoes for the salad. He usually left that for Carla to do, but she had called to say she would be a little late thanks to an unexpected interview. ‘Not the usual topic for dinner, but then I’m a captive audience as long as you’re here.’


    ‘I’ve come up with a new subcutaneous tracking device that I think might be really useful.’


    Martin scratched his chin. ‘Wade, you know that most of my work involves security systems and bodyguards. I’d think that sort of device would be better for, I don’t know, undercover cops, FBI, CIA.’


    ‘Oh, I thought about that,’ Wade said, watching him while he chopped as though he had never seen such a thing. ‘But I thought maybe you could help me test it.’


    ‘You want to implant one on me?’


    Wade shuffled from foot to foot. ‘No. Not exactly.’


    ‘Then what exactly?’ He started in on the cucumber.


    When Wade didn’t answer, he laid down the knife and turned to face him. The man looked suspiciously like Carla had when she’d been sixteen and had asked him to go on her first mixed-sex camping trip. He was old school, and he didn’t want his daughter hanging out with a bunch of testosterone-crazed teenage boys overnight. Oh, he remembered only too well what it was like. Carla hadn’t been happy with his response, said he was treating her like a child and he’d have to let her grow up sometime. But when her friends’ parents had been called to the police station after their kids were taken in for under-age drinking, she’d had to admit, her old man had her best interest at heart, and maybe it wasn’t time to grow up just yet after all. ‘Wade?’ He smiled to himself that his Bad Dad act still worked, even on someone as oblivious as Wade Crittenden.


    ‘Well, I was thinking after what happened last night with Devon Melbourne and all, and with how upset you were that …’ He cleared his throat and began pacing again, studiously avoiding Martin’s gaze. ‘Well, you know I hadn’t really realised until then just how dangerous an investigative reporter’s job is and …’


    ‘You want to test you little invention on Carla?’


    ‘Surely you worry about her. I mean, ever since I’ve known her she’s always getting into trouble.’


    ‘Of course I worry about her.’ Martin went back to chopping the cucumber, more slowly than usual. ‘She’s my daughter and I’d worry about her if she were a secretary at risk of getting a paper cut. If you want her to try in out though, you’ll have to ask her yourself, Professor Gadget, because I’m not that brave, nor that stupid.’


    Wade moved so close to Martin that he laid down the knife again and stepped back. The man was practically vibrating with … nerves? ‘Can’t you make her? I mean she is your daughter.’


    Martin huffed out a laugh. ‘She’s my daughter, not my dog, for crissake, and she’s damn near thirty years old. I can’t make her do anything. She’s not a child by a long shot, and she’s not stupid and –’


    ‘And you’re not afraid when she pulls something dangerous like she did last night?’


    ‘Of course I’m afraid. I wanted her to be a doctor or a banker. Hell, I wanted her locked up in a tower some place safe and out of harm’s way. All fathers want that for their little girls. But the choices are hers to make, not mine. If I want her to respect me, if I want to have a relationship with her as friends, then I have to let her spread her wings, and I have to trust that when she does she’ll be able to fly.’ He held Wade’s gaze. ‘And she flies, Wade. She flies like a falcon.’


    Wade stood silently for a minute, his breath slightly accelerated, his hands clenched into fists at his side.


    Martin continued. ‘I’ve taken every possible precaution. Every one she’ll allow me to. But I can’t lock her away, and I can’t make her choices for her.’ He shrugged and went back to the salad. ‘Like I said, if you want to ask her, feel free. And believe me, if you can convince her, no one would be happier than me.’


    As Martin turned back to the stove, Wade moved behind him, to look over his shoulder, close enough that he could feel the man’s agitated breath on the back of his neck. Martin was good at reading people, and he wasn’t at all sure he liked what he was reading form Wade.


    ‘Well, what about if you could put a similar device, I don’t know, maybe in her bag? I know she carries that ratty bag everywhere, or maybe you could get her to let me upgrade her Android and then I could slip the device in it. Though that’s still not as good as having an implant.’


    ‘Wade.’ Martini laid the spoon on the rest and turned to discover he was almost nose to nose with him. ‘I’ve had this conversation multiple times with Carla. I’ve pushed the issue as far as I can. She’ll take the Android. She even gritted her teeth and let me put the security system you helped me design in her flat. You have no idea what a battle that was. There’s no way I’m going to pull a sneaky on my daughter, the ace investigative reporter. I’m not stupid, all right? And anyway,’ he forced Wade back a step, ‘what’s your sudden interest in my daughter and her ratty bag?’


    Wade stepped back, catching himself on the edge of the granite counter. His face reddened and he gave several fish gasps and some inarticulate sounds at the back of his throat before he managed, ‘I’m not interested in your daughter. I don’t even like your daughter. But she worries me with all the risks she takes and,’ he cleared his throat again and resumed pacing avoiding Martin’s gaze, ‘I thought if someone who doesn’t even like her is concerned about her welfare and safety, then surely her father must be too.’


    Martin stepped into Wade’s path and brought him up short. ‘You don’t like my daughter?’


    There were more fish gasps and more inarticulate sounds.


    ‘Good,’ Martin said, half enjoying himself. ‘You’re a colleague. We work together. You’re not supposed to like my daughter.’ God, seeing the unflappable Wade Crittenden so shaken would have been a real treat if Martin hadn’t thought that Wade protested just a bit too much and, frankly, he wasn’t sure how he felt about Wade Crittenden turning his tunnel-vision toward Carla. But before he could think about it too much, the timer on the oven went off and his Android rang. He pulled the bread out and answered the call.


    ‘Carla? You’d better not be phoning me while you’re driving. We’ve had this discussion ad nauseum.’ Wade was suddenly nearly on top of him again, listening to his phone call.


    ‘No, Dad. I’m waiting at a light in heavy traffic. Just wanted you to know I’ll be there in ten. Sorry I’m late. Gotta go. Light changed. Not talking while driving.’ The line went dead.


    Martin tossed the device on the counter and shot Wade an irritated glance. ‘You staying for dinner? Because if you are, you can set the table. You do know how to do that, don’t you? Then you can ask Carla yourself if she wants you to implant a tracking device on her person.’


    If Wade had been red a minute ago, he suddenly turned pale and backed away as though Martin had pointed a gun at him. ‘No! I can’t stay. I’ve gotta go. I’m busy.’


    Martin raised an eyebrow. ‘You sure? There’s plenty.’


    ‘Can’t. Gotta go.’ Wade turned on his heels and was out the door without so much as a ‘see you later’. And just as quickly as he left, he shoved the door back open and stuck his head in, looking like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. ‘Martin. Don’t tell her … about our … discussion.’ And before Martin could do more than nod, Wade turned and left. Martin shrugged and went to set the table.


    ‘I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable having dinner at my place,’ Devon Melbourne said. Carla could feel his gaze on her back. ‘I had planned to take you out. I had reservations and everything. I just … well, I think maybe you were right. When it came down to it, the thought of being out in public so soon after everything that happened … I just couldn’t.’


    Carla turned from the amazing view of the Willamette Devon’s 15th-storey apartment offered. ‘I’m not uncomfortable, Devon. Just a little bit surprised, that’s all. And to be honest, if I had this view, I might well never go out.’


    He came to her side and looked out over the city. ‘Sadly I don’t spend a lot of time here. Dad’s kept me busy ever since I finished my degree.’


    ‘Business. Harvard, right?’


    He offered an embarrassed shrug of his shoulders. ‘You know, the heir apparent, and all that.’


    ‘Not what you wanted to study?’


    ‘I never cared one way or another,’ he said, following her gaze. ‘I guess business is as good as anything else. What about you? Did you always want to be a journalist extraordinaire?’


    ‘I wanted to be a fighter pilot,’ she said with a chuckle. ‘But I was horrible at obeying orders and discipline wasn’t my forte. Dad convinced me pretty early on that the military life wasn’t suited for me. And I got my pilot’s licence without saluting and wearing a uniform.’


    ‘Do you own your own plane, Madame Pilot?’


    ‘Dad says it’s a glorified model plane, but I like it.’ She couldn’t keep from smiling whenever she talked about her little Cessna. The plane was why she still lived in a small flat instead of the nice starter home she could have otherwise afforded. It was a good trade-off, she thought. Besides she was seldom home for more than a sleep and a shower.


    ‘Dinner was nice,’ Carla said, as he nodded her into the lounge where a fire blazed in the gas fireplace taking the damp chill out of a cool summer night.


    ‘But not as nice as your father’s,’ he said.


    She laughed softly and took the glass of Zinfandel he’d refilled for her. ‘Nobody cooks like my father.’


    ‘I won’t tell Alice that then.’ He sat down next to her. ‘Or my old man. He’ll be trying to hire him.’ Devon had borrowed his father’s cook for the evening and the sea bass was lovely, but Carla was more of a meat and potatoes sort of girl.


    She ran a badly chewed nail around the rim of her glass and shifted on the sofa so she could look at him while they talked. ‘I don’t think that would be to anyone’s satisfaction. Dad cooks for pleasure, and when it doesn’t please him, he orders Mexican from the Cantina around the corner.’



