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BLAZE

“A perfect ten! As hot, compelling, and all-consuming as a five-alarm fire.”

—Romance Reviews Today

“Top-notch romantic suspense…hot in more ways than one.”

—Karen Robards

OUT OF THE BLUE

“A white-knuckle read, Out of the Blue is the best kind of romantic suspense: heart-stopping terror and a heart-tugging romance. Don’t miss it!”

—Romance Reviews Today

“A story wrought with terror and intrigue, with a love story so emotional it practically stops your heart.”

—The Old Book Barn Gazette

OUT OF THE MIST

“The story’s robust momentum and lively characters make this a fun, energetic read.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Ross weaves the search for the missing family treasure and the growing attraction between two creative spirits with aplomb in this charming romance.”

—BookPage

MAGNOLIA MOON

“Readers seduced by the first two books in JoAnn Ross’s Callahan brothers trilogy will be equally charmed by Magnolia Moon.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Perennial favorite JoAnn Ross wraps up the hugely engaging Callahan trilogy in great style. Filled with emotion, passion, and a touch of suspense, this is just plain fun reading.”

—Romantic Times

RIVER ROAD

“Skillful and satisfying…. With its emotional depth, Ross’s tale will appeal to Nora Roberts fans.”

—Booklist

“The romance…crackles, and their verbal sparring keeps the narrative moving along at an energetic clip. Readers…will be heartily entertained…delightful.”

—Publishers Weekly

BLUE BAYOU

“Ross is in fine form…plenty of sex and secrets to keep readers captivated.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The opening chapter in what promises to be an exceptional and emotional trilogy…. Ms. Ross [creates] refreshing and rewarding reading experiences.”

—Romantic Times, Top Pick
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Coldwater Cove, Washington

It was a damn three-ring circus. And Olympic County sheriff Jack O’Halloran had gotten stuck with the job of ringmaster. Despite the cold spring drizzle, the hillside was covered with people, many carrying cameras. Some bolder, or more curious, individuals pressed as close as they could to the white police barricades. Kids were running all over the place, laughing, shrieking, chasing one another, having themselves a dandy time. The mood couldn’t have been any more electric if a bunch of TV stars had suddenly shown up on Washington’s Olympic Peninsula to tape an episode of NYPD Blue.

Ignoring the rain dripping off the brim of his hat, Jack scowled at the vans bearing the names and logos of television stations from as far away as Spokane. Which wasn’t all that surprising. After all, Coldwater Cove had always been a peaceful town. So peaceful, in fact, it didn’t even have its own police department, the city fathers choosing instead to pay for protection from the county force. Crime consisted mainly of the routine Saturday night drunk and disorderly, jaywalking, calls about barking dogs, and last month a customer had walked off with the ballpoint pen from Neil Olson’s You-Pump-It Gas ’N Save. It definitely wasn’t every day three teenage girls barricaded themselves in their group home and refused to come out.

Meanwhile, Dr. Ida Lindstrom, their court-appointed guardian and owner of the landmark Victorian house, had apparently set off this mini-crime wave when she’d been taken to the hospital after falling off a kitchen stool. Although the information was sketchy, from what Jack could determine, when a probation officer had arrived to haul the unsupervised kids back to the juvenile detention center, Ida had held an inflammatory press conference from her hospital bed, adding fuel to an already dangerously volatile situation by instructing the girls to “batten down the hatches.”

Having grown up in Coldwater Cove, Jack knew Ida to be a good, hardworking woman. Salt of the earth, a pillar of the community, and unrelentingly generous. During her days as the town’s only general practitioner, she’d delivered scores of babies—including him. Since lumbering was a dangerous business, she’d also probably set more broken arms than any doctor in the state, and whenever she lost a patient—whether from illness, accident, or merely old age—she never missed a funeral.

She’d inevitably show up at the family’s home after the internment with a meatloaf. Not one person in Coldwater Cove had ever had the heart to tell her that her customary donation to the potluck funeral supper was as hard as a brick and about as tasty as sawdust. Ida Lindstrom had many talents, but cooking wasn’t one of them. Six months ago, when they’d buried Big John O’Halloran, Jack’s father who’d dropped dead of a heart attack while hiking a glacier on nearby Mount Olympus, Jack’s mother had surreptitiously put the heavy hunk of mystery meat and unidentifiable spices out on the back porch for the dogs. Who wouldn’t eat it, either.

Jack admired the way Ida had taken to opening her home to at-risk teenagers at a time when so many of her contemporaries were traveling around the country in motor homes, enjoying their retirement and spending their children’s inheritances. But the plan, agreed to by the court, the probation officer, and Ida herself, dammit, had been for the retired doctor to provide the kids with a stable environment, teach them responsibility and coax them back onto the straight and narrow. Not turn them into junior revolutionaries.

“I still think we ought to break down the damn door,” a gung ho state police officer insisted for the third time in the past hour. Jack suspected the proposed frontal attack stemmed from an eagerness to try out the armored assault vehicle the state had recently acquired at a surplus government military auction.

“You’ve been watching too many old Jimmy Cagney movies on the Late Show,” Jack said. “It’s overkill. They’re only juveniles.”

Juveniles whose cockamamie misbehavior was proving a major pain in the ass. The standoff was entering its sixth hour, television vans were parked all the way down the hill, the satellite systems on their roofs pointed upward, as if trying to receive messages from outer space. Jack figured he was a shoe-in to be the lead story on the six o’clock news all over the Pacific Northwest. Hell, if he didn’t get the girls out pretty soon, they may even make the national morning programs. And while Eleanor O’Halloran would undoubtedly be tickled pink to see her only son on television, the idea didn’t suit Jack at all.

“They’re not just your run of the mill juveniles,” the lantern-jawed officer reminded him unnecessarily. “They’re juvenile delinquents.”

“Minor league ones. The most any of them are guilty of is truancy and shoplifting. Want to guess how a bunch of grown men wearing combat gear staging a military assault on three little girls would play on TV?”

“Crime’s crime,” another cop from neighboring Jefferson County grumbled. Although the standoff wasn’t occurring in his jurisdiction, that hadn’t stopped him from dropping by for a look-see.

He wasn’t alone; Kitsap, Island, Clallam, and King counties were also well represented. Even the Quinault and Skokomish reservations had sent uniformed men to offer backup and gain experience in hostage situations. Not that this was exactly a hostage situation, since the girls were all alone in the house. The assembled cops were having themselves a grand old time. Jack was not.

“He’s right,” another cop agreed. “You may not consider shoplifting a punishable offense in your county, Sheriff, but in my jurisdiction, we view teenage malfeasance as a slippery slope to more serious crimes.”

“Got a point there,” Jack agreed dryly. “One day a kid’s swiping a tube of Mango orange lip gloss from a Payless Drugstore and the next day she’s toting an Uzi and holding up the Puget Sound National Bank.”

He took the cellular phone from its dashboard holder and dialed the Lindstrom house again. The first time he’d called, the oldest girl, Shawna, had informed him that Ida had instructed her not to speak to him. Then promptly hung up. From that point on, all he’d gotten was a busy signal, suggesting they’d taken the phone off the hook. And dammit, apparently still hadn’t put it back on.

“There’s always tear gas,” one of the Olympic County deputies suggested.

“In case you’ve forgotten, one of those girls is pregnant. I’m not willing to risk harming any unborn babies.”

“So what do you propose to do?” a grim-faced man asked. His belted tan raincoat with the snazzy Banana Republic epaulets on the shoulders made him stand out from the local crowd clad in parkas and Gore-Tex jackets. He’d introduced himself as being from Olympia, an assistant to the governor. Unsurprisingly, the state’s chief executive was concerned about the public relations aspect of this situation.

Jack shrugged and thought of his six-year-old daughter. He imagined how he’d want the cops to respond if Amy took it into her head to barricade herself in their house.

“They aren’t going anywhere.” They’d also refused to speak to anyone but Ida. Deciding the contrary old woman would only get them more stirred up, he’d instructed the hospital to remove the phone from her room. “The way I see it, the best thing to do is wait them out. For however long it takes.”

No one argued. But the grumbles from the assembled lawmen told Jack that he was all alone, out on an increasingly risky limb.

New York City

The mob began to gather early. The senior citizens chanted slogans and marched in circles, holding their placards high. One of their leaders bellowed through a bullhorn, reminding them that this was a war. They all cheered. Some waved their signs, others their fists.

By the time Raine Cantrell walked out of the federal courthouse a little before noon, the protesters were primed for battle. Anxious for blood.

“I think I’ve just discovered how it feels to go diving for sharks without the metal cage,” she murmured.

She’d been warned there’d be a demonstration, but given the demographics of the plaintiffs in the class action lawsuit, she hadn’t expected such an unruly mob. The cacophonous chants echoed off nearby buildings; catcalls and belligerent shouts rang out over the blare of car horns.

The street was jammed with illegally parked vans bearing the insignias of all three major networks, along with CNN and various local television stations; thick black cables snaked across the sidewalk and the crowd of reporters, photographers and cameramen jockeyed for position.

“Christ. Every reporter for every half-assed paper and television station in the country must have shown up for this circus,” her client, Rex Murdock, muttered.

During the months they’d worked together preparing a defense, the CEO and principal stockholder of Odessa Oil Company had revealed himself to be a man accustomed to controlling everything and everyone around him. He was brash, rough-mannered, impatient as hell, and handsome, in a rough-hewn way. All the women at Choate, Plimpton, Wells & Sullivan would inevitably cease work whenever he strode through the offices, the wedged heels of his lizard skin cowboy boots tapping a purposeful tattoo on the Italian-marble flooring. Even sixty-four-year-old Harriet Farraday, who’d worked as comptroller at the law firm since the Stone Age and had a dozen grandchildren, had taken notice.

“Why, he’s a man’s man, dear,” Harriet had explained one day when Raine had questioned the effect her client had on seemingly the entire female staff. “You don’t find many of those anymore in these so-called enlightened years.” She’d made a little sound of disgust as she looked around the office. “Especially around here.”

“You’d think the bastards would have better stories to chase than this half-baked, bush-league case,” that man’s man was grumbling now.

“Perhaps we should go back into the building and try leaving by the rear door,” a second-year associate attorney from the firm’s investment division suggested. His face was pale, his anxiety, evident. Raine wondered if he was rethinking his decision to enter the glamorous world of big-city corporate law. She also decided that as bright as he admittedly was, he wouldn’t pass Harriet’s male litmus test.

Raine’s legal team was made up of a clutch of associate attorneys, a paralegal whose job it was to hand over briefs with the precision and speed of a transplant-team surgical nurse, and various dark-suited minions who’d been at her client’s beck and call during the past three weeks of the trial.

Standing between them and the elderly crowd was a reassuring wall of blue. The police were grasping riot sticks she suspected none wanted to use. After all, video of burly cops beating up Grandpa and Grandma headlining the nightly news would definitely undermine the mayor’s effort to refurbish the city’s image.

“Slinking out the back way would make it look as if we were ashamed of our case,” she said.

Okay, she may have made a slight miscalculation regarding the emotional impact of what, had it not been for the millions of dollars involved, should have been a routine contract case. But her Grandmother Ida had taught Raine that nothing could be solved by sticking your tail between your legs and running away from a problem. “Perhaps I should stop long enough to answer some questions.”

“No offense, Raine. But I’m not real sure that’ll calm them down,” Murdock warned.

“They’re definitely in a feeding frenzy. But avoiding the issue won’t make it go away. We may have won in court, but believe me, Rex, the media’s going to play this as a David-and-Goliath story. And from the average person’s point of view, you’re going to be cast as a malicious, greedy giant.”

“Remind me once again why I should care?”

A low burn began to simmer just below her ribcage. Raine ignored it. “Do the two little words Exxon Valdez ring a bell?”

His scowl deepened.

“I’ll just try to defuse the situation a bit,” she said, taking his nonreply as begrudging consent. “Before it gets totally out of hand.

“Hell, you’ve handled this case damn well so far.” He did not add, as Raine suspected he might once have—for a woman. “Might as well let you ride it out to the whistle.”

Raine realized this was a major concession on his part. A wildcatter who’d struck it rich back when the gushing black gold could put a man on easy street for life, Rex Murdock did not surrender the reins easily. In fact, there’d been more than one occasion in court when she’d seriously wished the bar association guidelines allowed attorneys to muzzle their clients.

They’d reached the police barricade. Show time. Raine willed herself to calm as she faced down the crowd. The motor drives of the still cameras whirred, sounding like the wings of birds fighting against the wind that was ruffling her chin-length brown hair.

It was a cold day that gave lie to the fact that according to the calendar, spring had sprung; atop the building the flags snapped loudly in the wind and the taste of impending rain rode the brisk air. Foolishly believing the wake-up forecast predicting sunny skies, Raine had gone to work in a lightweight charcoal gray suit and white silk blouse that allowed the wind to cut through her like a knife.

“Ms. Cantrell!” A sleek blond woman sensibly clad in a black trench coat shoved a microphone past one of the cops. Raine recognized her as an attorney turned legal correspondent for CNN. She also occasionally showed up on Nightline. “What is your response to those who say your client is snatching bread from the mouths of the elderly?”

Raine looked straight into the camera lens. “I would simply reiterate what the court has decreed. The plaintiffs’ claim was rejected because my client adhered to United States law by properly informing all employees, upon the signing of their employment agreement, that the company reserved the right to alter or terminate their retirement benefit package at any time.”

As her response was answered by a roaring tidal wave of boos, Raine’s attention drifted momentarily to an elderly woman sitting in an electric wheelchair. The woman was dressed in a navy blue fleece warm-up suit and high-topped sneakers bearing a red swoosh. Her white hair had been permed into puffs resembling cotton balls and her apple cheeks were ruddy from the cold. A black helium-filled balloon bearing the message Shame in bold red letters floated upward from a white string tied to the back of the chair.

Strangely, as Raine looked down at the elderly protestor, the white curls appeared to turn to salt-and-pepper gray, and the apple-round face morphed to a narrow, more chiseled one that was strikingly familiar. Impossibly, Raine could have sworn she was looking down at her grandmother.

She blinked, relieved when the unsettling hallucination vanished. It was not the first such incident she’d had in the past few months. But they seemed to be getting more vivid, and decidedly more personal.

“Excuse me?” she asked a reporter whom she belatedly realized had been speaking to her.

“Jeff Martin, Wall Street Journal.” The intense young man wearing wire-framed glasses impatiently reintroduced himself. “Would your client care to comment on the Gray Panthers’ latest press release claiming that by cutting off access to health care for retirees and their spouses who are not yet qualified for Medicare, the defendant—and you, by association—are risking the lives of our nation’s grandparents?”

This question was followed by a roar from the crowd. When the fanciful vision of Ida Lindstrom’s disapproving face wavered in front of her eyes again, Raine shook her head to clear it. Then forced her uncharacteristically wandering mind back to the reporter’s question.

“No offense intended to the Gray Panthers, but not only is that accusation an overstatement of the facts of the case, it’s blatantly false, Mr. Martin. My client”—she purposefully avoided using the reporter’s negative term defendant—“offers one of the most generous retirement packages in the industry.”

The boos intensified. Protesters shouted out rude suggestions as to what Odessa Oil—Rex Murdock in particular—could do with its retirement package.

“But Odessa Oil also has a responsibility to its stockholders, many of whom are those same retirees.” Determined to make her point, Raine doggedly continued, fighting back a drumming headache as she raised her voice to be heard over the crowd. “The decrease in crude-oil prices worldwide has left the company with no option but to discontinue free health-care benefits to those who opt for early retirement. As a federal court has determined today they are well within their rights to do.”

The boos reached the decibel of the jackhammer that had begun pounding away inside her head. The placards were waving like pom poms at a football game. Someone in the crowd threw an egg that broke at Raine’s feet, spattering her black suede Italian pumps with bright yellow yolk and gelatinous white. The attack drew enthusiastic applause from the coalition of protesters even as two of the cops waded into the crowd to find the assailant.

“You’ve given it your best shot, Raine. But these folks are flat-out nuts.” Murdock had to yell in Raine’s ear to be heard. “We’re like Crockett and Bowie at the Battle of the Alamo. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The icy wind picked up. The adrenaline rush of her courtroom victory had begun to wear off. Fearing that the next egg—or something even more dangerous—might hurt more than her shoes, Raine was ready to call it a day.

With two of New York City’s finest clearing a path, Raine and the others began making their way to the black stretch limousine double-parked in the street beside an Eyewitness News van. They were pursued by the pack of reporters who shouted out questions like bullets from automatic rifles. Without waiting for the uniformed driver to get out of the car, one of the minions rushed to open the back door.

The limo, boasting two televisions, a fully stocked bar, and wide leather seats, was the height of comfort. The first time she’d ridden in the lush womb on wheels, Raine had felt exactly like Cinderella on her way to the ball. Today, although she’d never considered herself even a remotely fanciful woman, Raine imagined she could actually hear her grandmother’s voice.

“Never forget girls,” she’d instructed Raine and her sister on more than one occasion while they’d been growing up under her Victorian slate roof, “it’s a lot easier for a camel to get into heaven than a rich man.”

The saying was only one in her grandmother’s seemingly endless repertoire of malapropisms. The last time Raine had heard it had been six years ago, the weekend she’d graduated from law school, when she and her grandmother had shared a grilled-porta-bello-mushroom-and-feta-cheese pizza at Harvard Law’s Harkbox Café.

She glanced out the tinted back window at the protesters, watching them grow smaller and smaller. While the men rehashed the trial, Raine wondered why she didn’t feel like joining in the conversation.

She should be jubilant. After all, she was the one who’d brought Odessa Oil into the firm in the first place, which had bolstered her reputation as a rainmaker. Today’s verdict should put her on the fast track for partner in one of the largest, most prestigious law firms in the country. It was precisely what she’d been working toward for years, ever since she’d grabbed hold of the brass ring that had landed her a summer intern job at Choate, Plimpton, Wells & Sullivan. It was her personal Holy Grail and it was finally in sight.

She was intelligent, articulate, a former member of the oldest, most respected law review in the country, and currently a successful litigator who’d put the tiny northwestern town of Coldwater Cove, Washington behind her. She was a winner in a city that lionized victory. She had a three-thousand-dollar-a-month apartment furnished in sleek Italian leather, brass, and marble, and since the firm paid the tab for hired cars to drive their attorneys home at the end of the admittedly long workdays, she hadn’t stepped foot on the subway since her arrival in New York.

Life was nearly perfect. So what the hell was wrong with her?

Raine rubbed her cheeks to soothe tensed facial muscles and sat up straighter in an attempt to untangle the knots in her back muscles. When the simmering flames began burning beneath her ribcage, she took out the ever ready roll of antacids and popped two into her mouth.

She’d become more and more restless these past weeks. And, although each night she’d fall into bed, physically and mentally exhausted, she’d been unable to sleep. She’d conveniently blamed it on the gallons of coffee she’d drunk while preparing for the trial, but if she were to be perfectly honest, her uncharacteristic distraction and anxiety, laced with a vague feeling of discontent, had been stirring inside her even before she’d begun preparing Odessa Oil’s appeal.

As she chewed on the chalky tablets, which were advertised to taste like mint but didn’t, Raine decided that her only problem was that she’d been working too hard for too long. After all, one-hundred-hour workweeks were common for those trudging along the yellow brick road to partnership. Especially litigators, who tended to do the lion’s share of the firm’s traveling.

At first, after escaping the grinding poverty of law school, she’d been excited by the prospect of seeing the country at the firm’s—or, more precisely, the clients’—expense. She’d looked forward to the frequent-flier perks attorneys at smaller firms could only dream about: being met at the airport gate by a uniformed driver holding a sign bearing her name, automatic hotel upgrades, and first-class airline tickets.

In reality, most of the time the only part of the country she was able to see was from thirty-thousand feet in the air. During visits to clients’ cities, she tended to spend her entire time in airports, hotels, and office conference rooms and jet lag had become a way of life.

But life was filled with trade-offs, Raine reminded herself with a stiff mental shake as the limousine wove its way through the snarl of midtown traffic. And unlike so many others, hers came with a six-figure salary, health, life, and disability insurance, a 401(k) plan, bar association dues, and in the event she were ever crazy enough to try to juggle a demanding career and motherhood, paid parental leave.

She just needed a breather, she assured herself as she felt the familiar steel bands tighten around her head. She reached into her briefcase, took out a bottle of aspirin and swallowed two of them dry as she’d learned to do over the past months. On afterthought, she swallowed a third.

A short break to recharge her batteries would be just what the doctor ordered, she considered, picking up her thoughts where she’d left off. Perhaps it was time to take that long-overdue vacation she’d been planning—and putting off—for years. The one where she’d spend several sun-drenched days lounging beside a sparkling blue tropical lagoon while handsome hunks delivered mai tais and rubbed coconut oil all over her body.

This time the image that floated into Raine’s mind was not one of her grandmother, but of herself, clad in a floaty, off-the-shoulder sundress emblazoned with tropical flowers. Not that she owned such a romantic dress, but this was, after all, a fantasy, so Raine wasn’t about to quibble. She was strolling hand in hand with a drop-dead gorgeous man on a romantic, moonlit beach.

Music drifted on the perfumed night air as he lowered his head to kiss her. His mouth was a mere whisper away from hers when the rude blare of a siren shattered the blissful fantasy.

This time she was really going to do it, Raine vowed as a fire engine roared past the limo. While the others continued to gloat, she took out her Day-Timer and made a note to call a travel agent.

As soon as she cleared her calendar. Sometime in the next decade, she amended as she skimmed the pages filled with notations and appointments. If she was lucky.
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Coldwater Cove

The continual drizzle finally drove the reporters back into their vans and the cops into their units. The sky over Puget Sound was as dark as a wet wool blanket and fog curled thickly around Ida Lindstrom’s house. Jack telephoned the girls again, as he’d been doing every thirty minutes. When the only answer was a busy tone, he figured the damn phone was still off the hook.

It was nearly supper time. Concerned that they might be getting hungry—who knew how much food they had in the house?—Jack had decided to try to talk them into answering the door again when the cellular phone inside his Suburban trilled. Hoping it was Shawna Brown, who appeared to be the spokesperson for the trio, he scooped it up on the second ring.

“O’Halloran.”

The silence on the other end told him what he already knew—that his tone had been too brusque. He dragged his hand down his face and tried again. “This is Sheriff O’Halloran. Is this Shawna?”

“No,” the young female voice answered after another hesitant pause. “It’s me, Daddy. Amy,” she added as if he had another daughter he might possibly confuse her with.

A jolt of parental concern struck like lightning. “What’s wrong, honey?” She’d gone over to his mother’s house after school as she did every day. Having called earlier to explain his situation, he knew his mother wouldn’t be letting Amy call unless it was important. “Where’s your Gramma?”

“She’s in the kitchen. Making cookies.” Another pause that tested his patience. “The kind with the M&Ms in them.”

“I see.” He looked out the rain-streaked windshield at the house. The lights that had been turned on inside were blurred by the filmy curtain of fog and mist. He kept his voice mild, even as concern was replaced with mild exasperation. “Is there some special reason you’re calling, Amy?”

“Yes.”

Jack told himself that he should know better than to ask a six-year-old a yes or no question. “Can you tell me what it is?”

“I was calling about Puffy.”

“Puffy?”

“My Nano Kitty.” Unlike her father, Amy didn’t attempt to conceal her exasperation. “The one you said you’d take care of for me,” she reminded him.

Since the electronic pet had been banned from the first-grade classroom yesterday, Jack had agreed to keep it in his pocket. He’d also promised to tend to it while Amy was at school. If he’d known ahead of time just what that entailed, he might not have been so willing.

“Puffy’s doing just fine, darlin’.”

“Have you been feeding him?”

“You bet.” If today was any example, the damn virtual cat ate more often than any real cat.

“Did you play with him?”

“Yep. We played chase the mouse not more than ten minutes ago.” According to the instructions, a neglected Nano Kitty was a sad kitty; a sad kitty could become ill, requiring even more attention, including regular doses of virtual-kitty antibiotics.

“Oh. Good.” Her obvious relief made him feel guilty for having considered, on more than one occasion today, tossing the damn gizmo into Admiralty Bay. “I was worried you might forget and accidentally let Puffy die.”

“I promise, Amy, I won’t let Puffy die.” Since he hadn’t been able to make that same promise when her mother had been diagnosed with ovarian cancer four years ago, Jack had every intention of keeping his word now. Even if his surrogate parenting of an electronic kitten was proving a source of vast amusement for his fellow cops.

“Okay.” That matter seemingly settled, she turned to another. “Uh…I was wondering, Daddy…”

Yes, Amy?” He managed, just barely, to keep from grinding his teeth.

“Well, I was wondering…if I could maybe watch one of the tapes. Not the whole thing. Just a little bit.”

He suspected she wasn’t referring to Pocohantas or The Little Mermaid, but rather one of the videotapes Peg had made when she’d accepted the fact—long before he had—that she was going to die. What had begun as a simple love letter to the child she’d be leaving behind had evolved into a legacy of maternal comfort and advice.

The tapes—an amazing one-hundred-and-six hours of them—were tucked away in Peg’s cedar hope chest with other personal memorabilia as a legacy for the daughter she would never see grow to womanhood.

“I was thinking maybe Gramma and I could drive over to our house after we finished baking the cookies. Just for a little while,” she cajoled prettily when he didn’t immediately answer.

“You know the rules, honey. You and I always watch the tapes together.”

It had been what Peg, concerned about her daughter’s possibly fragile emotional state, had wanted. And Jack was not about to let her down.

He couldn’t count how many times during the past two years he’d wanted to tell his first and only love about some new event in Amy’s life—like when she’d lost her first tooth and had left cookies and chocolate milk out for the tooth fairy, or last December when she’d played the part of a reed piper in her kindergarten’s performance of The Nutcracker Suite and had insisted on keeping her stage makeup on while the two of them had celebrated afterwards with Ingrid Johansson’s blueberry waffles at the Timberline Café.

Her first report card; her first sleepover, which he’d discovered was ill-named since the four little six-year-old girls certainly hadn’t done much sleeping—so many firsts Jack knew Peg would have given anything to share.

“But Daddy—”

“Don’t whine, Amy,” he said automatically. It was a new stage she’d entered into, not nearly as appealing as the previous ones and he hoped it would be short-lived. “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you practice reading your new Dr. Seuss book, and I promise we’ll go out for burgers, then watch a tape together tomorrow night.”

“Okay,” she agreed with an instant acceptance he sure would enjoy receiving from the teens inside Ida’s house. “I’ll go read it to Gramma while she bakes the cookies.”

“Good idea,” Jack agreed. “Hey, Amy…whose little girl are you?”

She giggled as she always did whenever he asked that question. “Yours, Daddy,” she answered on cue.

“Love you, Pumpkin.”

“I love you, too, Daddy.” She gave a smacking kissing sound.

Jack gave one back, then hung up and dialed the house again, only to receive another busy signal. Next he called Papa Joe’s Pizza Emporium and ordered two pepperoni-and-mushroom pizzas—a large for the girls and a medium for himself. He didn’t know what they’d prefer, but figured since they were still refusing to talk with him, they could damn well eat whatever he ordered.

Then, frustrated, and fearing he wasn’t going to make it to his mother’s house in time to pick up his daughter, take her home and tuck her into bed, he went back out in the slanting, icy rain that was now falling like needles and strode toward Ida’s front door.

New York City

The victory celebration took place high above the city, in a mahogany-paneled conference room overlooking Central Park. The mood was unrestrained, bordering on jubilant, as the cream of the legal profession celebrated yet another battlefield victory.

Champagne flowed, Waterford decanters of Scotch and brandy had been brought out, and even Oliver Choate, senior partner and founder of Choate, Plimpton, Wells & Sullivan, who usually remained ensconced upstairs in his executive suite, had joined the revelry.

“To the little lady of the hour.” Murdock lifted the glass of Jack Daniel’s the firm had begun stocking when he’d first become a client. “The toughest—and prettiest—litigator in the business,” he boomed out. “The sharp as barbwire lady who managed to save our collective hairy asses.”

“You have such a way with words, Rex,” Raine murmured, earning a laugh from the others.

“Well, now, darlin’, that’s why I pay you the big bucks to do the talkin’ for me.”

More laughs. More corks popped, more brandy poured, more martinis shaken.

It was Oliver Choate’s turn to toast. “To Raine. Choate, Plimpton, Wells and Sullivan’s Wonder Woman.”

“I’m hardly Wonder Woman,” she demurred. “It was, despite the dollars involved, an uncomplicated case.” Since much of litigation consisted of smoke and mirrors, Raine had become adept at setting up smoke screens to protect the firm’s clients. But the Retirees v. Odessa Oil suit had been a text book example of the Golden Rule taught in her second-year Law and Economics class: He who has the most gold rules.

“You’re right,” Murdock agreed. “Wonder Woman’s not quite right. Linda Carter looked real cute in that skimpy red, white, and blue outfit, but she didn’t have your ball-busting, take-no-prisoners attitude.” He skimmed a look over her, from the top of her head down to her egg-stained Bruno Magli pumps. “I know. That spunky gal on the TV show set back in olden times. The one with the big—”

“Breastplate,” Oliver cut Murdock off before he could use the T word they all knew he’d intended. “And the gal you’re referring to is Xena,” he said, revealing himself to be a man of surprisingly eclectic tastes. “Warrior Princess.”

“You got it,” Murdock agreed.

Oliver lifted his glass again. “To our very own Warrior Princess.”

The others followed. Even, Raine noticed, Stephen Wells, managing partner of the firm, which was mildly surprising since she and Stephen had bumped heads on more than one occasion. Raine had been at the firm less than a week when she’d realized that Wells was one of those stuffy dinosaurs who, if given the choice, would have never permitted women to enter these hallowed legal halls.

But that was before today. Before she’d proven that she could do anything any of the male attorneys could do. And she’d done it wearing high heels. Breathing in the heavy ether of admiration, Raine took a sip of the champagne. In contrast to the rain that had begun to fall, it tasted like sunshine on her tongue. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows the entire city appeared to have been laid at her feet.

It was a moment to be savored. To tie up in pretty ribbons and tuck away in her memory, like the prom photographs and dried corsage petals her sister Savannah had Scotch-taped into floral-covered scrapbooks back in high school. Raine had never gone to a prom. The closest she’d come to teenage romance was the snowy December night her junior year of high school right after she’d gotten her braces off when she and Warren Templeton, a worldly senior and president of her debate team, had been parked out by Lake Quinault. It was the memorable night Raine had learned how to French-kiss.

Cigars were pulled out of a Honduran-mahogany humidor and passed around. Smoke filled the room as the conversation shifted from a rehash of the court case that had taken months of twenty-hour-days to prepare and a mere three weeks to present, to where to eat lunch. They were arguing over which steakhouse to go to—the mood was unanimously carnivoristic—when Raine’s secretary stuck his head in the door.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but you have a phone call, Raine.”

“Tell whoever it is that Raine’s off the clock until tomorrow morning,” Stephen Wells instructed curtly, not giving Raine a chance to respond.

“The caller says it’s an emergency.”

“Who is it, Brian?” Raine asked.

“She refused to give her name.” Having worked long enough at the firm not to be intimidated by the managing partner’s irritation, Brian Collins ignored Wells’s scowl. Raine suspected that being the only one who understood the Byzantine filing system he’d set up didn’t hurt, either. “But the area code on the caller ID is from Washington.”

“Perhaps it’s the President,” James Sullivan suggested.

“Calling to offer Raine the Attorney General’s job,” Rex said.

More laughter.

Raine found nothing humorous in this news. Especially since she suspected the call was coming from Washington State, and not the nation’s capitol.

“I’ll take it in my office.” As her headache spiked again, she put her glass down on the table. Promising to return as soon as possible, she escaped the smoke-filled office. The heels of her pumps sank into the plush pewter carpeting as she made her way down the curving staircase to her office.

“I smell like a damn pool hall,” she muttered. “The only problem with winning is it gives the partners an excuse to pull out the stink sticks.”

“It’s a guy thing,” her secretary said. “You may be able to hold your own on the playing field with the big boys, Raine, but there are some things you’ll just never understand.”

“I prefer to think of myself—and all women who are sensible enough not to want dog breath and smelly hair—as a superior life form.”

“You probably are. But I’ll bet you don’t have nearly as much fun. By the way, your caller is a kid. She sounds like a teenager, perhaps sixteen, seventeen. She wouldn’t tell me what the problem was. All she’d say was that it was an emergency and she had instructions to call you. I didn’t think you’d want me to share that with the others upstairs.”

“No.” A chill skittered up Raine’s spine. Her grandmother wasn’t a young woman. If anything had happened to her…“Thank you, Brian.” Raine managed a vague smile for the young man who kept her life so well organized.

She went into her office, sank down in the swivel leather chair she’d splurged part of her end-of-the-year bonus on, and took a deep breath as she looked down at the blinking orange light. Then, spurred by apprehension, she pressed the button. “Hello. This is Raine Cantrell.”

“Raine?” The voice on the other end of the phone sounded young and extremely nervous. But not hysterical, Raine decided with a modicum of relief. “This is Shawna Brown. I’m one of your grandmother’s girls—”

“I know. She told me all about you.” Raine couldn’t remember which of the teenagers Shawna was, but decided it wasn’t germane to the point. “Is my grandmother all right?”

“Well, that’s not an easy question to answer.”

“Why don’t you try, dear?” Nerves made her want to snap at the girl; years of courtroom experience allowed her to keep her voice calm.

“Well, she says she’s fine and dandy, but the doctors, they don’t seem so sure. So they’re making her stay in the hospital for tests, but—”

“Hospital?” Forgetting everything she’d ever learned about questioning a witness, Raine abruptly cut the girl off. “My grandmother’s in the hospital? What happened?”

Visions of Ida Lindstrom driving her ancient Jeep off the twisting wooded road into town flashed through Raine’s mind, followed on close order by the possibilities of a stroke or heart attack.

Her grandmother had always seemed as strong as one of the towering Douglas firs surrounding the Washington peninsula town. But then again, Raine reminded herself, it had been more than five years since she’d been back to Coldwater Cove. Some quick calculation revealed that somehow, while she hadn’t been paying attention, her grandmother had edged into her late seventies.

“It’s probably nothin’ real serious,” Shawna hastened to assure Raine. “She just had herself a little dizzy spell this morning when she climbed up on a kitchen stool to get the cornstarch. She was going to make a boysenberry pie.

“I’ve told her not to get up on that rickety old stool, that if she wants something on the top shelf of the cupboard, I’ll get it down for her. She’s so short, it’s a real stretch for her to reach. I don’t know why she even keeps things up that high, but you know your grandma. Told me she’d set things up that way when she first came to Coldwater Cove from Portland after her divorce, and didn’t see any reason to change.”

Just when Raine was about to scream, the girl stopped for a breath. “But I guess you already know that story.”

“Yes. I do. So, if you could just get back to this morning, I’d certainly appreciate it.”

“Oh…Sure. Well, I was out bringing the clothes in off the line because it was looking like it might rain, you know how iffy the weather is this time of year and—”

“Shawna.” Having spent years learning to organize her thoughts, Raine was growing more and more frustrated by the way the teenager’s explanation kept wandering off the subject. “Why don’t you please just tell me what exactly happened to Ida? Without any embellishments.”

There was a pause. Then Shawna said, “I’m sorry I’m not tellin’ this good enough for you.”

There was no mistaking the hurt feelings in the girl’s tone. Nothing like badgering your own witness. “And I apologize for sounding impatient,” Raine immediately backpedaled. “I’m just trying to find out what happened.”

“Mama Ida fell off the stool and, like, hit her head on the floor.”

“I see.” And she did, all too clearly. Raine’s heart clenched as she imagined her grandmother—all four-feet, eleven inches, ninety-eight pounds of her—sprawled on the kitchen floor. “Did she knock herself unconscious?”

“She says no. But we called 911, anyway. Which really riled Mama Ida up, but Renee was scared. And so was I.”

“Renee’s another one of the girls?”

“Yeah. She’s my sister. We ended up in the system after our mama and daddy died in a car wreck over by Moclips. For a while we were put in different homes, which is why Renee started running away. To be with me.” She paused as if trying to decide how much to reveal. “I wanted to take care of us, but I’m underage, and after I got busted at a kegger on the beach, the judge said I wasn’t responsible enough, so we had to stay in foster care. But things got better after we moved in with Mama Ida.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Nice little boarding school her grandmother was running, Raine thought acidly. Whatever happened to sponsoring a Brownie troop, where your biggest concern was the annual cookie sale? “So, you called 911. And the paramedics came?”

“Yeah. Though she was spittin’ like a wet cat, they took her off to the hospital in Port Angeles. Which was when all the trouble started.”

Raine pressed her fingers against her temple, where the jackhammer had been replaced by a maniac who’d begun pounding away with a mallet. The fire that had died down a bit during the conference-room celebration flared again in her chest. Higher. Hotter. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

“Our probation officer—that’s Ms. Kelly, who Mama Ida always calls Old Fussbudget—was at the hospital checking on some guy who robbed a 7-Eleven a few years back. He’d been in a bar fight and was gettin’ a cut on his head stitched up when your grandmother was brought into the emergency room.

“Ms. Kelly called the house, and Renee, who’s too young to know any better, admitted we were here all alone. So, Ms. Kelly right away called Mrs. Petersen. She works for the county. In social services. She’s found Renee foster homes the other times she’s run away. Gwen, too.”

“Gwen?”

“She’s the pregnant one.”

The thought of three delinquents alone in her grandmother’s antique-filled home was not the most encouraging thing Raine had heard today. “I don’t understand. You said it happened this morning.”

“Yeah.”

“Why isn’t my mother handling things?”

“Oh, Lilith’s on the coast with her friends, preparing for some sort of return-of-the-sun celebration, or something. It’s like one of the coven’s most important gatherings.”

“Coven? My mother’s a witch, now?” Despite her ongoing concern for her grandmother, Raine couldn’t help being sidetracked by this little news flash.

“Not exactly. At least I don’t think so. I mean, I haven’t seen her waving a magic wand or boiling up toads and lizards in the Dutch oven or anything. It’s Mama Ida who’s always callin’ it a coven. Mostly it’s just some of your mama’s New Age stuff. She’s a pagan now,” Shawna added matter-of-factly.

“I see.” Raine poured a glass of water from the carafe on her desk and took a long drink, hoping it would put out the inferno blazing in her gut. It didn’t.

“I don’t care if the sun’s coming back, sucked into a black hole, or explodes, Shawna. I want you to call my mother right now and have her get back to Coldwater Cove.”

Not that Lilith would prove that much help. During her lifetime, Raine’s mother had been a flower child, a war protester, an actress usually cast as the soon-to-be-dead bimbo in a handful of low-budget horror films, as well as a rock singer with a pretty but frail voice who’d managed to stay in the music business because of her looks. Which were stunning. Unfortunately, she could be selfish, like beautiful women often are, and in Raine’s opinion, habitually behaved like a foolish, willful schoolgirl, mindless of the consequences of her actions. But at least she should be capable of preventing the kids from stealing the silver before Raine could get back home.

“I tried calling the lodge where they were supposed to be staying, but the lady who answered the phone said they all left to go camping out in the woods. She said Lilith said something about a ceremonial bonfire. But maybe the sheriff’s sent someone out—”

“The sheriff? How exactly did he get involved in all this?”

“Oh. That happened after we locked ourselves in the house.”

“You did what?” Raine jumped to her feet. At the same time she reached into the drawer for her plastic bottle of Maalox. “Why on earth would you do that?”

“Because Mama Ida told us to batten down the hatches and barricade the doors. She quoted something—you know how she does that all the time, right?—about free fighters and defenders of old homes and old names.”

“And old splendors,” Raine murmured. “It’s from Cyrano de Bergerac.” But, like everything else her grandmother quoted, it always came out twisted.

“Oh. That’s the guy with the big nose, right? Mama Ida brought home the video last month. Gwen thinks Steve Martin’s really funny. For an old guy, that is. Ever since then, she’s been thinking of maybe naming her baby Steve. If it’s a boy, I mean. Renee is voting for Leo. After Leonardo DiCaprio? I kinda like Denzel.”

“They’re all lovely names,” Raine said. She ground her teeth, making a mental apology to Ida, who’d paid for years of expensive orthodontia. “Now, if we could get back to why my grandmother told you to barricade yourselves in the house—”

“Oh, sure. That’s easy. She said there was no way she was letting any government bureaucrat take us away from our home just because we didn’t, like, have a responsible adult present in the house.”

“I see.” Personally, Raine thought that they’d be in the same fix if her mother had been home. No one, in her memory, had ever used the words “responsible adult” to describe Lilith Lindstrom Cantrell Townsend. “And I suppose it was when you wouldn’t open the door that the social worker called Sheriff O’Halloran?”

“Yeah. Along with half the police in the state, it looks like,” Shawna said. “They’re all outside. The TV stations are out there, too.” She paused. “Mama Ida also told us that we weren’t to bother you. And I’ve always tried to do what she says, but there are a lot of men with guns in the driveway.

“And I don’t want to scare Renee or Gwen, but I think you’d better get here as quick as you can. Before they send in a SWAT team to break down the door or something.”

Her knees grew weak. Raine sank back down into her chair and tried to ignore the movie hostage scenes flashing through her mind. The rain streaking down the window blurred the view of the tulips and spring green trees in the nearby park.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can. Meanwhile, do you have a phone number for the sheriff?”

“I can look it up. He’s called the house a couple times, but after I saw Mama Ida’s news conference on the television—”

“My grandmother gave a news conference from her hospital bed?”

As she twisted open the cap and chugged the Maalox, Raine told herself that she shouldn’t be surprised. Her grandmother was a lifelong firebrand. Ida had even gone to jail back in the fifties for setting up a mobile vasectomy clinic in the parking lot of the annual Sawdust Festival and offering two-for-one bonus pricing during the three-day event.

“Yeah. She looked real good, too,” Shawna said. “For a lady her age. Though I don’t think the sheriff is real happy about her callin’ him a storm trooper…Gwen taped it so she could watch it when she got home.

“Anyway, Mama Ida told us—on the TV—not to talk to anyone until she managed to escape the jackasses at the hospital. Those were her words, not mine,” Shawna added, as if afraid Raine might not approve of the vulgarity. “So I took the phone off the hook.”

After assuring Shawna that she’d take care of matters with the sheriff, Raine asked Brian to book her on the first flight to Seattle’s Sea-Tac Airport. From there she could rent a car and take a ferry to Coldwater Cove. Fortunately, she always kept a suitcase packed with essentials in her office, which would prevent having to waste time by going to her apartment to pack.

She was anxious to call the hospital to check on her grandmother’s condition, but along with marshaling her thoughts before speaking, law school had taught her to prioritize.

Raine vaguely recalled Sheriff John O’Halloran to be an intelligent, easygoing man who continued to generate enough good will in the county to get elected year after year. She couldn’t imagine him attacking a house inhabited by three unarmed, frightened teenage girls.

Still, it didn’t take Clarence Darrow to realize that the most critical item on the agenda was to prevent any one of the other cops Shawna had mentioned from deciding to play Rambo.

Olympic National Park, Washington

Cooper Ryan had received three calls in as many hours regarding the strange goings-on near Heart of the Hills. The third call, and the one that had captured his attention, had begun the same as the others—an illegal campfire, discordant music, and eerie chanting. However, a new wrinkle had been added: several women were reported to be gallivanting around the forest, as naked as jaybirds.

Ascribing to a live-and-let-live philosophy, normally Coop wouldn’t have been all that bothered by the reports. However, a Boy Scout troop was scheduled for a nature hike through that area tomorrow and he doubted that their parents would be thrilled if the usual environmental ranger talk was replaced by an up-close-and-personal demonstration of the differences between boys and girls.

Coop drove out to the trailhead nearest the site of the reports and began hiking through the old-growth rainforest. They couldn’t be far, he determined when the scent of burning wood and silvery flute music drifted through the fog-shrouded tops of towering fir and hemlock trees. Mist rose off a cushioned forest floor that was a mosaic of countless shades of green. Starflowers were just beginning to blossom amidst the interwoven ferns and mosses, bright harbingers of summer. Except for the distant music, the occasional chirp of a bird, and the sound of water running over rocks, the ancient old-growth forest was as silent as a cathedral.

When he reached the edge of a clearing, he saw them: a dozen women, all as naked as the day they were born. Hands linked, they’d directed their attention toward a woman who stood atop a pyramid of stone between twin fires. Her hands reached skyward, her voluptuous body outlined by the light of dancing flames. Long waves, topped with the woven band of red and white flowers that encircled her head, streamed down her bare back like molten silver. Despite the fact that her hair was no longer a rich, tawny blond, Coop instantly recognized her.

She was half chanting, half singing, while a heavyset young woman with her hair braided in colorful ribbons sat cross-legged in front of the stones, playing a flute.

“Ancient ones, trees of ancient Earth. Older than time can tell. Grant me the power at your command to charge my magic spell.”

Coop wasn’t all that surprised to discover Lilith Lindstrom had grown up to be some sort of witch. After all, she’d never really fit into the hard-working community of loggers and fishermen. Flighty, harebrained, and frivolous had been a few of the descriptions he’d heard over the years. Jealous wives or worried mothers of sons were more likely to call her dangerous.

Coop, however, had always thought her magnificent. And as elusive as quicksilver, as out of reach as the moon. Deciding that she wasn’t really going to escape, not dressed—or undressed—the way she was, he folded his arms, leaned back against the gigantic trunk of a red-barked Western cedar and waited for the show—which included several provocative references to fertility—to come to a conclusion.

When it did, Coop began to slowly clap his hands. Heads swivelled toward him and female faces drew into tight, disapproving scowls. All except Lilith’s.

“Cooper!” Bestowing a smile as warm as a thousand suns upon him, she stepped down from the stones and ran toward him. “What a lovely surprise.”

With her usual impulsiveness, she flung herself into his arms and touched her smiling mouth to his. The kiss was light and brief. But it still sent a jolt straight to his groin.

“Imagine seeing you here,” she said when he’d lowered her back to the mossy ground. “Do you know, I was thinking about you just last month. It must have been a foreshadowing. When did you get back to Washington?”

“A couple weeks ago.” Around them, the other women were wrapping themselves in capes or pulling on sweats. If Lilith felt at all ill at ease about her nudity, she was sure hiding it well, Coop thought.

“I wish I’d known. I would have thrown you a huge blowout of a welcome-home party.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Well, then there’s still time.” Seeming pleased with that prospect, she nodded. “What brings you out here?”

“I work here. In the park.”

“Oh. Well, isn’t that a coincidence? You being out here, and us running into one another—”

“It isn’t exactly a coincidence. I received some complaints.”

“Complaints?” She lifted a brow and combed a hand absently through her hair, causing it to drift over her breasts. Her still-magnificent naked breasts. “Whatever for?”

“To begin with, there’s the little matter of an illegal fire.”

“It’s Beltane. We couldn’t possibly celebrate without our fires. In the olden days the druids passed cattle through the flames to ensure prosperity. Since that seemed a bit impractical, we reluctantly decided to forego that portion of the ceremony.”

Practical had never been a word Coop would have used to describe Lilith Lindstrom. And it sure wasn’t now. “It’s still not in a prescribed campground,” he pointed out.

“Well, of course it isn’t, darling. If you’ve received complaints about us celebrating our festival all the way out here in the middle of nowhere, can you imagine what would have happened if we’d held it in a designated campground?”

“Look, I’m willing, for old times sake, to overlook the illegal campsite and the nudity, but the fires are another matter. You’re going to have to put them out.”

She lifted her chin, changing from some ethereal woodland sprite back into the headstrong young girl who’d once driven him to distraction. “Not until we’ve concluded our celebration.”

“Dammit, Lilith—”

“You can curse all you like, Cooper, but we are not extinguishing those fires until tomorrow morning. I still have to draw down the moon tonight, after all.”

“You can draw down the entire Milky Way for all I care, but the fires have got to be extinguished, and you all have to move to a designated campsite. And I want you dressed. Now.” He feared if he told her about the Boy Scouts, she’d refuse to put her clothes on just to aggravate him further.

“Gracious, that’s a great many orders.” Her midnight blue eyes sparked with barely restrained temper. “I remember you having such wonderful potential, Cooper. What a shame you’ve turned out to be a narrow-minded dictator. And a governmental one at that.”

Refusing to rise to the bait, Cooper pulled a narrow notebook out of his jacket pocket, scribbled a few lines, ripped the ticket from the book and held it out to her.

“What’s that?”

“It’s a citation. For the fires.” Because she’d gotten under his skin, he flicked a quick gaze over her from the top of her head down to her crimson-lacquered toenails. “Though I may be a narrow-minded dictator, I decided to give you a pass on the lewd behavior.”

“Lewd?” She plucked the ticket from his hand, tore it in half and dropped the pieces at his feet. “I happen to know for a fact that I’m not the first person to enjoy these woods sans clothing.” Her pointed gaze reminded him that he should damn well know that, too. “Obviously, you’ve also turned into a puritan. Which is even worse than a dictator.”

“I’m just doing my job.” Because he was really starting to get pissed, he scribbled out another ticket and shoved it toward her.

“And what a nasty, small-minded job it is, too.” Lilith tore this one into four pieces and tossed them to the ground along with the others.

“Dammit, if you’d just agree to put the fires out and put some clothes on—”

“Not until we’re finished with our ceremony.”

He furiously scribbled a third. “This is your last chance, sweetheart. Tear this up and I’m going to have to take you in.”

“I am very disappointed in you, Cooper.” That stated, she grabbed the entire citation book from his hands, ripped the pages into confetti, then flung them into his face.

“Goddammit, that’s it.” Coop pulled the set of handcuffs from the back of his belt.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“What does it look like? I’m taking you in.” He snapped the cuffs around her wrists, receiving a perverse pleasure at the sound of the metal clicking shut. After tossing his khaki jacket over her shoulders, he turned toward the others.

“I would advise you all to extinguish those fires. Now. We’re a little short on holding cells down at park headquarters, but if you don’t cooperate, I’m sure I can manage to squeeze you all in for a day or so. Until I can get the paperwork processed.”

Without their leader, the coven, or whatever the hell it was, crumbled. Coop watched with satisfaction as the flute player retrieved a bucket of water and threw it onto the fire, which caused the flames to hiss and sputter. The others followed suit.

“Where the hell are your clothes?” he asked Lilith.

“That’s my business.” She looked amazingly cool for a naked woman whose wrists were handcuffed behind her back.

“Since I’m going to be booking you into my jail cell, I figure it’s just become my business.”

They were standing toe to toe, nose to nose. Coop reluctantly gave her credit for not flinching at either his tone or his glare.

“You’re too uptight, Cooper,” Lilith said with a toss of her silver head. “I happen to embrace nudity. It is, after all, our natural state.” She skimmed a disapproving look over him. “You certainly weren’t born wearing that uniform. Which, by the way, is not at all flattering. And the color is wrong for your eyes.”

He hated that he cared what Lilith whatever-the-hell-last-name-she-was-going-by-these-days thought about him. Hated the fact that he had to resist the urge to suck in his gut, which while not as hard as it had been in the days they rolled around on a blanket in these very same woods, wasn’t bad for a guy who was about to hit fifty.

“You can tout the universal appeal of nudity all you want, but if that squall that’s out over the Pacific hits, you’ll be embracing frostbite,” he said.

“I happen to have it on good authority we’re scheduled to have mostly clear skies with some high cirrus clouds, and a possibility for scattered showers come evening.”

“See that in your crystal ball, did you?”

“Actually, it was the forecast on the Weather Channel.”

“Well, don’t look now, sweetheart, but I think your forecast is wrong. Because those black anvils gathering overhead sure as hell look like they mean business.”

“So? Even if it does rain, the human body is waterproof.”

Coop felt his jaw lock and realized he was clenching his teeth. He stabbed a finger toward a twenty-something young woman now dressed in a Seattle Seahawks sweatshirt, leggings, and sneakers. “If you don’t want to be next, go into whatever tent belongs to this throwback to the sixties and fetch her some clothes.”

“Go get my pack, Annie, please,” Lilith said when the young woman hesitated. “Before Dudley Doright here decides to put us all in shackles.”

The Seahawks fan ran to a nearby tent, returning with a dark blue backpack decorated with silver stars. Coop stuffed it under his arm and began dragging his prisoner down the trail.

“You’re a bully, Cooper Ryan,” Lilith said scathingly. “A horrible, rude, misogynist bully.”

“Sticks and stones, darlin’.” Now that he’d restored order, Coop was actually beginning to enjoy himself. He couldn’t remember another time when he’d had the upper hand where this woman was concerned.

“I can’t believe this is happening.”

“I warned you about the consequences.”

“Oh, I understand all about consequences. After all, I have been arrested before.” Coop recalled those days all too well. While he’d been slogging through a goddamn jungle, trying to stay alive, she’d been throwing red paint on army recruiters and sleeping with long-haired, pot-smoking, hippie draft dodgers. “I know the drill,” she continued. “What I cannot believe is that you would actually arrest a woman who gave you her virginity the night of high school graduation.”

They’d both been virgins. But since Coop hadn’t admitted to that back then, he saw no reason to set the record straight now.

They were still about two hundred yards from the trailhead when the dark sky overhead opened up, dumping buckets of icy rain that hit like needles down on them.

“It figures,” Coop ground out as he ran toward the truck, dragging her along with him. “It just goddamn figures!”

Lilith Lindstrom had always been trouble with a capital T. Nothing had changed there. She was also still a knockout. Coop figured that having the woman rumored to have been the inspiration for the Stones’ Ruby Tuesday back in his life again was proof positive that Fate had one helluva skewed sense of humor.
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