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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  ANYWHERE, ANYTIME, ANYWAY BOOK 2: FANTASY ROAD





  “Fantasy Road: Anywhere, Anytime, Anyway Book 2 is an outstanding story, riddled with emotions, passion, suspense, and above all else amazing characters. This is a story this reader will remember for quite some time and will definitely read again and again. I look forward to the day that I have the last installment, Travis’ story, in my hands: I only hope that I don’t have to wait long. Barbara Baldwin has reinforced why this reader is a true fan, willing to grab anything with her name on it, and also earned herself 5 Angels and a Recommended Read!”




  Fallen Angel Reviews—reviewed by Jessica




  5 Angels and a RECOMMENDED READ




  “Barbara Baldwin will grab the reader from the very first page when Chase discovers Katie Jo digging through his limo. Both Katie Jo and Chase are wonderfully believable characters with their share of flaws and strengths. ANYWHERE, ANYTIME, ANYWAY series just keeps getting better and this reviewer highly recommends it to any lover of either contemporary romance or romantic suspense.”




  LoveRomances—reviewed by Shaiha




  4.5 Hearts




  Thanks to the girls at the office for all those




  wonderful times on break.




  Also thanks to Jan and Chere at Whiskey Creek




  for their enthusiasm and help.




  Chapter 1




  Chase McVicker walked out of the office into the sweltering Texas sun. It shouldn’t be this damn hot in the middle of October. He had just returned to San Antonio from a month in Las Vegas, where he had opened the latest C bar M Limousine Service, and he couldn’t wait to get home, take a shower and have a cold beer.




  “What the hell?” He looked over at the white limo parked just to the right of the office. The back door was open and if Chase wasn’t mistaken, a very feminine ass was framed in the entrance. He leaned against the office doorjamb and admired her for a minute or three. When it came to women, Chase had an unlimited amount of time. The shorts she wore barely covered her butt and the halter-top bared her entire back. As he watched, she turned her head sideways and a mass of curly hair slid across her back. He could see freckles on her arms and legs—not the kind that detracted, but rather, the golden, all-over kind that enhanced a woman’s beauty and proclaimed her a true redhead.




  She appeared to be looking for something, and Chase decided perhaps she needed help. If she wanted to intrude on his property, he’d show her who was boss. He walked up behind her and grasped her around the waist just as she took a step inside the car. Her movement threw them both off balance and they went tumbling onto the floor of the limo.




  Chase was unable to break his fall, except for landing on his elbows. The jar still threw his body against hers, and his hands just happened to end up on her breasts.




  “Let go of me!” she hollered, wiggling against him.




  “Whoa, there, sweetheart. I wouldn’t be doing that if I were you.” His hips were pressed intimately against her fanny and when she moved, well, Chase was an ordinary man. His erection throbbed against her.




  “Get off!” She continued to squirm. Chase tried to lever himself up, but in doing so, accidentally squeezed her breasts.




  She instantly stilled. “Please, don’t—”




  Chase could hear panic in her voice. He hadn’t intended to molest her. If she would just quit wiggling beneath him, he could get control of his wayward body.




  “What are you doing in my car?” he asked, but he didn’t move.




  “I...” she hesitated. “Please let me go. I’ll tell you, but you’re suffocating me.” The panic made her words breathy and hesitant.




  He slowly slid down her body, enjoying the feel of soft curves against his chest. He stood up at the doorway, but when she turned over and tried to scoot out, he blocked the way. Her head came up and Chase was lost.




  A tumble of auburn hair framed her face. The freckles he had noticed on her limbs were the same as what were scattered across the bridge of her nose. But it was her eyes that captured him. They were green, with the glitter of a fine cut emerald as she gazed wide-eyed up at him. There was something vulnerable in that gaze—something wounded and hurting. Chase had always been a sucker for injured and stray creatures.




  He watched as she swallowed, then licked her lips. He followed the movement of her pink tongue, then let his gaze travel across her face again. He wondered if she had freckles all over, and knew in that instant, that he would find out. He’d bet every one of his fifteen limousine companies on it.




  “Who are you?” he asked, stepping back. He saw the panic recede. She tried to step around him and when he put up a hand, she backed away. He had to wonder how she was brave enough to snoop around his business when she acted like a skittish filly if he got too close.




  “Ka—” she started, then stopped. She took a breath. “Kelly Heart,” she said, then pinched her lips together.




  Chase could feel his eyes narrow. She had started to say something else. He reached for the handbag she had slung over one shoulder and saw her flinch. Damn. Someone had hurt her bad.




  She tried to keep hold of her purse. “You have no right.”




  “Lady, if you go poking around my vehicles without my permission, I have every right. Unless you want me to call the cops and have them deal with you.”




  Her face paled. “No, please don’t.” She released the bag.




  Chase was never rough with women. In fact, just the opposite. He loved to look at them, dance with them, touch and caress them, and above all else, make slow, sweet love to them. And even if he hadn’t had an overactive affection for women, his mother had taught him better than to ever treat one in anything other than a reverent manner.




  Chase’s eyebrow rose as he looked through her purse. A wallet, car keys, a folded piece of paper and pepper spray. That was it. He took out the wallet and opened it, finding her license. “Kelly Jo Heart—that you?” He looked at her.




  “Yes,” she said, but she had hesitated a beat too long.




  She only had about a hundred dollars in the wallet and no credit cards. What woman didn’t have credit cards?




  “What were you doing in my car?” he asked again.




  “I was looking for a set of keys.”




  He looked down at the purse, which he snapped shut and handed back to her. “You have keys.”




  She took the purse, being careful not to touch him. “A different set.”




  “Why would a set of keys be in there?” He nodded toward the vehicle.




  “I...left them last night.”




  Chase knew she was lying. “Larry never said anything about a woman in the limo last night, and he would have noticed.”




  Larry was one of Chase’s drivers here in San Antonio, and they had just finished going over the month’s accounts. Last night’s client had been a business exec from Houston who frequently used C bar M services. Larry said he had picked up his client and several other business associates for a night on the town.




  The woman briefly closed her eyes and Chase wondered at her thoughts. She fidgeted with her purse and he kept a close eye on her hands, not wanting to be the recipient of a dose of pepper spray. When she looked at him again, he was surprised. Instead of the panic he had witnessed earlier, her eyes now flashed in angry defiance.




  “Just let me look for the keys and then I’ll be out of your way.” She turned back toward the car.




  “I don’t think so.” Chase circled her upper arm with his big hand, pulling her away from the vehicle. Although he tried to be gentle, she still tugged against him and he could see the frantic pulse at her throat.




  He guided her into the office, where at least the air conditioner was cooler than having the sun continue to beat down on them. He didn’t know who this woman was, but he intended to find out. There had been a few hassles in the past with competitors and although he hated to think any one of the other men in his line of business would stoop to sabotage, he couldn’t discount it.




  “Sit.” He pointed to a chair as he released her. “Larry, do you recognize her?” he asked the driver and office manager.




  Larry looked up from behind a stack of files. Although his eyes widened in appreciation, he shook his head.




  Chase turned back to Kelly Heart. “So?” He dragged the word out.




  “You have no right to hold me,” she said, her voice tentative.




  “Right. You said that before. Remember what I said?” That shut her up, although Chase wouldn’t have called the police.




  Instead, he picked up the phone and dialed his brother’s number. “TJ, I need a favor.” Travis worked for the Boston Chronicle and had contacts in places he probably shouldn’t have. Chase rarely called for favors.




  “As long as it doesn’t involve driving,” Travis answered. The last time Chase had used him as a driver for his Boston business, it had been for a ‘big and beautiful’ women’s conference. Travis had wanted the gig because he was undercover on a story, but being pawed by eight extra-large women, beautiful though they may have been, hadn’t been Travis’ idea of a fun night. Of course, he had blamed Chase, simply because he had forgotten to tell his brother about the ‘big’ part.




  Chase shook his head, bringing his mind back to the present. “I just need some information. Can you track a Kelly Jo Heart from Detour, Walworth County, Wisconsin for me?”




  “Sure. Is she cute?” At twenty-six, Travis’ hormones were raging. Chase felt he was a little more mellow, not that he didn’t love women. He just hadn’t found the right one to break him to saddle. At his brother’s question, he turned to glance at the woman.




  “Yeah,” he answered. She was definitely cute, and then some. Even when her green eyes were shooting daggers at him. “How long will it take?”




  “Hang on a minute. I’ve got Walworth DMV records up on the screen as we speak.” There was a pause.




  Chase had figured Travis would get back to him later tonight with the information. His older brother, Steve, was a computer wizard who had made millions creating electronic games. Travis could find just about anything a person could possibly need on a computer. But Chase hated them. If he used a computer at all, he could never find where the damn thing stored the document he had written, and he might as well forget the accounting programs.




  “What’s this girl look like?” Travis’ voice came across the phone line. Chase told him.




  “Well, that doesn’t make any sense. There’s a Kelly Jo Heart in Lake Geneva, but she’s blonde with green eyes and is only five foot two. Is her hair dyed?”




  There was one sure way to know, Chase thought, but he didn’t have to see beneath her clothes to know her true hair color. “She’s a redhead,” he told his brother.




  “Hmmm. Detour. That’s a little podunk town north of Chicago about an hour. Why does that ring a bell?” Travis began mumbling to himself and Chase didn’t bother listening. His brother had a photographic memory and always did his thinking out loud as he shuffled files, as he called them. Within minutes, he quit mumbling and spoke to Chase.




  “There was an article on the wire service last week about a missing person named Katie Jo Mansfield from Detour. Her father was a professor at St. Geneva College.”




  “Was?”




  “Yeah. He died just a little over a month ago. The reason I remember the incident is because the authorities labeled it a natural death—heart attack—but the daughter kept insisting it was murder.” Any time a word even closely resembling murder came up, Travis was on it like a dog on a bone.




  Chase cut his gaze to the woman sitting in his office. She didn’t look brave enough to call anyone a murderer.




  He turned his back on her and lowered his voice. “A man’s death in a small town, regardless of whether the daughter thinks it’s murder, doesn’t seem to warrant making the national wire service.”




  “Normally, that’s right. But she’s married to Jeff Mansfield, and rumor has it, he has mob connections.”




  Shit, Chase swore. Why the hell was she in San Antonio going through his vehicle?




  “Thanks, TJ. I owe you,” Chase told his brother.




  “You’re not going to tell me why you want to know this?” Travis cut in.




  “Nope,” Chase replied and hung up the phone.




  He turned and leaned forward, crossing his arms on the desk. He leveled his gaze at the woman. If there was one thing Chase couldn’t tolerate, it was dishonesty.




  “Well, Katie Jo Mansfield—” The minute Chase said her name, she went pale beneath her freckles. And then she bolted.




  She was out the door so quickly, that at first, Chase didn’t react. It wasn’t hard with his longer legs, to catch up with her before she made it to a car at the back of the parking lot. This time, Chase managed to snag her without sending them both tumbling to the asphalt.




  “I won’t go back!” she screamed, kicking and flailing her arms when he easily lifted her off the ground. “You work for him, don’t you? I don’t care what he said to do to me, I won’t ever go back.”




  “I’m not working for anyone.” Chase had no idea who she was talking about, but if he was to find out, he had to get her calmed down. He tried not to hold her too tightly because of her earlier panic, so it was easy enough with all her wiggling and kicking and squirming for her to turn in his arms. When she kept railing at him, he could only think of one way to shut her up.




  * * * *




  The kiss started out gentle, and Katie quickly went still. She knew from past experience that if she struggled, it only meant rougher treatment. Yet even in her panicked state, she could sense the difference in this man. His lips were hot and firm, but infinitely tender as they caressed her own.




  He had removed his arms from around her and now his hands brushed her face, his fingers sliding into her hair. She waited for the painful jerk to follow, but it didn’t happen. There was just a warm, unfamiliar, tingling feeling spreading throughout her body.




  Maybe there was a difference in the way men treated women as her friend Marsha had said. Maybe...but no, she couldn’t let herself even think about anything except her father’s death and finding the people responsible. She pushed against him, forcing herself back to reality even though, for just a few minutes, she had felt incredibly safe in his arms.




  “Don’t,” she managed to gasp when he released her. She threw her shoulders back, determined to be brave, promising herself she would not return to being the woman who had let Jeff trample her.




  The man who had kissed her—heavens, she didn’t even know his name—stood still, watching her. He had the most beautiful brown eyes, soft and sensual. His hair was cut short but hidden beneath a cowboy hat and he was dressed in what she had expected for Texas—jeans, boots, and black leather vest. It was the way he wore the clothes that captured her attention. His shirt stretched across a wide chest and the jeans fit almost indecently tight on muscular legs. He had to be a good foot taller than her own five feet five.




  Even though she had accused him of working for her ex-husband, she thought different now. After all, the men she had seen hanging around Jeff were almost as afraid of him as she had come to be. Not one of them would have dared kiss his wife. Ex-wife, she mentally corrected. She would never be tied to a man again. Never.




  “Darlin’, you can tell me to stop, but you weren’t protesting very hard a few minutes ago,” the man said.




  “You, you caught me by surprise,” she stammered.




  His eyes smoldered. “Yeah, well it surprised the hell out of me, too.” His lips turned up in a grin and Katie’s heart did a little flip-flop.




  “I have to go,” she said. “I’m sorry for inconveniencing you.”




  “You have a room here in town?”




  She didn’t want him to know anything about her. She had to decide how she could finish searching for her father’s keys with the tall Texan around. “Sure, at the...Ritz,” she lied.




  * * * *




  He shook his head, the grin still in place. “Honey, you don’t have enough money in your purse for a room at the Holiday Inn. Besides, San Antonio doesn’t have a Ritz.”




  A cell phone rang. Chase knew it wasn’t his because he had it programmed to play The Yellow Rose of Texas. On the third ring, Katie Jo reluctantly pulled a phone out of the pocket of her shorts and looked at the readout. Her eyes widened and she pushed a button, but instead of answering it, the phone fell silent.




  He raised a brow in question.




  “Wrong number,” she said.




  He wondered how she knew without answering it.




  “Look,” he said. “You seem to think you lost a set of keys in my limo. I would be happy to help you out, but can we at least take this discussion back inside where it’s cooler?” Chase would have preferred taking their discussion straight into his bedroom at the ranch if they had to discuss anything at all. Personally, he thought getting into the action was a better idea. Her kiss, reluctant though she may have been, still had him throbbing and straining the fabric of his jeans. And then he remembered she was married. Damn.




  He watched as various expressions crossed her face—wariness, confusion, perhaps a little interest if he didn’t miss his guess.




  “I don’t even know your name.”




  Chase took his hat off and brushed a hand through his short hair. “Chase McVicker, ma’am,” he said in his best Texas drawl.




  She stood contemplating him for a minute, as though trying to make up her mind. Finally, she marched off in front of him, shoulders back and spine straight. Considering the sway of her hips and her smooth bare back, Chase didn’t mind at all walking behind her.




  Larry was still in the office when they entered. He moved out from behind the desk as Chase rounded it, tossing his hat on an extra seat.




  “Now, tell me why you think there’s a set of keys belonging to you in my vehicle.” He began shuffling through the stuff scattered all over the desktop.




  “It looks like a tornado went through this office,” Katie Jo said instead. “How can you find anything?”




  “I know right where everything is,” Chase answered as he moved stacks from one side of the desk to the other. “At least I usually do.” He frowned.




  “Why don’t you automate your business and have your records on your computer?” she asked.




  “I hate computers.” Chase had an accountant in Houston who kept track of his businesses. Chase had his managers fax him account printouts weekly. He looked at the sorry mess of papers on his desk. That was probably why he couldn’t find anything now.




  “Just let me look at your records. I can figure out what I need.” She took a tentative step toward his desk.




  “You still haven’t told me why this is so important,” Chase countered.




  “A murder was committed in one of your vehicles. Is that important enough for you?”




  Chapter 2




  “Holy shit,” Larry said and Chase watched as the color drained from his face.




  “Come on.” He reached for her arm but she jerked back. He waved at the door, not wanting to go back out in the heat, but seeing no other option. “We need to go somewhere we can talk.”




  Although she walked outside with him, she wouldn’t venture further than the edge of the step. “Why should I go anywhere with you?”




  It had been a long day; hell, it had been a long month, and for the life of him, Chase couldn’t figure out why he was wasting time on this woman when a cold beer was only as far away as his refrigerator. His gaze traveled up her curves and took in her glorious red hair and he knew why.




  “Lady, you have less than a hundred dollars and no credit cards. You have a cell phone you’re afraid to answer. From the looks of that car, you’re not going to get very far without trusting someone.”




  She burst into tears—not loud, racking sobs, but silent, heartbreaking tears that spiked her lashes and ran down her cheeks. Chase gave a huge sigh and gathered her in his arms. This time, she didn’t flinch or try to pull away. Instead, she clutched her hands in his shirtfront and held on for dear life.




  Chase awkwardly patted her back. He had grown up in a houseful of brothers and as an adult, his affairs never lasted long enough for the women to cry about anything. In fact, they usually parted as friends. Now, he didn’t know how to react.




  “Sh, darlin’, don’t cry. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”




  She hiccupped. “You didn’t yell.”




  “Well, I didn’t mean to make you sad.”




  She shook her head but kept her face hidden against his chest. “I’m not crying because I’m sad.”




  Now he was totally lost. He had tried to take the blame and she wasn’t letting him. Not knowing what else to do, he just continued to hold her. Within seconds, his body made him very aware of the luscious curves tight against his chest. Where he had reached for her first to comfort, now he wanted something more.




  A breeze blew a curl of her hair against his face, tickling his nose. He reached up and tucked it behind her ear. Her hair was rich and soft with the scent of lemon clinging to it and it cascaded halfway down her back. He wanted to take the clip out that held it up and let the whole mass tumble down around her shoulders and his arms. He wanted to kiss her tears away and coax a smile from her pink lips with his caresses. And then he remembered her panic.




  Chase had spent a few years breaking horses when he first moved to Texas, and he could still remember the lessons he had learned. Heaven knew he wasn’t comparing Katie Jo to a horse, but she was just as skittish as an unbroken filly, and he instinctively felt the same principles would apply. He needed to find the source of her panic and reassure her that he would never hurt her.




  He hadn’t put a lot of time into his personal life over the years, trying instead to build up his businesses. Women came and went and it never bothered him. But for some reason, the thought of this woman walking out of his life before he discovered her secrets caused him to grit his teeth.




  Then he remembered she was married to a guy with possible mob connections. But what was she running from if that guy treated her right? Chase instinctively knew she was running, otherwise, she wouldn’t have traveled clear to Texas alone. Damn, what was he getting himself into?




  Katie Jo pushed away from his chest, but kept her hands flat against his vest. He looked down at her.




  “Better?” he asked, not knowing what else to say.




  She shrugged.




  “Tell you what. A cold beer and a good steak always make me feel better. Are you old enough to drink?”




  That earned him a watery smile. “That depends on the drinking age in Texas,” she countered.




  “You’re not that young, are you?” He sure as hell hoped not.




  “I really should go.” She took a step away from him, sliding her purse strap onto her shoulder.




  “Look, you have to eat, and if you think there’s keys in one of my vehicles, then I’ll help you find them.” He looked around, not realizing how dark it had become. “But it’s too late tonight to do anything. Besides, as a Texas gentleman, I really can’t let a lady wander around on her own.”




  She looked like she would refuse him again. She glanced up and down the street, then back at him. She worried her bottom lip with her teeth.




  “I promise to behave.” Chase didn’t know why he was saying that, except to get her to go to dinner with him.




  “Just dinner,” she said, and Chase grinned.




  His business in San Antonio was out near the airport and there were a number of restaurants and hotels within easy walking distance. The best steaks in town were at the Tall Tex Grill, so he steered Katie Jo across the street in that direction.




  The owner knew him and immediately ushered them to a booth in the back. Once they had their beers and had ordered, Chase lost no time in asking questions.




  “Are you married?”




  “No,” she answered him immediately.




  Chase glanced pointedly at the gold band on her left hand.




  She jerked her hands down to her lap. Chase had to grab for her beer bottle before it tipped over. He didn’t say anything, just looked at her.




  “I was, but now I’m not.” She squirmed on the booth seat, a sure indication that she was either nervous or lying.




  Chase shook his head. “I don’t take to liars. You’ve got a problem that somehow involves me, but trust is a very important factor here. If you can’t trust me enough to tell me the truth, well, I just can’t help you. I’ve got to be able to trust you, too.”




  She took a long pull on her beer, set the bottle carefully down on the table, and finally looked at him. “How do I know I can trust you?”




  “You want a reference from my mom?”




  His comment broke the tension. She laughed at him just as the waitress brought their meals. She didn’t say anything more but cut into her steak and began to eat. Chase ordered them both another beer.




  “This is heavenly,” she murmured and rolled her eyes. “You can’t get a good steak in Detour.”




  “That where you’re from?” he asked, as though he didn’t already know that from Travis.




  She stopped chewing and looked across the table at him. He returned her stare, willing her silently to trust him, even though he really hadn’t given her a reason to do so. Whereas he had grown up in an atmosphere of trust and love, she apparently had a background that urged caution.




  “Marsha told me there were guys like you out there, but I never believed her.”




  “Guys like me?”




  “Nice guys,” she said and went back to her meal.




  Chase figured he’d have to live with that for the time being. They ate their meal with only the jukebox to break the silence.




  * * * *




  Katie really did feel guilty eating a huge steak and baked potato and drinking her second beer, knowing full well that Chase McVicker would pay for it. At least, every indication said he would. She studied him as they ate, trying to decide how much to tell him. The past year had taught her not to trust anyone, especially the male of the species. The last month had reinforced that with brutal examples.




  By nature, Katie was a caring, giving person and it had taken a lot before she drew within herself. But Jeff had managed to teach her the error of caring for the wrong person, and when she had refused to do his bidding...she shivered, telling herself not to think about him. It was all behind her now.




  “Are you cold?” Chase asked.




  She shook her head, making up her mind at that moment that if she was going to find her father’s killer, she had to trust this man. He owned the company that bought limousines and that was where she needed to start. Besides, any man who would tell her to call his mom couldn’t be all bad, could he?




  “I left him,” she said, putting her fork and knife on her plate and pushing it away.




  “Have you filed for divorce?” It seemed remarkable that he followed the thread of their conversation, even through a huge steak, salad and potato. Jeff had never even listened to her.




  She sighed. “Yes. I called a friend last night who said my lawyer got it through the courts, but Jeff is already challenging it.”




  “Jeff?”




  “My hus—my ex—Jeff Mansfield.”




  “So you really are Katie Jo Mansfield?”




  “Hawthorne. I took my maiden name back.”




  Chase wasn’t sure whether to pursue the divorce, or the comment she made about a murder in his limo. He knew by her reactions to him that she had been hurt in the past and he automatically blamed her ex-husband. He was curiously happy that the man was out of the picture. As for her claim of murder, he was certain that it didn’t involve his business. He didn’t operate that way.




  He ran a hand down his face and covered his mouth as he yawned. Man, he was tired.




  “You done?” he asked as the waitress came to take their plates.




  “Yes, thank you.” Katie Jo gave him a tentative smile.




  Chase wondered how long it had been since this beautiful woman had been happy. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he was already thinking of ways to make that happen as he walked her back to her car. He knew there were definitely ways of getting to her that would also be very enjoyable for him. But he knew he would have to proceed slowly.




  When they got to her car, she hesitated before unlocking it.




  “You don’t have a room, do you?” he asked.




  She didn’t answer, but looked away.




  He held out his hand and watched a look of concern briefly cross her face. “There’s a hotel right across the street,” he said. “Let’s just get your bag.”




  She handed him the keys. When he opened the trunk, she reached in for the smaller of two bags. He frowned, thinking she sure traveled light and again wondered how desperate she had been when she left her husband.




  He took the bag from her, closed the trunk and handed her back the keys. They walked across the street in silence.




  “Hey, Morrie, give the lady your best room,” he greeted the clerk when they walked into the lobby of the Airport Inn.




  “I don’t need—”




  “It’s okay,” he interrupted. “Morrie and I promote each other all the time and he owes me.” He gave Morrie a look.




  The clerk filled out a ticket and when she tried to pay for it, he said she could take care of it in the morning. Chase knew Morrie would send him the bill.




  “Get a good night’s sleep,” he said as he walked her to the door of her room. “Tomorrow, we’ll try to solve your problem.” He turned to leave, wanting to kiss her but afraid that one taste of her sweet lips and he wouldn’t leave her alone.




  “Mr. McVicker?” Her soft voice called him back and his heart began to pound. She put her hands on his chest and stood on tiptoe, kissing his cheek. “Thank you.”




  It took quite a bit of control for him to act nonchalant, touching his forehead in salute and walking out into the night. Sexual energy vibrated between them and Chase knew from past experience how combustible that could be. The trouble as he saw it was keeping himself in control until Miss Katie Jo Hawthorne was ready to share the heat right along with him.




  * * * *




  Chase ended up oversleeping the next morning. He had driven out to his ranch, gone through a month’s worth of mail and listened to his messages while he soaked in the hot tub to ease the soreness in his leg. He should have just stayed up, because when he finally fell into bed, he had dreamed of Katie Jo.




  Her green eyes had haunted his sleep. She had looked frightened and Chase had woken in a cold sweat, recalling that he had been unable to help her.




  He had always been the kid bringing home stray animals and hurt birds. His mom usually didn’t mind, until at seven, he tried to convince her to adopt the Grant triplets, who Chase said weren’t getting treated right by their parents. When his mom had called Mrs. Grant and found out the only problem was that the kids hadn’t gotten dessert, Chase had really been in trouble. It wasn’t that his mom punished him. She talked to him, which sometimes was worse than a spanking, but she never stopped him from trying to help, both animals and people. She just asked that he exercise a little judgment.




  As Chase drove into town, he considered his current dilemma. He had a feeling that if he didn’t proceed cautiously, he could easily fall for the petite redhead. That in itself wouldn’t be a problem, if he could get past her defenses. She had responded to his kiss, even if she didn’t want to admit it at the time, and Chase was already daydreaming about having hot, consuming sex.




  She didn’t answer his knock at the door of her hotel room. The blinds were pulled across the windows and Chase couldn’t hear any noise from within. He frowned. So much for the idea of catching her naked and wet from the shower.




  He couldn’t believe she would run out on him. He climbed into his truck, thinking he had fed her, gotten her a room, promised to help her. The fact that she had left without a word only increased his curiosity.




  He pulled across the street into his parking lot. One of the limos was gone, so he assumed Larry was out on a job. Then he noticed the blue Nissan at the back of the lot. So, she hadn’t left.




  That didn’t explain why his breathing calmed but his heartbeat accelerated. No woman had ever had this effect on him. If not for his limited knowledge of her background, Chase might have considered locking the office door and having a very intimate, very long, very satisfying sexual encounter to start the day off right.




  His gaze found her the minute he opened the office door. She was just as beautiful in the morning light as he remembered. She had pulled her hair to the top of her head and it tumbled around her face. The beige top she wore set off her freckles, and definitely accented the curve of her breasts. She was standing behind his desk looking at paperwork.




  “Good morning,” she said, turning to the filing cabinet behind her. Chase took a moment to admire her slim form, covered from waist to ankle in a denim skirt. Something was different, he thought, pouring himself a cup of coffee and hanging his Stetson on a peg.




  Then he realized what it was.




  “What the hell have you done to my office?” He stalked over to the desk, which he could see the surface of for the first time in months. He watched her put another file in the drawer. He started to grab her wrist but remembered how she had flinched when he touched her. “Stop doing that,” he said instead.




  “Doing what?” She looked up at him with wide eyes.




  “Cleaning, putting stuff away.” He waved a hand helplessly at the neat stack of folders she was filing.




  Her brow furrowed. “Why? Do you realize how easy you can find things if you file them alphabetically?”




  He narrowed his gaze at her. “You’re pretty sassy this morning.”




  “A good night’s sleep can do wonders.”




  “Easy for you to say,” he mumbled, recalling how he had spent the night. He sat in the chair across from his desk, sipped his coffee and watched her work.




  “How’d you get in here?”




  “Larry and another man were here earlier. I told them I would just wait for you.”




  Chase knew Larry wouldn’t have left her alone if he knew she was going to snoop through his office.




  “Have you found what you were looking for?” He allowed a hint of sarcasm to enter his voice as she studied a form before putting it in a folder already in the file cabinet.




  “No, but then you have months worth of invoices, memos, accounting faxes and gas tickets left for me to go through.” She answered in kind, giving him a tight-lipped smile.




  “Well, maybe if I knew what it was, I could help.” He got up and refilled his cup before returning to the desk where he propped his booted feet up, crossing them at the ankles. “Sit down and talk to me, Katie Jo.”




  She sat down behind his huge desk, looking small and vulnerable with her fingers laced together, staring at her hands. All Chase’s protective instincts rose to the surface.




  “Does this involve your husband?”




  “I’d rather not talk about him.” She glanced away.




  “Will he be looking for you?” Chase felt he had to pursue the topic anyway.




  “No,” she stated emphatically. “He has no right,” she added and then her voice fell to a whisper, “but he probably will.”




  Great, Chase thought, one pissed-off husband added to the list. “If this problem of yours doesn’t involve him, exactly what does it include?”




  “I told you—murder,” she said with conviction, looking him straight in the eyes.




  He had a sudden vision of a misused wife who finally got fed up and hacked her ex-husband to bits. Was she trying to establish an alibi? She didn’t appear to be nuts. He rubbed a hand down his face. He had to stop watching those cheap hotel thriller movies.




  “So you’ve said before. Just who are we talking about?” he asked.




  “My father.”




  Chase then recalled what Travis had told him. At the time, he had only been interested in her name.




  “Have you gone to the police?”




  “They said it was heart failure; that there was no evidence to prove he was murdered.”




  “And...” Chase knew she thought there was more to it than that.




  Katie’s hands trembled and she clutched them together on the desk. Chase watched as she straightened her shoulders.




  “I was at his place that night, doing some housecleaning. They dumped him outside in the yard, probably thinking he was already dead. I called 911 but he,” she took a breath, “he died in my arms.”




  “Did you actually see anyone drop his body off?”




  She hesitated, blinking back tears, glancing off to the side.




  “Katie Jo?”




  She whipped her head around, anger glinting through her tears. “There was noise—a car, shuffling, doors slamming. I went outside to find him on the sidewalk. His last words to me were keys—limo. I know he was out with some men that night. I thought it was about funding for his latest archeological venture. They murdered him!” Her voice raised on the final words.




  Chase had to shake his head, wondering how she jumped to such a conclusion. “Did you get a license number on the vehicle?”




  “It was a limousine, but there wasn’t enough light to see all the numbers. The police said what I gave them wasn’t enough to trace it.”




  “I think we need to go back to the beginning.”




  “I just told you what happened.” She pushed away from the desk, standing and then pacing back and forth behind it.




  “No, I mean back to where it happened.”




  She whirled to face him, a frightened look on her face. “No, I can’t!”




  “Look, Katie Jo, I don’t know how you got from your father’s death to a murder in one of my limos, but—”




  “I have the VIN number,” she said, reaching for her purse and pulling out a single piece of paper.




  Chase wrinkled his brow, looking at the line of numbers she handed him. “You didn’t get the license tag, but you have the VIN number?”




  Katie plopped back down in the chair. “I have a friend who works for the DMV. After the funeral, I called and asked her if she could trace the partial I had. Detour is a small town, and I figured there couldn’t be more than a couple limousines in the entire county. And if it wasn’t registered there, I suggested she check Chicago, which is only about an hour away. Unfortunately, she said the tags had been surrendered the day after my father’s death.”




  “So, who owned it?”




  “That’s just it. Apparently it was sold or transferred out of state. When that happens, there’s no record of the buyer, and the old records are sealed so she can’t get into them.”




  “But you have the VIN number?” She wasn’t making sense to Chase.




  “My friend wrote that down, thinking I wanted to trace the car, not the owner. By the time she and I talked, it was too late to go back into the records.”




  “That still doesn’t explain how you connected any of this to my company.”




  “Marsha is dating the owner of a car dealership. Do you know they can trace any car and find out where it is, what work has been done on it, and if there’s been any factory recalls?”




  Having heard Travis talk about the information network available at the touch of a computer key, Chase didn’t doubt her, but still—




  “Has this story got a conclusion, or do I need to send out for lunch?” She was talking in circles and Chase wanted her to get to the point.




  She huffed. “Marsha’s friend found out C bar M had bought this particular vehicle. But, my gosh, you have fifteen businesses, so I had no idea where to start looking for it. I just figured I’d start at the home office.”




  “How do you know how many businesses I have or where my home office is?” Chase was having a hard time tracking her train of thought.
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