
        [image: Thunder in the Night cover]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
				Thunder in the Night

				Kate Fellowes

				[image: Crimson Romance logo]

				Avon, Massachusetts

	
	This edition published by

	Crimson Romance

	an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

	57 Littlefield Street

	Avon, MA 02322

	www.crimsonromance.com

	Copyright © 2012 by Jill A. Giencke

	ISBN 10: 1-4405-4535-9

	ISBN 13: 978-1-4405-4535-1

	eISBN 10: 1-4405-4533-2

	eISBN 13: 978-1-4405-4533-7

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.

    Cover art © 123rf.com

	
				For Joan Giencke

				Every line of my pen, every beat of my heart is for you.

				I miss you, Mom.

	
				Chapter One

				Not far away from me, two men were arguing in low voices.

				I sat still, leaning against the bus window, trying to locate them, trying to hear, but it wasn’t easy. The hotel shuttle was loading and all around me people were talking and laughing and bumping their luggage into the rows of seats.

				The men weren’t here, on the bus. They were outside, near my open window.

				“What are you playing at? This isn’t a game, you know.”

				“Just shut up and follow directions,” a harsher voice snapped. “Think you can manage that for seven days?”

				“I’m not talking about this trip.” There was anger in this voice. Frustration, too. “I’m talking about — ”

				My seatmate jogged me with her elbow. She’d talked almost nonstop since our plane left the States and headed for Belize. I’d tried to be polite, but even feigned interest glazes over after a while. At least it was only a twenty-minute ride from the airport to our hotel.

				“Excuse me. Mrs. Underwood has a question for you.” She pointed to the elderly couple just behind us.

				I gave up any attempt to eavesdrop and turned awkwardly in my seat. I was here on assignment and that was to do a puff piece on this tour, nothing more.

				“Aren’t you that new writer with the Breeze?” the older woman asked, leaning forward with genuine interest. “We saw you on the Wake Up Show last week. But you’re much prettier in person.”

				“Oh, don’t go embarrassing the girl, Elaine,” her husband chided.

				My cheeks flushed. It hadn’t been my idea to go on the local morning show. That had been the brainchild of my editor. The Rochester Breeze was a monthly, with a very local flavor. Now that I’d come aboard, it was time to meet the community, and in Rochester that meant drinking coffee and being chatty on the Wake Up Show. I’m not at my best at five in the morning, but I couldn’t look much better now after hours in airports and airplanes.

				I stretched my hand back. “I’m Allison Belsar and you’re right. I just started last month.” She gave my hand a gentle squeeze. Her husband’s shake was much firmer.

				“I’m Dan and this is the missus, Elaine,” he said. “You’re fresh out of college, hmm?”

				I shook my head. “I’ve been a few other places,” I said, which was true enough. “Now, I’m really happy to be at the Rochester Breeze.” That was also true.

				“And you’re getting a free vacation right out of the gate. I’d call that lucky,” Dan said.

				“A working vacation,” I said and he nodded, but not like he believed me.

				“Rain Forests and Ruins,” sponsored by the local zoo and billed as educational, was the latest in a series of weeklong “zoo treks.” With attendance capped at about a dozen and the emphasis on sights and amenities, the treks had proven so popular that the magazine decided a story was in order. Through my article and on our blog, the Breeze would share the experience with those who couldn’t afford the trip.

				Armchair travelogues hadn’t been my beat, but they were now. Just for the time being, I told myself. Just until I proved my skills and got back to hard news and investigative journalism. Although what there could possibly be to investigate in Rochester I couldn’t imagine. Still … .

				“Who’s that up there?” I asked, watching two men climb aboard. They weren’t arguing. In fact, they were quite pointedly not speaking as they took seats at the front of the bus, one behind the other.

				From behind me, Dan gave a hearty laugh. “You really are new here. That’s Clark Webster, the zoo director.”

				“And the other man,” his wife said, “the younger one, that’s — ”

				“Lawler. Mart Lawler.” My seatmate interrupted in a voice like a purr. “Tall, dark, and everything else,” she said, winking her approval.

				“He’s the assistant director,” Elaine explained, her brow furrowing. “Kind of makes you wonder who’s minding the store!”

				She laughed a cascade of lilting notes and we all chuckled at the image of the animals running free in happy abandon, like some television commercial.

				The bus started up, pulling out onto the main road in a slow lumber.

				“So … those two work together?” I returned to our topic and lifted my eyebrows. “I just heard them arguing.”

				“They don’t see eye to eye, dear. Everyone knows that.” Elaine paused, adding, “At least that’s what I’ve been told.”

				“I’ve got it on good authority that they don’t share the same ‘mission statement,’” my seatmate said, putting finger quotes around the words.

				“The zoo has a mission statement?” I made a mental note to check the website.

				“Doesn’t everyone?” Dan sounded amused as the bus bumped along, hitting every pothole, as buses seem to do all over the world.

				May as well get to work, I thought, and pulled a notebook out of my backpack.

				I looked first to the woman beside me. “I feel I know so much about you from our conversation on the plane, but I never caught your name.”

				“Didn’t I mention that? Sorry! I’m Jen Carlino,” she said.

				About forty, color coordinated, her blonde hair in a geometric cut, Jen fit the image I’d expected of my fellow travelers. As did the Underwoods.

				Their names had rung a very little bell earlier, as if I should recognize them. It took me a few moments — after all, I’m new in town — and then the information slipped into place.

				Dan Underwood was Rochester’s biggest philanthropist, a regular figure at every society fundraising event. He even attended charity runs, handing out water and awarding the prizes since his running days were long over. His plentiful gray hair had been mussed during the plane ride and stood up around his head now, like snow swirled by a winter wind. His eyes, watery blue, had a spark that seemed permanent. This was a cheerful man.

				“You’ve been on these junkets before, right?” I asked the Underwoods.

				“Gosh, yes. We’ve been all over.” Elaine held up her hand, ticking off locations as she named them. “There was Namibia and Kenya and Alaska and the Amazon.”

				Her voice was high pitched and thin, suiting her small frame. Her hair, cut short and fluffy, had been colored an unlikely shade of silver that was almost pink. All this together gave her the appearance of a delicate bird, just the right size to fit in the palm of a hand or a teacup.

				“You’re going to love it,” she assured me, reaching out to pat me on the arm. Several rings glistened on her fingers. Elaine didn’t appear particularly wealthy in her comfortable knit traveling outfit, but the chunky gemstones belied her husband’s affluence.

				“It’s not a bad deal,” Jen put in. “You learn a little something. See the sights. Get away from the husband for a while.”

				“I got away from mine permanently last summer,” I said, glad I could say that without feeling a pang of remorse or disappointment or inadequacy.

				Jen got it in one. “Good for you!” she said. “Clear the decks.”

				I liked that image. Me, alone on the deck of a ship with my hands on my hips, mistress of all I surveyed.

				“Let’s just hope,” Jen went on, glancing at the back of Clark Webster’s head, “that our trek doesn’t end like the last one and everyone gets home alive this time.”

	
				Chapter Two

				“What are you talking about?” I asked, staring at Jen and clicking my pen on and off. My reporter radar tingled. “Someone died on the last zoo trip?”

				“That was an unfortunate incident,” Elaine said in apparent agreement. “But hardly our concern.”

				“What happened?” I pressed.

				“The less said, the better,” Dan brushed my question aside. “Young men sometimes do foolish things.” He gave Jen a quelling look.

				From the front of the bus there was a bit of commotion and I wondered if the two men’s argument had resumed. Then the younger one, Mart, stood up, bracing himself as the bus swayed along. He reached for a microphone and turned to face us.

				“We’ll talk later,” Jen promised in a stage whisper. “My friend was on that last trip. It’s quite a mystery.” She glanced again at Clark and I heard Dan harrumph behind us.

				You bet we’ll talk, I thought.

				“Hello, fellow trekkers,” Mart called. “Could I have your attention for just a moment, please?” The group immediately fell silent.

				What I could see of him was appealing. Brown hair that just brushed his collar, square chin, dimples when he smiled.

				“First off, I’m Mart Lawler and I’d like to extend the official welcome to this zoo trek,” he began, sending a look in every direction. “We’re going to have a fantastic journey and see many wonderful, beautiful things. As you know, the rain forest is in great danger today. Unless we take steps immediately to stop the destruction, soon there won’t be any left. With that in mind, we’re going to show you some of the marvelous things that could be lost. I’ll go over our schedule for the rest of the day and listen up, because we’ll be hopping.”

				I pulled out the printed itinerary I’d received in advance of the trip and reviewed it as Mart went on. We’d spend seven full days in Belize, which lies east of Guatemala and south of the Yucatan. From that base, we’d trek to the ancient ruins in Tikal and elsewhere, exploring the rain forest with an expert as our guide — touring caves, visiting conservation sites, and soaking up local atmosphere in the marketplaces.

				“So, we’ll check into our hotel soon,” he concluded, “but don’t get too comfortable because this afternoon we’re heading to one of the area’s wildlife sanctuaries to do some bird-watching. We’ll take a guided tour by boat. I’ve been here before, folks, and it is spectacular!” Mart spread his arms wide, radiating enthusiasm. “We’ll watch for macaws, parrots, and egrets. A magnificent creature called the snake bird.” He swirled his hands in the air, mimicking a snake’s motion. “Boat-billed herons, storks — ”

				He seemed set to list every species in the country, but Clark Webster rose from behind him, grabbing the mic and interrupting with an impatient sigh.

				“And I’ll just put in a reminder — since Mart hasn’t mentioned it — that the welcome party is tonight in the casino lounge. It’s a great chance for all of us to get to know each other a little better. I realize some of you have been along on other treks but for many of you this is your first Rochester Zoo adventure.”

				I shifted in my seat, craning my neck for a better view of the director. A rangy six feet or so, he was in his early fifties and clearly worked to keep himself in shape. His blond hair, liberally sprinkled with gray, was cut short and tapered. When he spoke, his voice held just a trace of an accent. I couldn’t place it and made a note to find out later where he’d been raised. Outside the States, I’d guess.

				Now Clark tipped his head in my direction. “For those of you who don’t already know, we have a celebrity in our midst. Ms. Allison Belsar of the Rochester Breeze will be sending dispatches home every day.”

				Caught off guard by the introduction and wishing I’d thought to comb my hair, I waved to the group.

				“I’m sure she’ll be eager to speak to each one of you during our journey,” Clark went on, looking to me for confirmation.

				“Definitely,” I said, beaming my biggest, most welcoming smile, and trying to look at everyone at once.

				Next, he gestured to the well-dressed woman in coral in the seat beside his. Unrumpled, lipstick in place, and with her hair sprayed into a casual tumble, she looked fabulous.

				“I’m lucky enough to have my dear wife, Sylvia, along for this trip,” Clark said. “You may already be acquainted with her from other zoo functions.”

				Sylvia rose slightly and lifted a slender arm in casual greeting, smiling and projecting an aura of showmanship.

				“We’re both looking forward to seeing you this evening. In the mean time, if any of you have questions or concerns, please feel free to come see me. The bus should be arriving at the hotel in just a few minutes.”

				There was a polite smattering of applause as he sat down.

				“That’s interesting. Sylvia hardly ever comes,” said Elaine from just over my shoulder. “She’s very busy with her charity work, you know.”

				“Kind of like your husband,” I said.

				Elaine nodded. Dan, adjusting his hearing aid, frowned in concentration and said nothing. The backs of his hands, I noticed, were covered in faded blue tattoos. I squinted, then recognized the symbols. He must have been in the Navy.

				The bus turned another corner a bit too sharply and I slipped sideways a little in my seat.

				No one back at the office had said anything about these treks being dangerous. Certainly the editor had neglected to mention that a death occurred on the last one.

				I tapped my pen against my chin and the part of me that’s always curious, the part of me that always wants to know why, sat up a little straighter. Probing, getting to the heart of things, was part of my journalism training. Something here on this trip called for closer examination and I had the whole week.

	
				Chapter Three

				When we reached our hotel in the city, I drooped with disappointment. The place, sitting on the waterfront, was part of a worldwide chain and looked familiar from numerous television ads. While I hadn’t anticipated or wanted anything too rustic, I did expect at least a bit of local flavor — an older hotel, with period architecture, maybe a veranda. Instead, I followed the others through double glass doors, across thick carpet into a tastefully appointed but unexceptional lobby. The only concessions to locale were the prints on the walls featuring dramatic photographs of ancient ruins and lush scenery. The upside of such modernity, though, meant that every amenity would also be ours. The chlorine scent of a swimming pool prickled my nose.

				Our marching orders left no time for scoping out the place or unpacking or flopping onto the big bed in my single room. I did spare a few moments to stand at the window and look out on the water, though. Thinking about the soggy, gray scenery I’d left back home made me appreciate the curl of sunlit blue even more.

				“Thank you, Rochester Breeze,” I said aloud then kicked back into high gear. Within the allotted half hour I was heading back downstairs, camera in one pocket, cell phone in the other, eager to be off.

				Instead of taking the elevator, I opted for the stairs. I was only on the third floor and while there might be time to hit the fitness room or the pool later for some real exercise, a quick sprint downstairs would revive my travel-weary body.

				Spinning down the steps and landings, I came to an abrupt halt at ground level. This stairway ended at some back entrance to the hotel. Through the glass of the door, I could see the parking area. And in the parking area, I could see Clark.

				He was leaning up against an older, shabby-looking car, conversing with a driver I couldn’t make out clearly. There was someone in the back seat, too, but from my vantage point I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. Only one thing was obvious from Clark’s serious, dark look. He wasn’t asking for directions.

				As I watched, Clark reached for his wallet, pulled out an impressive wad of bills, and thrust them through the window at the driver. He looked around the vicinity.

				Checking for observers? I wondered, shrinking back a step and fumbling for my camera. I snapped a few quick pictures of Clark and of the car, even as I asked myself why. It was the money thing that made the transaction furtive. The money and the beat-up car and Clark’s anxious expression. Was he up to something? If so, what?

				In the space of a few seconds, I thought, this job has gotten a lot more interesting. I’d go bird-watching now, but I’d keep one eye on Clark. He might prove just as intriguing as the boat-billed heron.

				• • •

				Mart came to stand next to me on the sidewalk as we prepared to head out. I’d hustled down several long corridors to find my way to the front of the hotel and had managed to arrive with time to spare.

				“Ready for adventure?” he asked, his manner relaxed and matter-of-fact.

				Some of my tension — the stress of travel, spying on Clark, rushing to get here — eased away.

				“Yes, indeed. That’s why I’m here.”

				“Well, we’re really happy to have you along, Ms. Belsar,” Mart said. I could see ginger highlights where the sun glinted on his hair.

				“Please call me Allison, Mart,” I said with a smile and he nodded.

				“Deal. You know, the zoo uses these trips for several purposes. Of course it’s for publicity, but it’s just as important that we shine a light on the problems and ongoing dangers animals face in our world.” He reached out, touched my arm for just an instant. “Would you be willing to hear about that? Incorporate it into your articles somehow?”

				His dark eyes were intent on my face and I knew whatever he wanted to share with me would be heartfelt.

				“Sure, that sounds great. I thought I’d look for the tie-in between zoos and the jungle — if there still is one.”

				He smiled, as if I’d passed a test, and nodded. “There certainly is. Protecting the endangered. Serving as sanctuary,” he began and I thought at once of the zoo’s mission statement. “We can talk about all that later,” he said, looking around at the crowded sidewalk. “It looks like everyone is here.”

				But when we pulled out for the drive north, Clark was not among us. Had he gone off with the guy in the beat-up car? Did Mart know where he was? No explanation was offered for the director’s absence.

				As we got underway, Mart had each of us introduce ourselves to the group and give a one-sentence biography. It was a great way to put names to faces and there were plenty of both. I knew some names by now and caught a few more. With luck, I’d get to know everyone by the time the trip was over. Some folks used way more than one sentence to sketch their backgrounds, but the exercise was still a good mixer.

				Soon enough, we reached our destination and clustered into an excited bunch, ready to board the boat that would take us down a jungle stream. The hot sun, combined with high humidity, brought a sheen to my forehead as I waited my turn to hop on. I swiped it away with the back of my hand.

				“I’m getting really excited now. It’ll be amazing in the rain forest.” I didn’t direct my remark at anyone in particular, but just lobbed it gently over the net. Three young women, traveling together, murmured in agreement.

				“Oh, the forest is incredible,” said a bookish-looking man of about forty, wearing a sun hat and shorts. Professor Sheridan Ramsey, I remembered from our mixer. He taught science at Rochester’s nearest university.

				He launched into an account of his last trip to the area, delivering details in such a way that the group enjoyed listening. With his dark hair and thick dark-framed glasses, he looked smart but not nerdy.

				Clapping his hands, Mart got everyone’s attention. “Keep your eyes peeled, folks, because there’s plenty to see along our route. Hundreds of species of birds, monkeys — even crocodiles!”

				One of the young women, a redhead, gasped.

				“Better not trail a hand in the water, Faith,” Mart said. He winked, and I wondered whether he’d been kidding about the crocodiles or if the sun was in his eyes.

				He handed me into the last of the seats, up at the front between the guide and himself.

				The boats were full now and our guide began speaking, giving us a brief history of the sanctuary and describing the highlight to look for.

				“The jabiru stork is quite majestic, with a wingspan of eight feet or more. They’re the largest flying birds in the western hemisphere and they nest in the wetlands here,” he concluded.

				“That’d be something to see,” Dan said. “Good thing my duck-hunting buddy’s back home. No bird’s safe around that guy.”

				The guide bristled. “This sanctuary was created to protect this nesting area,” he told the group, “and the jabirus, which are an endangered species. We take our duty very seriously and your duck-hunting friend would find himself in quite serious trouble, I must tell you.”

				“Hunting endangered species is nothing to joke about,” Mart said, not to the group, but to me. He pressed his lips together, eyes scanning the shoreline.

				I heard Elaine mutter something to her husband under her breath and from his expression I could guess what it was.

				“Look!” Mart called suddenly, pointing.

				A huge white bird swooped low over the water just downstream, looking like something from the prehistoric world. All wings and legs, its black head and red-ringed neck clearly identified it as the stork in question.

				“It’s gigantic!” someone said, echoing my own thought.

				“They can reach a height of five feet,” our guide reminded us.

				As our boat neared the point where the bird had landed, I snapped a picture. In the next half hour, we saw every single one of the two hundred species of birds in residence. At least that’s how it seemed, especially with Dan doing his best to mimic their calls.

				He might have continued if just at that moment a crocodile lazing in a sunny spot hadn’t trundled into motion from the bank of the stream, entering the water not far off. I was ready, landing a good picture of the animal before he dropped out of sight.

				“Time for dinner,” Mart said. “He’ll be looking for a snack. But that’s nature, folks. If our zoo animals were living their natural lives, they’d hunt for chow, too, rather than just waiting for their meals at the feeding station, like we do at a buffet.”

				Our group being Midwesterners, the mention of a buffet set everyone buzzing about hunger pangs. Our stop at the visitor center, then, was brief and our wander through the village equally short, allowing just enough time to purchase the native specialty — cashews — for the ride home.

				Back in the bus, I flopped onto a seat toward the rear.

				Jen slid onto the seat beside me. “Wasn’t that a marvelous place?” she asked, pushing both hands through her tousled hair. “I should have brought my camera, but I didn’t have time to find it in my luggage. I got this great book, though.” She flipped the pages of one of the titles available at the visitor’s center.

				“I got a good shot of the crocodile,” I said, poking buttons to scan through my pictures.

				Jen took the camera and looked. “Oh, yeah. I like how you can see that big tail. Did you get one of the stork?”

				We put our heads together to see the screen. “Yes, and here are those monkeys,” I narrated, pushing more buttons. “And then, oh.”

				“What’s this? A practice shot?”

				The screen showed Clark in the parking lot next to the beat-up car. You couldn’t see the money in his hand, but I knew it had been there.

				“Oh, it’s Clark!” Jen said. She squinted then looked at me. “What’s he doing?”

				“I don’t know.” I wasn’t about to let Jen know the situation looked suspicious to me. “He probably knows some local people if he’s down on these zoo jaunts all the time.”

				“Suppose so.” Jen looked at the photo again. “Huh.” I could hear the question in her voice.

				“How well do you know Clark?” I asked.

				Before she could answer, Dan hollered across the aisle. “Did I hear you got a shot of that stork? Can I see?” He extended his hand and waggled his fingers.

				Dan took my camera from Jen, who had cued up the stork picture. He made appropriate noises of appreciation then scrolled through the rest of the sanctuary pictures.

				As he scrolled further, I got nervous. He was bound to see my series of Clark photos. What would he make of them? Would he tell Clark I had been spying on him? Not that I had, of course. Not really.

				Reaching across the aisle, I held out my hand and smiled my request. Dan passed the camera back without comment. Shoving it into my backpack, I looked away from him, scanning the scenery.

				“I need a nap,” Dan announced.

				“Especially if you don’t want to miss casino night,” Elaine said.

				Casino night. The welcome party. Would Clark be in attendance? He had seemed enthusiastic about both earlier in the day. And if he always carried around wads of cash like he’d handed over in the hotel parking lot, he might look forward to rolling the dice. No, he wouldn’t miss tonight’s event the way he’d missed this one. I’d be willing to bet on that.

	
				Chapter Four

				I fingered my last silver token, blew on it for luck, and then dropped it into the slot machine. A whoop went up from my neighbors when bells rang, lights flashed, and what seemed like hundreds of tokens poured out. A big win, it sent my spirits soaring and I jumped up and down. Laughing, I turned to the trekkers around me, accepting their hugs and claps on the back.

				“That’s it for me,” I announced, sweeping up my winnings. “Quittin’ while I’m ahead.”

				“You can’t do that. You’re on a roll,” Alan, a math teacher on his third zoo trek, urged.

				“Yeah, quite a roll, too!” his wife, Maria, echoed.

				The room was full — full of people, full of noise, full of color as everyone paraded their resort wear. Tourists made up most of the gathering, but there were plenty of native sons and daughters trying their luck in the casino, too. Tables ringed the outside of the room, surrounding the rows of machines like wagons around the campfire.

				Jen’s table was the noisiest one, drawing the youngest people on the trip and featuring bursts of laughter at regular intervals. I wondered what could be that funny, wishing I’d been in on the start of the jokes. I’d hoped to get a chance to speak with her somewhere quiet but that definitely wasn’t here.

				Across the room, Dan and Clark sat beside each other, not speaking. Each man studied the cards he held as if the future of western civilization depended on his next move. Dan’s pile of chips was larger than Clark’s, I noticed. Was Dan a better player or just lucky? Was Clark losing to a big benefactor on purpose? Could you even do that, playing cards?

				Off in a corner, Mart was deep in conversation with a woman I couldn’t identify. Admiring the breadth of his shoulders, the bulge of his biceps beneath the fine knit of his shirt, I let my eyes trail down him in lazy inspection. Lean hips, long legs. I swept my gaze up again. Hair still damp from the shower, he was smiling now, then laughing at his companion’s remark. In one hand, Mart held a glass of something amber. The other hand clasped the woman’s narrow waist as he leaned close to whisper in her ear. His grasp made creases in the fine silk of her vibrant blue sari. When she tipped her head, her long cascade of smooth black hair fell off to one side. From my vantage point, I could see the intimacy of their body language, feel the crackle in the air between them.

				Mart was a fast mover. We’d only checked in a few hours ago and already he’d made a conquest. Of course, just as I figured Clark knew people in Belize from his travels, the same could be true of Mart. Old friend. No, old lover. Obviously.

				When I heard my name, I blinked, coming out of my brown study. The three young women I’d mentally dubbed the career girls stood in a cluster behind me. Twenty-somethings, they all wore variations on a sundress similar to my own, colorful jewelry, and tousled long hair. Each held a glass, half full or half empty, depending.

				“We’re heading to the roulette wheel and we thought we’d ask you to join us for a while,” one of the girls said.

				“Thanks. Sounds great.” As we headed that way, I glanced to where I’d seen Mart and the woman, but they were gone.

				For the next half hour or more the four of us lined the table, watching fortunes rise and fall. Faith, the woman who Mart had warned at the waterfront earlier, was a serious-looking redhead who would have a serious hangover come morning. Kiran was a brunette with full cheeks and deep dimples. They worked together at the biggest corporation in town, Patty, the dark-haired one, explained when I asked.

				“Usually, we just go flop on the beach in Mexico for a week,” Kiran told me. “Maybe meet some guys.”

				“But we sure don’t have to worry about that on this trip,” Patty said, with a groan. “What’s the male-female ratio here? Like one to two?”

				“That’s what we get for doing something educational!” Kiran laughed.

				“Yeah, educational,” Faith said, knocking back the last of her drink. There was the just slightest hint of a slur in the word.

				“I hear there’s a cabaret,” Patty said. “Let’s go see.”

				I stifled a yawn. The day had been long and all I really wanted was sleep. Sound sleep, preferably, for a full eight hours.

				“Maybe tomorrow night,” I begged off, knowing I still wanted to make some notes on our journey before hitting the hay.

				“Oh, c’mon,” Kiran groaned, taking my arm and tugging. “Just for half an hour.”

				She led us to a table up near the stage and alongside the dance floor. Glancing at the crowd, I saw some trekkers gyrating to the music. Onstage, a five-piece band played while several young women in feathery costumes danced among them.

				When the song crashed to a halt, I clapped and peeked at my watch. I really needed to update those notes for my first article and get to bed.

				“I think I’m going to — ” I began then stopped.

				The guitarist was introducing a singer. The long black hair and peacock blue gown of the woman approaching the microphone were familiar. She was Mart’s companion.

				“So, give it up for Ishani!”

				With a grace I could only envy, Ishani acknowledged the applause of the audience, stepped forward, and opened her mouth. The song she sang was slow and romantic, emphasizing the rich alto of her voice. Her eyes swept over her listeners, drawing them into the song of love lost and found. One elegant hand lifted, she smiled down at the table nearest the stage. Mart sat rapt, his head tipped up to watch. He raised his drink in salute.

				“Wow, she should record a CD,” Faith said as the song ended.

				The dance floor began to fill again as the band segued into a mix of popular songs. I joined in and soon spotted Sylvia Webster, in an eye-catching graphic print mini, dancing with the professor. Mart, working the crowd now, was with Maria.

				At the end of the medley my second wind propelled me to the bar for something cold to drink.

				“What’s your pleasure?” Mart asked, joining me.

				He placed our orders and we leaned against the bar, watching the others. I tapped my purse against my leg in time to the music.

				“Ishani has a beautiful voice,” I told Mart. “Faith thinks she should record an album.”

				Mart smiled, nodding. “I’ve told her that, too, but she wants to focus on her work. Singing’s just her hobby.” Looking over the crowd, he asked, “Wanna dance?”

				Ishani was at the microphone again. The music had changed to something slower and the lights dimmed accordingly.

				“Sure.”

				I let him lead me the few steps to the floor and moved into the circle of his arms. His hand at my back felt warm through the thin material of my dress. Mart hummed along to the song, his breath tickling the top of my ear in a provocative way.

				Closing my eyes, I followed his movements without effort. Up close, he smelled faintly of coconut. Up close, his eyes were more green than hazel. Up close, I could see a little white scar on the bridge of his nose. I gave a sigh of pleasure.

				“You’re a great dancer.”

				He tipped his head. “Thank you. I’ll pass the compliment on to Mom. She paid for the lessons, way back when.” Showing off, he gave me a spin then tucked me in close. “Graduated top of my class.”

				I laughed out loud then had to stifle a yawn.

				“And now I’m boring you,” Mart teased.

				“Not at all. It’s just been a busy day.”

				“Wait until tomorrow. We’re touring the ruins at Tikal. Then on Wednesday, after the early morning nature walk, you can go snorkeling. Or there’s tubing on the river. And some caves to explore.”

				“Whew! Sounds exhausting. It’ll make for some great articles, though, and that’s what matters.”

				Mart gave me a thoughtful look. “What brings you to our humble zoo trek when you could be covering some art gallery opening or fancy society wedding?”

				I wrinkled my nose and looked off over his shoulder. There had been plenty of those in the last few weeks. “I’m climbing my way back to real news. I hope.”

				Mart spun me out again, turned another circle. “You hope?”

				“Fervently. I want to report on important stories. I want to investigate issues, put them on the front page.” I was talking too much, I knew, but I couldn’t seem to stop. “I want my work to matter!”

				“Music to my ears,” Mart said. “Why do you have to climb back?”

				My sigh was long and deep. “I was low man — or woman — on my last job. When the staff cuts came, out I went.” I shrugged in dismissal.

				Mart waited a second, two. “That can’t have been easy.”

				“No.”

				The tune came to an end. Mart released me and I smiled.

				“Thanks for the dance. It was lovely.”

				“You’re welcome. I have to say, I’m glad you lost your old job,” he said. “Because now Rochester has you.” He gave my hand a squeeze, ran his thumb over my fingers.

				“If I do a bang up job with this trip, Rochester could have me for quite a while.”

				Mart hesitated, seeming to choose his next words with care. “This could be a very important story, if you ask me.”

				“Oh?”

				“Sure, depending on your angle. It’s all in the angle.”

				I yawned again behind my hand then apologized. “I’m so sorry. It’s not you, it’s the hour. Can we talk more about this, when you have time?”

				Mart nodded. “It’s a long ride to Tikal. Maybe then.”

				“Yes, then. And now, goodnight.”

				Mart lifted a hand in farewell.

				In the elevator, I leaned against the back wall and watched the doors slowly close, reflecting me in their mirrored surface. I looked as tired as I felt, but at least my hair was still tidy in its chignon and my dress hadn’t wrinkled too much in my suitcase. I closed my eyes, still feeling Mart’s arm around me, still smelling his scent.

				Too bad about the girlfriend, I thought sleepily.

				The elevator doors opened to take on another passenger. I stood up straighter when I saw Clark, sans Sylvia. He was looking down, frowning and reading a text on his cell phone, so he didn’t see me at first. When he did, he made a move to pocket the phone, but missed. It slid across the floor of the small space, landing squarely up against my right ankle.

				He bent to retrieve his phone then hesitated. He could hardly reach for it there himself.

				“I’ll get it,” I said.

				The cell phone had settled face up, so I could see the text message he’d been reading. I didn’t really mean to read it, but put words in front of my eyes and it’s hard not to.

				The message said:

				Thursday’s shipment — twenty five airborne, thirteen grounded. Delay arrival. Uncle visiting. 

				I frowned. What could that mean? Shipment of what? Whose uncle?

				Quickly, before Clark could think I’d read his mail, I handed the phone back and smiled.

				In a minute, in my room, I’d write those sentences down and puzzle over them.

				“I heard about your big win at the slots tonight,” he said, taking the phone I handed to him. “Nice way to start your vacation.”

				“Yes,” I agreed. “Very cool.”

				I noticed a ruddy tone to his cheeks. Sunburn, perhaps, or the result of too many drinks in too little time. He led the way off the elevator when it reached the third floor, lifting a hand by way of farewell.

				Slipping my room card from my purse, I mentally recited the odd message from his phone then jotted it down on the hotel notepad almost before I turned on the lights in my room.

				After a quick, warm shower, I sat on the bed with my cotton nightgown tucked around my feet, braiding my damp hair and reading. The message was a mystery. From the look on Clark’s face, it had not been good news, but it was all Greek to me. Eventually, I filed the slip of paper away and spent a few minutes looking over our itinerary for the next day. Then, I made notes for my first blog entry and sent the pictures from my camera to my online account. I wanted every megabyte available to me tomorrow, at the ruins. And, if I were being honest, I didn’t want anyone else to see the shots of Clark in the parking lot. Dan may or may not have already. Jen definitely had.

				The photos probably didn’t mean anything sinister. Maybe Clark was just paying off a taxi, or arranging for one later. Later, when he wasn’t along on our trip to the sanctuary.

				The ding of the elevator sounded faintly from down the hall. I could hear the low drone of two people talking, their voices growing more distinct as they approached. From the room next to mine came the muffled closing of a door. One male voice, one female, laughing now.

				My mind instantly conjured up an image of Mart and that woman. Could it be? I wondered then shook my head. None of my business, that’s what that was!

				Snapping off the light, I settled back against the pillows. The hum of conversation continued faintly from next door, but within minutes, I was dead to the world and dreaming. Dreaming of placid pools of water where crocodiles swam just beneath the surface and monkeys shouted from the trees along the bank and Dan Underwood said, “Young men sometimes do foolish things.”

	
				Chapter Five

				The dining room was a hubbub of excitement when I arrived there early the next morning and looked for an empty seat.

				Breakfast was served smorgasbord-style and several folks passed me with laden plates as I ambled along, my eyes sweeping left and right. I was just about to give up and eat leaning against a wall when I spotted Mart tucked at a tiny table off in one corner. He had dishes spread all around him, like everyone else, and was concentrating on a stack of papers.

				The chair across from him was vacant and inviting. If he was hard at work, preparing his speech on the rain forest, say, I could just sit silently and read my guidebook. I marched over.

				“Excuse me, is this seat taken?” I inquired, lowering my backpack onto the chair.

				He looked up, a scowl creasing his forehead. In an instant, though, it cleared away. “Oh, hi, Allison. Go ahead. I’ll clear some of these dishes away.”

				He stacked some plates and gave them a shove off to one side. “There.”

				“Thanks.” Glancing over at the buffet, I realized I hadn’t eaten in ages.

				I’d only taken a few steps in that direction when Mart’s voice called out. “Wait a minute!” When I turned, he smiled, his cheeks dimpling in quite an attractive way. “Would you please bring me a few more slices of fruit?”

				I nodded. “Sure.”

				Hotel staff kept the buffet well stocked with standard breakfast cuisine, although a few unusual items were also on offer. Taking a tray, I was happy to see pancakes, a bit rubbery-looking from the heat lamp. I added a bowl of cereal and a glass of juice then put together an assortment of fruits.
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