After Midnight
FIONA   BRAND
Chapter  1
A SHADOW SLID through the open double doors of the barn, flowed over hay bales that glowed in the late morning sunlight, and dissolved into the dense shade at the rear of the large corrugated iron building.
Jane O'Reilly's head jerked up. She blinked and frowned, her fingers tightening on the paintbrush she'd been cleaning, aware that something had flickered at the edge of her vision, but not sure what it could have been. She hadn't heard a ve​hicle labouring up her dusty drive, which meant that if anyone was around, they were on foot—and that wasn't likely because she lived so far out of town. The only time she'd ever gotten foot traffic in the seven years she'd lived in Tayler's Creek had been when a tourist had broken down and had wanted to use her phone. Even then, the tourist had been a rarity—with​out a cell phone, and way off the beaten track—because as Down Under towns went, Tayler's Creek lived up to the cliche of the one-horse, one-pub town; the shopping centre itself so small that if you blinked while driving through, you missed it.
Gaze warily glued to the bright shaft of sunlight and the spiraling drift of dust motes floating in the beam—as if some​thing, or somebody, had just stirred up the small whirlwind—
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she slipped the paintbrush into a jar of cleaning solution and straightened from her crouched position.
Logically, the movement that had startled her could have been caused by a bird, a rat, or even Jess, her dog, but she had a sense that whatever had moved had been large rather than small, and there had been no accompanying sound ef​fects—just the flickering shadow, as if someone had walked silently past the barn door.
Stripping off her rubber gloves, she shoved them in the pocket of her overalls, automatically rolling her shoulders to ease the ache that had crept up on her while she'd been paint​ing the shaded side of the barn. The movement sent a bead of perspiration sliding down her spine, the cold trickle making her feel even hotter and stickier as she skirted the towering aromatic bales of hay. An unfamiliar and faintly annoying ap​prehension gripped her as she kept to the concealment of the shadows. Unconsciously, she'd made no noise, and now she stopped to listen as she examined every inch of the scuffed, graveled area in front of the barn. She wasn't paranoid, but ever since Patrick had died four months ago, leaving her wid​owed and alone on the one-hundred-acre block, she'd been conscious of her vulnerability.
Underscoring that vulnerability was the fact that, the pre​vious day, for the first time in living history, Tayler's Creek had made the front page of the national daily for all the wrong reasons.
According to the report, a couple who had recently moved to Tayler's Creek, the Dillons, had become the latest victims of a slew of brutal home invasion crimes that had been per​petrated in the top half of New Zealand's North Island. Aubrey Dillon had been shot at close range, and killed. His wife, Carol, had been raped and beaten and left for dead while the criminals had made off with over forty thousand dollars' worth of appliances.
A small shudder ran through Jane. She loved the peace and quiet of the country, the slow pace and the sense of order and permanence that went with a life that was immutably tied to the land and the seasons. Farming had its setbacks, but there were none that would ever tempt her to go back to the frantic pace of city life with the constant worry about crime and se​curity. Before she'd married Patrick and they'd both moved to
After Midnight
173
the farm, she'd been a city girl, an account executive in a high-profile bank, with career prospects, long nails, strappy high heels, and a burgeoning ulcer. Country life, to put it mildly, had been a revelation, but after the initial shock—and that first broken nail—she'd taken to it like a duck to water. She'd found her peaceful oasis, even if at the moment the illusion of safety was evaporating as fast as the water that flowed through her property.
She hadn't known the Dillons, but whether she'd known them or not didn't matter, the crime had been ugly—doubly shocking for a small town where the main topics of conver​sation tended to be the price of beef and wool, and how badly they needed rain to lift the dropping water table. Like everyone else in Tayler's Creek, she was edgy and alarmed, and ready to jump at any shadow.
Jess barked, breaking the tension that still held Jane rigid. Letting out a breath and feeling faintly ridiculous for over​reacting, she stepped outside, bracing herself against the ham​mer blow of heat and blinking at the hot glare as she skimmed the drive and the semicircle of farm buildings. She hadn't ex​pected to see a vehicle, and there wasn't one.
Berating herself as, if not paranoid, then definitely neurotic, she did a circuit of the buildings, studying the ground, as if she could somehow discern the shape of a footprint in dirt that was packed as hard as iron, or spy a broken stem in the bleached, matlike covering of Kikuyu grass that sprang back, tough and resilient, beneath her sneaker-clad feet.
As she checked the stockyards and the slatted dimness of the shearing shed, it occurred to her that if there had been anyone at all on her property, there was a simple explanation as to who it could have been—her nearest neighbour.
Her heart stuttered in her chest, and her stomach did a nervy little somersault at the prospect of coming face-to-face with Michael Rider, an instant freeze-frame forming in her mind: dark eyes, taut cheekbones, tanned olive skin, black hair that flowed to broad shoulders.
Michael Rider existed in the category that any sane woman would label as dark and dangerous. The fact that he was her neighbour didn't make him any more reassuring. In any city he would stand out; in the small town of Tayler's Creek, he was as exotic and barbaric as a jungle cat in suburbia.
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She'd been avoiding him for the past three days, ever since she'd seen the lights on at his house and realized that he was back after yet another six-month absence. Although, if Rider had called, she was certain he would have made his presence known. She couldn't imagine him doing anything as under​handed as sneaking, despite the fact that he was a special forces soldier and probably trained to sneak.
When she was satisfied no one was hiding, crouched ready to spring, in any of the outbuildings, she shook her head in amused exasperation and strolled through the line of shrubs that screened the barn from the house, riffling slim, tanned fingers through her dark bangs and lifting the thick plait that lay against the back of her neck, allowing air to cool the over​heated skin at her nape.
Checking her watch, she noted it was an hour short of lunchtime, but already the sky was hazy, the heat intense; the heavy, somnolent silence broken only by the sawing of crick​ets, as if every living creature, aside from the legions of glossy black insects, had gone into temporary hibernation. Even the breeze had died, so that the sun blazed down unchecked, suck​ing up moisture and leaching all the rich colour from the land​scape; the distant, wavering heat shimmer lending the hills a sere, arid cast, when just weeks ago they'd been green and lush with early summer growth and an overabundance of rain.
Jess barked again, and Jane postponed the idea of a glass of lemonade, frosted with condensation and tinkling with ice cubes, and walked around the side of the house. She saw Jess in the far paddock—where she'd been, no doubt, hunting rab​bits—standing stock-still, staring into the dark rim of the bush that flowed over a good deal of Jane's land.
The cold unease she'd felt in the barn returned, amplified. Just because there hadn't been a vehicle, didn't mean that someone hadn't walked through her place—unlikely as that event might be.
She called Jess, and the small black and tan huntaway trot​ted toward her, hackles up. Jane dropped her hand to the dog's head, soothing the rough fur.
She hooked her fingers through Jess's collar. "What is it, girl? What did you see?"
Jess whined and turned her head. A long' pink tongue streaked out and licked Jane's wrist. Jane released her hold on
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the little dog and stood beneath the white blue arc of the sky, a hand shielding her gaze as she watched Jess disappear into the edge of the bush.
Minutes later Jess scooted free of the trees and trotted to​ward Jane with a stick in her mouth.
The saliva-coated offering plopped on the ground beside Jane's foot, and the tension holding her rigid dissipated. For the first time since Patrick had died, her home hadn't felt safe—she hadn't felt safe—and the feeling had rocked her. Maybe there had been no cause for alarm and she had over​reacted, but she still felt unnerved and a little shaky.
But then nothing had felt normal or right since Patrick had died. She was still unsettled, still adjusting. Still on edge with her new status as a widow, and with being alone on an isolated property.
When Patrick had been alive, he'd filled her every waking moment with his schedule of medication and bathing, the hours she'd spent trying to coax him to eat—the regular visits to the hospital for chemotherapy and radiation treatments. Later on, when the treatments had stopped, there had been hours spent with the pastor and the steady stream of relatives coming to say good-bye.
When Patrick had finally lost his battle with the cancer that had struck out of the blue, stunning them both, and all of the rituals and formalities that accompanied death had been com​pleted, she'd found herself abruptly alone—wrung out and empty, as if Patrick's death had sucked away all her emotions, and she was simply running on automatic. It was as if, when Patrick had died, a part of her had shut down, too. She went through the motions. She ate her meals, and she slept eight hours a night; she cleaned her house and weeded her garden and tended to the animals. She'd even started doing the extra jobs, like painting the barn. The physical exertion helped fill the void, but the numbing repetitive work didn't solve the curious sense of blankness, as if, like a pupa, she was isolated and enclosed, caught in a curious stasis, waiting for change.
According to her doctor, there was nothing physically wrong with her, other than the natural cycle of grief. The way she was feeling was perfectly understandable given the strain she'd been under. He'd prescribed antidepressants if she wanted them, but so far Jane had resisted medication.
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The years of taking prescription medication for an ulcer that hadn't disappeared until she'd walked away from nervy stocks and volatile futures, which shifted like wet sand with every ebb and flow of the markets, had been enough, and besides, she was stubborn. She was thirty-two, and she'd finally grown into a quiet acceptance of the slow rhythm and flow of country life and her own body. If what was happening to her was a natural cycle, then she would let it run its course.
A shiver struck through her despite the heat and the hard-earned comfort of logic and reason, and wrapped her arms around her middle in automatic reflex. Sometimes she felt so blank and hollow that the emptiness would roll up from deep inside in cold, aching waves, the chill so intense that her skin would roughen, and no matter what she did she couldn't get warm.
Objectively she could feel the warmth, see the intensity of the light, but it was as if the sun, as powerful as it was, couldn't warm her, as if some essential part of her—the hot flicker of life—had been extinguished.
She'd been married to Patrick for ten years. In that time they should have had children. Before they'd found out about the cancer they'd tried, because they had both wanted a family, but nothing had happened. It had been the fertility tests that had shown up the cancer. Once Patrick knew the reason he hadn't been able to make her pregnant, and that he was going to die, he'd begun to make plans. He'd worked for as long as , he could at his teaching job. He'd painted the house and fin​ished building the barn. He'd leased out the orchard so that Jane didn't have to cope with managing the fruit trees at the front of the property. He'd even tried to convince her to sell the sheep, but Jane had put her foot down at the thought of letting the southdowns go. There weren't that many—she was down to thirty now—and the sheep kept her in a steady supply of wool for her weaving business. Besides, she was strong and healthy and more than capable of looking after the sheep and the few hens she kept.
Now that Patrick was gone, sometimes it felt like her mar​riage had been a mirage, or a chimera, a magical creature of illusion, that had dissolved almost before it began, leaving her stranded, all the bright promise gone.
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She'd spent the past seven years marking time, preparing for emptiness, and now it was finally here.
THE NOONDAY SUN poured down on Michael Rider's back, burning his already tanned skin to copper and sending a trickle of sweat down the deep groove of his spine as his calloused, long-fingered hands closed around the Glock 19. A magpie squawked, striking a discordant note and causing a ruckus in the large, gnarled branches of the towering, ancient magnolia that occupied one corner of his backyard, as he slot​ted an empty clip into the handgun.
As weapons went, there was nothing pretty about the Glock; it was matte black and made of composite materials that seemed to actively absorb light. Without its fully loaded magazine, the weapon weighed in at a lean one pound seven ounces. In plain English, that meant it was light enough to make carrying concealed a breeze.
Not that he'd be carrying concealed anymore, or going any​where he was likely to need a weapon. He was finished with war, and the way he saw it, war was finished with him. He was thirty-three, and he'd spent more than a third of his life either training for battle or actively participating. In the last thirteen years, he'd pushed his luck to the limit and he had the scars to prove it. He'd picked up a knife wound in Afghanistan that had netted him seventeen stitches and a stint in a military hospital in Germany because the infection that had gone with the cut had come close to killing him. He'd collected a bullet wound from a shady situation in Timor that had never made the news, and just to round things off, he'd broken his leg when a jeep he'd been a passenger in had rolled during a training exercise. That time he'd been laid up for four months, with further downtime while he'd rehabilitated the wasted muscles and regained his fitness. The limp had faded, and he'd made it back into active service again, but his leg still ached on him occasionally—especially when it was going to rain. A sign of old age creeping up on him fast.
A wry smile curved his mouth, as he adjusted his com​fortable sprawl on the verandah steps and tilted his head back, enjoying the sun on his face and the smell of freshly cut grass. He replaced the weapon with the others he'd pulled out to clean and inventory for a buyer who ran a gun shop in Win-
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slow. A month ago he'd viewed these weapons as necessary tools—now he kept seeing them as finance for fencing wire and fertilizer, or maybe even a start on the prime beef herd he aimed on breeding.
His dark gaze absently inventoried the down-at-heel corner of his farm he could see as he savoured the vision. His pad​docks lush with blue-green grass; a herd of big, fat, lazy cows; some prime quarter horses just to make the place look pretty; and not a noxious weed in sight.
He grinned as he ran a soft cloth over the oiled parts of a Ruger. These days the only battles he intended to fight would be with the aforementioned weeds and a mortgage company.
With deft movements, he reassembled the weapon. The Ruger was—had been—his weapon of choice, and he'd car​ried it with him for more years than he cared to remember. He could break the rifle down and reassemble it blindfolded if he had to, and in the field he'd had to operate in pitch-blackness on more than one occasion.
Rising to his feet, he eased the stiffness from muscles un​used to digging postholes and chopping firewood as he stepped off the verandah onto the lawn. With the ease of long practice, he lifted the Ruger to his shoulder, automatically bracing him​self as he looked through the crosshairs of the telescopic sight. The twisted limbs of a distant puriri tree sprang into stark, ice-pure prominence; the magnification was disorienting, so that for a moment the gnarled bark and dark, glossy green foliage looked close enough to touch.
He drew in a breath and let it sift from between his teeth, then abruptly lowered the rifle.
Like the sidearms, the Ruger had to go. He'd rotated off a peacekeeping mission in Timor two weeks ago, and as soon as he'd hit New Zealand soil and read the letter that Marg Tayler—an old friend of his mother's—had sent, and which contained the one piece of information he'd been waiting on, he'd handed the SAS his resignation. He'd been in years longer than he'd ever wanted to be. He was a civilian now, and a horse and cattle breeder had no use for a sniper's weapon.
The sound of vehicles coming up his drive registered. Two police cruisers were partially visible through the thick border
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of overgrown shrubs that edged the drive as they pulled to a halt on the gravel just metres away.
A car door slammed as the bulky, sweating figure of Ser​geant Tucker climbed out of the first car. Tucker was in his late fifties, balding and solidly built. He had run the small police station the entire time Michael had lived here and was as local as anyone could get, having been born in Tayler's Creek. Tucker was followed by three other uniforms, one of whom Michael recognized as the only other local cop, a young rookie called Zane Parker.
The rusted hinges of his white picket gate creaked as Tucker pushed it wide.
Zane followed behind, pushing the trailing branch of a climbing rose away from his face. "Shit, he's armed."
Michael heard the unmistakable sound of rounds being chambered in automatics, then the two unfamiliar cops ap​peared.
Michael eyed the four cops fanning out around him, and cursed beneath his breath. Tucker and Parker weren't armed, but the other two were. He remained completely still, the Ruger held loosely in one hand. "It's not loaded."
"Put the weapon down. Now." Tucker's voice was hollow, as if he was having trouble breathing, but Michael wasn't about to argue; he knew the drill, and respected it. The rules of engagement that he'd played to for the past thirteen years had been greyer and more savage than those ever confronted by civilian policing, but they shared rules in common. Number one was that anyone with a gun, loaded or not, was a threat.
Slowly, he went down on his haunches and laid the Ruger on the ground. Damned if he'd drop it and damage any part of it. The weapon was a Rolls Royce model, and worth up​wards of five thousand dollars on the collectors' circuit. The fact that the gun had seen active service in the SAS would make it worth even more, and right now every cent he could squeeze out of these weapons would count. He needed all the money he could put together to get his farm operational.
Parker eased forward, crabbing sideways as if Michael were a wild animal, before darting in to snatch up the gun.
Tucker swore. "That's evidence, Parker."
Parker dropped the gun, and Michael winced. Seconds later
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Parker pulled on thin latex gloves, picked up the gun, and retreated in the direction of the cruisers.
Parker's fumbling aside, the two officers keeping him pinned with their guns were colder, more controlled. Michael didn't recognize either of them, which meant they were prob​ably backup from Winslow, the closest city to Tayler's Creek.
The two city cops were rock steady, and there was nothing sloppy about the way they maintained their weapons in the ready-to-fire position, so that if they needed to pull the trigger, a fractional movement of the finger was all that was required. To keep up that level of battle readiness required intense con​centration and hours of weapons training, because after only a few seconds it was easy to let your focus slip, and the gun waver.
Michael eyed Tucker coldly, already knowing what Tucker must be hauling him in for, but asking anyway. "What am I wanted for?"
Tucker's face was red and sheened with sweat. A pulse pumped at the side of his jaw. "Murder. And rape."
Chapter
JANE LET OUT a breath, bent down, and eyeballed Jess. "You're supposed to be a guard dog."
Jess panted happily and dropped on her back, signaling it was time for a rub.
"Oh, great. And before that, you were supposed to be a sheepdog."
Obligingly, Jane rubbed Jess's belly, then threw the stick until Jess lost interest and flopped down beneath a shady tree.
On the way back to the barn, Jane checked the level of the water troughs. It had been so dry lately that she'd had to pump water from the bore just behind the barn every day just to keep the sheep in water. She hesitated as her hand settled on the latch of the pump shed door, apprehension pooling in the pit of her stomach at the prospect of walking into the small, dark building. Irritably, she shook off the jumpy, spooked feeling, gripped the door handle, and wrenched. The door held stub​bornly, jarring the muscles of her upper arm, then came open with a rending creak, sending her staggering back a half step.
Hot air blasted out at her. The tiny shed was like an oven, dark and stifling, the corrugated iron crackling and pinging in
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the noonday heat. Too hot for birds and mice. Definitely too hot for an intruder.
“There, nothing," she muttered as her eyes adjusted to the dimness. "There's no one on this farm but me—and enough animals to start a zoo."
Crouching down, Jane rotated the valve that controlled the flow to the troughs, and primed the pump. By the time she'd started the motor and waited for it to settle into a steady rhythm, she was wet with perspiration and all she wanted was a cold drink and a shower. As she strolled around the side of the barn and headed for the house, she decided that she was too hot, too thirsty, and too tired to care if anyone tried to sneak up on her.
And if anyone got between her and a cold glass of lem​onade, she would be the one behind bars for murder.
She paused before entering the kitchen to toe off her sneak​ers and ease out of the old bib overalls she was wearing over her tank top and cut-offs. Breathing a sigh of relief to be free of the heavy drill cotton, she bundled up the paint-stained gar​ment and carried it through to the laundry, before pouring herself a glass of lemonade from the fridge.
As she slowly sipped the lemonade, enjoying the feel of the sweet, icy liquid sliding down her throat, her gaze was caught by the blinking light of her answering machine.
Her stomach contracted. Someone had left her a message.
In contrast to the wary apprehension she'd felt in the barn, this time her alarm was close to panic, which was crazy con​sidering that half an hour ago she was coping with the fact that she could possibly have a killer stalking her. Setting the half-empty glass down on the bench, she approached the an​swering machine and pressed the playback on the single mes​sage that was recorded.
Abruptly, the room filled with low, dark, masculine tones.
"It's Michael. I know you're there, Jane. You've got my number. Call me."
The terse statement was laced with impatience that she hadn't bothered to return his previous calls, and followed by a pause, as if he was debating saying something more, then the faint hum of static terminated with a click.
Jane drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. She felt hot and cold, wary and electrified. For a pulse-pounding moment,
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Rider's presence had been so palpable she'd had the unnerving sense that he was in the room with her. After weeks of numb​ness, the intensity of her reaction, simply to the sound of his voice, was as intrusive and unsettling as the man was himself lately, as hard as she'd tried, she couldn't stop thinking about him, couldn't stop prodding at the past.
She'd been running away like a frightened rabbit ever since she'd realized he was back. Too afraid to face him, too afraid to touch on what she felt, because her feelings for Michael Rider were, and had always been, raw and confused.
He turned her on—it was that plain, that simple. She didn't have a clue how it had happened, or why. She had been happy with Patrick—she should have been immune—but when they'd bought the farm and moved to Tayler's Creek shortly after Patrick was diagnosed, she'd looked into Rider's dark gaze for the first time and felt like the ground had been cut away from beneath her. The tension had been instant and acute, and they'd been warily circling each other ever since.
Michael's wife, Clare, had left him within months of that first meeting, and Jane had been sharply aware of Michael living alone in the house. She'd made a practice of never walk​ing in the direction of his place, never bumping into him if she could avoid it. She was married, and her husband was dying, and she was appalled that she'd been weak enough to fall in instant lust with her neighbour.
What had happened was out of character, and way out of line. For Jane her wedding vows were sacrosanct. She had married for love, and she had married for life. All the statistics might be against lifelong marriages, but she had wanted that with Patrick, and she'd been careful to never allow him to suspect that she was even remotely affected by their neighbour.
Rider's dark face drifted into her mind again, and she stiff​ened. Ever since he'd come back, she'd been on edge, waiting to run into him, and dreading it. It was cowardly, but she'd spent more time away from the farm in the past three days than she had in the past three months.
When Patrick had been alive, the protection of her married state had been absolute and she hadn't had to address the prob​lem of how she felt, but now the buffer of her marriage was gone. Like it or not, she was alone and single, and, her con​fused emotions aside, the stubborn fact remained that even
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with Patrick gone, Michael Rider still felt forbidden.
She pressed the rewind button on the answering machine, then on impulse let the message play again, steeling herself against the effect of that dark voice.
A shiver skimmed her spine at the low demand to call him. It was ridiculous to feel... hunted. The odds that Rider was still interested in her as a woman were so remote as to be practically nonexistent. Years had passed since the initial shock of attraction. In that time he had been away more than he'd been home, and he'd probably had a string of gorgeous girlfriends.
If she'd had any sense she should have replied to the first message instead of panicking. Rider had probably just wanted to give her his condolences and offer his help if she needed it. He'd helped Patrick out a number of times with the heavier jobs on the farm. Apart from one occasion when he'd caught Jane alone, he'd never betrayed by a word, or a look, that he felt anything beyond friendship and compassion.
She rewound the tape, and this time, erased it with a stab of her linger—consigning the message to the ether along with all the others. The finality of the action sent a pang of cold through her that felt suspiciously close to loss. Irritated that she should feel anything that profound, or that wimpy, in con​junction with Rider, she spun away from the machine, finished her drink, and headed for the shower.
If she was honest, the problem wasn't that Rider might still want her, but that she still wanted him.
She had to get a grip, get a life.
She had to go into town to get groceries, and she also intended to drive to Winslow and get a security alarm. When Patrick had been alive, she'd felt safe and secure in her home, which only went to prove how people could fool themselves, because, as ill as he was, for the last few years Patrick had been physically incapable of defending himself, let alone her.
Whether she wanted to believe it or not, Tayler's Creek was no longer a safe haven. Somebody had broken into the Dillons' home and committed both murder and rape. Her imagination may have got out of hand this morning, but imag​ination or not, those moments in the barn had convinced Jane that getting an alarm was more than a good idea, it was a necessity.
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TUCKER PULLED A warrant from his shirt pocket and handed it to Michael. "We'll also be searching your house and property."
"On what grounds?"
"Your truck was parked on Linford Road just four doors down from the Dillons' place two nights ago. One of the neighbours took your license plate.
Michael briefly closed his eyes. Linford Road was long and windy, a country lane lined with the latest craze in subdivid​ing—small "lifestyle retreats" ranging from five to ten acres for the well-heeled who wanted to live in a farmlike setting and commute to work in Winslow. A lot of city people from Winslow had bought into the deal. Initially, there had been a lot of excitement about the subdivision, because it brought an injection of funds into an area that wasn't so much depressed as slow and sleepy. But it looked like the Linford Road sub​division had attracted something else that wasn't so positive for the small town. "That would put me at least half a kilo​metre from the scene of the crime. I went to see Jake Robert​son about doing some fencing for me."
"At eight o'clock at night?"
Michael's gaze was steady. "He's at work during the day."
Tucker flushed. "We're trying to get hold of Jake," he ad​mitted. "He's working over toward Winslow at the moment."
"That's right. On a government block. His cell phone cuts out over there. Just out of interest, have you got any other suspects, or am I it?"
"I'm not at liberty to reveal—"
"I am all you've got." Michael eyed Tucker in disbelief. He could feel the fury building. It generally took a while to get him well and truly riled, but Tucker and the Keystone brigade were getting him there.
Parker approached with a set of cuffs.
Michael's expression grew colder. "You won't need those."
"Winslow Central advises differently."
"Because I'm SAS?" Michael swore beneath his breath and allowed himself to be cuffed. "Didn't anyone tell them we're supposed to be the good guys?"
Tucker retrieved his warrant and took a half step back, as if, even cuffed, he was afraid Michael might harm him. Mi-
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chael decided that was the first sensible thing Tucker had done in the last half hour.
"I know you're SAS, Rider. And I don't like this any more than you do, but there's a man dead, and a woman hurt in hospital. I have to play it as it comes."
"And in this case I guess I'm the easy option because I'm military and not local. Hell, I've only lived here for fifteen years."
Tucker snapped his notebook closed. "It's not that."
"What then? Motive? I've been back three days. I haven't had time to buy groceries yet, let alone go out and murder anyone."
"Opportunity."
"Every male in Tayler's Creek and Winslow had opportu​nity."
Tucker's gaze shifted to the weaponry that was laid out on the tarpaulin. "Not many of them are armed like you are."
"You won't find a weapon there that isn't registered. Those guns were part of my kit."
Tucker's gaze sharpened. "You've left the SAS?"
"I resigned two weeks ago."
Tucker pulled out his notebook again, flipped the cover, and scribbled a note. "That's something we can check on."
"If you're looking for a dishonourable discharge, don't hold your breath. And when you test the guns and ammunition you'll find the ballistics won't fit. The perp used a twenty-two, and I don't own one. But a twenty-two is a pretty standard kind of gun around here. Most farmers use them for rabbit and opossum control."
Tucker's eyes sharpened. "How do you know a twenty-two was used?"
Michael wondered idly if Tucker was aware that in Special Forces one of their offensive training units concentrated spe​cifically on how to use cuffs to disable and kill. "The same way everyone else in this town knows it. I read it in the local paper."
Michael watched as the guns were bagged and loaded, then climbed into the rear of one of the police cruisers and allowed Parker to belt him in. "Guess you'll be busy checking all the guns that belong to the locals. I'm betting there must be at least a hundred of them."
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He heard Tucker swear beneath his breath, then the door thunked closed, cutting off the sound and enclosing him in the stifling interior. One of the cold-eyed Winslow cops climbed in beside him, and the other took the wheel.
As the police cruiser maneuvered down his long shady drive in Tucker's dusty wake, Michael clenched his jaw and settled in to wait out the process.
Minutes later, he was hauled out of the backseat and a flash exploded in his eyes. The local press. A couple of shopkeepers walked out of their businesses to see what all the commotion was, along with a small stream of customers. A woman push​ing a supermarket trolley paused at the boot of her car, long, shiny dark hair swinging forward as she rummaged for keys. Michael's belly clenched, his heart slammed hard in his chest.
Jane.
Hunger ate at him, sharp and deep. He'd been back in Tay-ler's Creek just three days, and in that time he'd spent a lot of time sleeping, and the rest of the time trying to contact Jane O'Reilly. Every time he'd knocked on her door, mysteriously, she hadn't been at home, despite the fact that the whole place was wide open. Every time he'd rung, he'd gotten her an​swering machine, and she hadn't bothered to return his calls.
She was his next-door neighbour, but damned if he'd been able to catch her at it.
A hand landed in the centre of his back. Grimly, he resisted the shove. His gaze locked on Jane as he willed her to look at him, cold fury welling at the steel manacling his wrists.
If it hadn't been for Jane's dog hanging around his place, he'd have begun to wonder if she hadn't packed up and left town. Or worse, buried herself with her husband.
Chapter  3
THE AFTERNOON SUN poured down, radiating off asphalt with all the heat of a blast furnace as Jane slid her key into the boot lock. Automatically, she moved back a half step as the lock disengaged. Her disinterested gaze lifted with the mo​tion of the boot and snagged on a pair of cold, dark eyes. For a frozen second her heart stopped in her chest.
Michael.
She blinked, barely registering the fact that for once she'd used his first name rather than the more impersonal address of "Rider." He was dressed in a pair of tight, faded jeans, his torso bare, and for a dizzying moment she wondered if she'd imagined him. His hair hung loose to his shoulders, and his skin was deeply tanned, as if he'd recently spent a lot of time in a tropical climate. His face was altogether leaner, sterner, than she remembered, his exotic looks hammered into a tough maturity that made her stomach clench.
His gaze flashed over her and she almost flinched at the cursory appraisal, then the uniformed police constable pushed him toward the station doors, and he was forced to look away.
Numbly, she watched the broad shape of his back as he disappeared into the station, and registered that the shiny glint she'd noticed around his wrists was a pair of handcuffs.
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For a moment she went blank, then the reality of what was happening sank in. Rider was under arrest. If he were just being brought in for questioning, the police wouldn't have cuffed him, which must mean they had enough evidence to carry out the arrest.
There was no question in her mind about why he was being taken in. After spending just fifteen minutes in town she'd soon discovered there was no other topic of conversation than the home invasion, but everything in her rejected the thought that Rider could have had anything to do with the Dillon mur​der. In all the time she'd known him, they had barely spoken, let alone touched on subjects like values and ethics, but at an instinctive level she knew Michael Rider to his bones. The sexual attraction aside, she would trust him before she trusted Sergeant Tucker.
The doors of the police station swung closed, and Jane lifted a bag of groceries out of her trolley and dumped it in the chilly bin in the rear of her station wagon, automatically placing ice packs in with the groceries so nothing would spoil in the heat. She noticed her hands were shaking, and remem​bered she hadn't stopped to eat lunch, she'd simply finished her lemonade, showered and changed, and left for town. But that wasn't the only reason she was shaking. She was furi​ous—quietly, deeply furious. She wanted to march into the police station and demand to know what Tucker thought he was doing—
"Do you reckon he did it?"
Jane glanced at the red-haired woman who'd paused beside her, a toddler clasped on one hip. Yolanda Perkins was a plump, happily married mother of four. She and her husband, John, owned a small farm, and John also operated a lucrative earthmoving business. Yolanda had often been heard to say that, given John's indifferent skills with anything that had hooves or ate grass, the D-eight bulldozer was the only thing that kept them solvent.
Jane lifted her final bag of groceries into the rear of the station wagon and transferred her attention to the small crowd that had gathered on the sidewalk, which included a TV news crew, who had materialized out of a brightly painted van. "No," she said flatly. "He didn't do it."
Macie Hume, the barmaid at the local pub, stepped out of
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the shade of the supermarket overhang, a shocking pink hand​bag, which clashed wildly with her lime green microskirt, in one hand, and a polystyrene cup of coffee from Stevie's take​out bar in the other. She eyed the police station and grinned. "I don't care whether he did it or not, I can think of a better use for those cuffs."
Marg Tayler, who had managed the local drapery since time immemorial, and whose family Tayler's Creek had been named after, emerged from the narrow frontage of her shop, crossed her arms over her thin chest, and eyed Macie. "He's taken," she remarked gruffly.
Macie set her coffee down on the car parked next to Jane's, rummaged for sunglasses, and slid them onto the bridge of her nose. "Do tell. Who's the lucky girl, then?"
"That's nobody's business but his own."
Macie settled her hip against the car bonnet and sipped her. coffee. "I might decide to make Rider my business. I'd hate to see all that man go to waste."
"Like you haven't tried already," someone called from be​neath the shady overhang. "What are you gonna do, Macie, write to him in prison?"
Macie sipped her coffee and flipped her middle finger in the general direction of the comment.
Marg frowned at the gathering crowd, her eyes glittering with the light of battle. "Why don't you people just go home and leave the boy alone. When he's been here at all, he's never done anything but help." She fixed an older man with a sharp glare. "You can attest to that, Mason. Didn't he help dig that cow of yours out of the river last spring?"
Mason Wheeler, another local identity whose family had been one of the original settlers of Tayler's Creek, looked un​comfortable. "That he did."
"And did he try to shoot you while he was about it?"
A crease formed between Mason's bushy eyebrows. "Don't be ridiculous—"
"I'm not being ridiculous." She tapped her forehead. "I'm using this. Wish Tucker was capable of doing the same; maybe then we'd get some crimes solved. For my money, Tucker needs to retire. I'd put Rider in the job."
Mason looked outraged. "He can't take Tucker's job. He has to be trained."
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"He's trained," Marg retorted flatly. "Afghanistan, Bosnia, Bougainville, Timor... You want me to go on?"
Mason crossed his arms over his chest. "That doesn't mean he can do a policing job."
Marg rolled her eyes. "What it means is he's been doing a policing job, and he's got the medals to prove it. Ever heard of peacekeeping, Mason? It's in the papers a lot these days, on account that some people can't settle their problems with common sense and discussion, they have to use a gun to finish their arguments. That's the job Rider's been doing, and he picked up a bullet a couple of years back for his trouble. If Tucker ever comes near a live round, aside from a misfire because he's dropped his gun, I'll eat every hat in my store. And that," she muttered beneath her breath, "would probably kill me."
Someone muttered that it would take a hell of a lot more than that to kill the old bird.
Marg didn't bother to turn her head. "I heard that, Owen," she said calmly. "I was talking to your mother this morning. Shouldn't you be in Winslow today, picking up your benefit? Or have you finally got a job?"
There was a muttered imprecation, as Owen Mullens, a lanky blond youth who had more of an affinity for surfboards than anything that might have a paycheck attached to it, slunk back into the shadows.
There was a small silence as Marg marched pointedly back to her shop, which was wedged between the supermarket and the police station.
Ely Murdoch, the head of the community council, and Tay-ler's Creek's self-appointed mayor, cleared his throat and ad​justed the bill cap shading his craggy face. "Well, whoever did do the crime stole the Dillons' home theatre that was worth upwards of twenty thousand dollars. And all the videos." He shook his head. "Apparently the screen was one of those fancy new ones you hang on the wall."
There was another small silence, then someone murmured, "Wonder what was on the videos?"
Jane snapped her boot closed, abruptly sickened by the pru​rient interest in the petty details of the crime, when Rider was probably at this very minute being read his rights and ques​tioned. She was more certain than ever that he could never
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have committed such a crime. Marg had hit the nail on the head when she'd stated that Michael wasn't a criminal, he was one of the good guys.
She glanced at Mason, who seemed set and determined that Michael was guilty. "In this country people are innocent until proven guilty. Michael hasn't been proven guilty yet."
Mason's expression was cold. "The police don't cuff people for no reason. An arrest's been made, which means they must have evidence."
Cold skimmed the length of Jane's spine. Her mind re​played the image of Michael being pushed down the path to the entrance of the police station, and it registered that her own inner certainty aside, she knew less about her neighbour than she'd thought. She knew he was a special forces soldier; she knew he was trained to kill, and neither fact was reassur​ing.
Nothing about Michael Rider was designed to make people feel comfortable. He was too overtly male, too mysterious, a double handful of everything that was wild and dangerous. She was beginning to think she was crazy, fixating on him for so many years.
He was an unknown quantity. Even more so than she'd imagined, because according to Marg, he wasn't single as Jane had thought; he was involved with someone.
The fact that he had a girlfriend should have filled her with relief, given that she'd spent the last three days hyperventilat​ing about the possibility that he might want her. But she didn't feel relieved. After months of living in an emotionless limbo, something had finally broken through her numbness. Against all odds, against all common sense, imagining Michael Rider sprawled in bed, naked, with another woman hurt.
Yolanda shifted her toddler to her other hip and stabbed a finger at Mason. "You've changed your tune. I heard you say just the other day that Michael Rider was a hero."
"That was before Aubrey Dillon got shot, and his wife got raped."
"There are plenty of men in this town who had their eye on Carol Dillon; I don't think Rider was in the running. Carol must be in her forties, a little old for Rider."
"Rape is rape. Age don't come into it."
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Macie made a sound of disgust. "God give me strength, we have an expert." She viewed Mason over the rim of her coffee cup. "Why would a guy who looks like Michael Rider bother with rape?"
Mason looked triumphant. "Everyone knows rape is a power crime."
Macie rolled her eyes. "Take one look at Rider, buddy. I don't think he has any issues with power. He's been beating women off ever since his wife left seven years ago. I know," she said wryly. "I'm one of them."
"Way to go, Macie."
Macie flipped another finger in the direction of the super​market overhang. "And if Rider didn't do the deed, that means the murderer is still out there, maybe lining up his next target."
"Maybe the murderer's a woman."
Yolanda snorted and gave Mason an incredulous look. "Get a grip, Mason. There was a rape. The police took samples, which means there was semen. I could be wrong, but I don't think women have managed to produce semen yet. If they had, we'd be able to cut men out of the reproduction process. Now, that would be world news."
Mason's neck flushed bright red. "I'm going to tell your husband you said that."
Yolanda rolled her eyes. "Oh yeah, four kids down the track and one vasectomy later—like he's going to be threat​ened. He knows that if he so much as comes near me with sperm, I shoot to kill. Look, maybe they've got the right guy, and maybe they haven't, but I'm not going to take it for granted. If I were you I'd get an alarm system installed and lock up tight, because until I hear that Rider did do the crime, I'm going to assume that the murderer is still out there."
"I heard Rider's got guns, including a twenty-two."
Jane jerked her keys from the boot lock. "Practically every​one in the district has a gun, and Rider's got more reason than most to own guns. He's a professional soldier."
"He's used to killing."
"Yeah, right, so he's bright enough to leave the SAS and open fire on his hometown? I don't think so."
"John Tucker brought him in cuffed," Mason said stub​bornly. "There's no smoke without fire."
Jane eyed Mason coldly. There hadn't been any logic in
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this conversation from the get-go, she didn't know why she expected any now. "In five years, Tucker's biggest arrest was that crew from Winslow who were stealing farm bikes and rustling cattle. Apart from that he rousts drunks and prosecutes shoplifters. Homicide is not exactly his strong suit."
"I don't care what Tucker's expertise is. He's got a suspect, and that's good enough for me."
"Then you're easy to please. I hope you sleep well tonight, Mason, because I won't be."
There was a general murmur of assent, punctuated by a sharp cracking sound as Macie crumpled her coffee cup.
"I don't care if he did do it." Macie glanced in the direction of the police station as she straightened with a graceful move​ment and slung the strap of her purse over one shoulder. "Speaking for every female on the planet, it would be criminal to lock that up for any length of time."
Chapter  4
GRIMLY, MICHAEL STEPPED out of the police cruiser onto the gravel drive that formed a circular area in front of his house. In contrast to the dry heat of the day, the evening was hot and brassy, laden with the pressurized steam-bath heat that presaged cyclone weather. The humidity was already climbing out of his comfort zone so that his skin was sheened with sweat, and his leg was aching, which meant it was going to rain. His head was aching, too, but that was because he'd been battering it against Tucker's entrenched police procedure all day long.
He'd had no alibi, since apart from the hour he'd spent at Jake Robertson's house, he'd spent that evening home, alone, so they'd had to wait on the sketch that the police artist had put together that morning with Carol Dillon, along with the fingerprint records, which hadn't yet been entered into their data system and had to be faxed along with the sketch.
While they'd waited for the paperwork to feed through the machine, he'd gone through the rigmarole of having his prints taken. Tucker had wanted a DNA sample as well, but Michael had held his ground on that one. The hell he was going to have a needle stuck in his arm on Tucker's say-so, when he
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didn't have to. It was bloody-minded—he wouldn't miss the few cc's of blood they required to get their DNA, and basically he didn't begrudge it, because he had no intention of com​mitting any crimes—but by that time he'd been seriously pissed.
When the fax had come through, the print had been so dark, no one had been able to make out any conclusive detail, so an officer had been dispatched from Winslow with a copy of the evidence file.
When the records had finally arrived, the sketch had shown a male Caucasian with long, dark hair, which had, apparently, been another deciding factor in the decision to take him into custody, but the hairstyle had been wildly different from his. For some reason no one had seen fit to tell Tucker that while the murderer did have long hair, it was distinctively styled: cropped short on top, with rat tails hanging around his shoul​ders.
On the evidence of the sketch alone, Tucker's case was shaky, because there was no way Michael could have grown his hair back to full length in the two and a half days that had passed since the murder and rape had taken place. When they'd finally confirmed that his prints didn't match any of those found either at the Dillons' residence or any of the other sites of the recent wave of home invasion crimes, Tucker had had no choice but to let him go.
Michael watched while his guns were unloaded and depos​ited on the lawn beside the drive, his cold gaze on Parker as the nervous officer nearly dropped the Ruger again.
When the cruiser accelerated down his driveway, leaving behind a cloud of dust, Michael took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. "Welcome to Tayler's Creek."
Sonovabitch.
Sometimes he wondered why he bothered to come back.
Although, he'd seen the reason today, and her expression had been so blank, he had to wonder if she even knew he existed.
Broodingly, he surveyed the house, and what land he could see. The paddocks weren't in great shape, because he'd leased them for grazing for years, but that was nothing he couldn't fix up with hard work, sweat, and herbicide. In contrast, the rambling old colonial farmhouse was in good condition be-
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cause he'd systematically renovated and repaired it every time he'd had leave to burn. He'd scraped paint, replaced weath​erboards, repainted, and replaced the roof. He'd built a deck off the family room and, when he'd finished on the house, he'd put in a lot of time renovating the stables and the imple​ment shed. He'd kept his hands and his mind busy; otherwise he would have gone crazy wondering what was happening over at the O'Reilly place.
The house had originally belonged to his parents, who had bought the property fifteen years ago, but when his father had died, his mother had decided to move to a tidy little two-bedroom town house in Winslow, rather than cope with the large, sprawling homestead. Michael and his ex-wife had bought the place because at the time it had suited their needs— the farm was large enough that it would provide enough in​come that he could quit the SAS and they could start a family. The second he'd laid eyes on their new neighbour, Jane O'Reilly, that plan had crashed and burned.
He'd toyed with the idea of selling up and moving else​where with Clare, but he'd known instantly that that wouldn't work. Normally, he was disciplined and focused—a real pain in the ass to most people. He was used to controlling every area of his life, including his libido, but no matter how hard he'd tried he'd found he couldn't make himself want Clare. He'd wanted Jane, it had been that simple.
He hadn't wanted to hurt Clare, but as hard as he'd tried not to, he had hurt her, although from all accounts, she hadn't taken too long to get over him, and was now happily married to a barrister in Auckland.
Eyes narrowed, Michael surveyed the sky, which had turned leaden; the clouds churned and clotted, and were struck through with molten shafts of light as the sun dipped into the west. The air was thick with moisture and tasted like brim​stone. After weeks of drought, there was going to be an unholy bitch of a storm, and the bad weather suited his mood.
Michael went down on his haunches beside the guns, picked up the Ruger and examined the walnut stock. There was no evidence of a scratch, which meant Zane could live, although he wasn't making any promises about Tucker. If he ever turned up on his property again in an official capacity,
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Michael was likely to put a hot round in his butt and the jail term be damned.
Jaw tight, he began carting the guns and ammunition into the house and securing them in his gun safe. When he was finished, he took a shower, changed into fresh jeans and a T-shirt, and grabbed the keys to his truck. Jane's driveway was situated a kilometre north on the main road, although as the crow flies her house was a lot closer, the walking distance from his house to hers, less than half that.
He could walk over there now, but it was ingrained in him not to take that casual an approach. He'd always taken pains to keep his distance and preserve a certain formality in his dealings with both Jane and Patrick, unwilling to hurt a dying man, because he couldn't keep his hands off Patrick O'Reilly's wife, but right now he was too steamed to walk anywhere.
When he drew up next to the O'Reilly cottage, the long extended twilight had condensed into early dusk, helped along by the thick mantle of cloud. All the lights were off in the house, and Jess was barking.
Michael knocked on the front door. When there was no reply, he walked around the side of the house, his gaze brooding as he knocked on the kitchen door, then scanned the smoothly mown lawns, the neatly weeded vegetable garden, and the lush shrubbery. Jess was tied up, which meant Jane was out.
He strolled over to the kennel and went down on his haunches beside the little dog. She whined and shoved her muzzle at his hand. He rubbed behind her ears. "At least you're not afraid of me."
He had a strong suspicion that Jane was frightened out of her skin of him, and the way he felt right now, she should be.
He did a quick circuit of the outbuildings, automatically testing the locks, the urge to check the security of the buildings ingrained. The O'Reilly place was, in stark contrast to his, as neat and tidy as a new pin. A small herd of southdown sheep grazed in the paddock adjacent to the house, their wool re​cently clipped. The fences and the stockyard were in good repair, and the barn had just had a fresh coat of paint. He checked her garage and saw that it was empty.
Cursing beneath his breath, he thumped the side of the small weatherboard building. Damned if he'd leave without
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letting her know he'd been here. Jane had been avoiding him for days. The blank stare she'd given him in the car park outside the police station was the sum total of their interaction , since he'd come back.
He strode back to his truck, reached into the glove box, pulled out a pen, and ripped a sheet from his diary. Scribbling a note, he anchored the piece of paper on the doormat of the front door with a rock he found in the garden.
It was hardly satisfactory, but it conveyed his message. He was finished with playing games. He'd waited seven years.
As far as he was concerned that was seven years too long.
JANE EDGED THE car into her garage. It was dark, the night moonless and overcast as she slung the strap of her hand​bag over her shoulder and hauled her bags of groceries out of the boot. Juggling the bags, she locked the car and the garage door, then trudged the short distance to the house and set the groceries down on the path while she went to let Jess off the leash.
Jess strained at the collar, tail wagging, as Jane struggled to unclip the leash. A wet tongue swiped across her face, then the clip came free, and Jess bounded off into the night, doing her customary tour of the grounds as Jane collected the gro​ceries and mounted the steps to the verandah. As she set the groceries down, the pale luminescence of a piece of white paper caught her eye. She retrieved the note, and set the rock that had anchored it to the doormat to one side, unlocked the door, and flicked on the hall and porch lights.
The note was brief and to the point.
"Call me, Michael."
Raw heat flashed through her, making her belly clench and her knees turn to jelly. The moment Michael's gaze had locked on hers outside the police station replayed itself in her mind, and abruptly she was spun back almost seven years when she'd opened the door, and found him on her doorstep dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, his hair damp as if he'd not long stepped from the shower. His wife had left just days before, and she had also been on her own because Patrick had been in hospital for an operation.
He hadn't asked to come in, and she hadn't offered any hospitality. The lack of manners on her part had been unspeak-
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ably rude for a small country community, but erecting some kind of barrier had been necessary, because the moment she looked into his dark gaze the reason he affected her so badly was suddenly clear, and the revelation shook her to the core.
His dark gaze pinned her. "The reason Clare left is that she knows I'm in love with you."
The words dropped into a pool of silence and for a moment she wondered if she'd misheard, or even worse, if her guilty mind had somehow supplied the words she wanted to hear.
She'd felt dazed, at once present and peculiarly removed from the scene taking place, as if there were two Janes—one who dealt in the solid currency of reality, and one who floated in a fantasy world.
He was in love with her.
Her heart slammed in her chest, and not for the first time, she wondered what it would be like to stretch out in bed with him, to have that sensual male mouth on hers: to have him naked on top of her.
It should have shocked her that she was even considering what it might be like to make love with her next-door neigh​bour, but instead, all she could think of was that on top of everything else that was going wrong in her life, she shouldn't have to want Rider.
Rider must have read something in her expression, because instead of backing off, he stepped into her, his hands curved around her waist—the contact electrifying. "Damn," he mur​mured. "I didn't mean to upset you, and I wasn't going to do this."
His head dipped and his mouth captured hers. Jane's heart slammed in her chest and for a moment she was frozen, then, somewhere in the murky depths of her mind, sharp need welled out of the confusion that always gripped her whenever she thought about Michael Rider and the hazy notion of push​ing free dissolved. If the kiss had been practiced or slick, maybe she could have resisted, but it was so hungry it made her toes curl.
His tongue stroked along hers and a low moan welled up from deep in her belly, and she closed off the guilt, wound her arms around his neck, and kissed him back.
His hands closed on her bottom and she found herself lifted, until the hard ridge of his sex settled against the sensitive flesh
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between her legs. He pressed more firmly against her, and the tension coiled almost unbearably tight.
She broke the kiss. "If you keep doing that—"
"You'll come." His gaze locked with hers, dark and fierce. "God, don't say it—"
One hand closed on her hair, pulling her head back, the movement fierce as his mouth sank on hers. His tongue was hot and wet and salty in her mouth, and her whole being tensed as he walked her back a half step until she was pinned against the doorjamb, his muscled body tight against hers. Her breasts felt swollen and constricted, her skin so sensitive that every touch made her shiver and jerk, the hot ache between her legs so acute it bordered on pain.
She felt the hard, male shape of him straining for entrance despite the constricted layers of clothing, felt the shudder that swept him as he moved against her, and the gloomy afternoon dissolved in a raw flash of heat.
The buzz of the phone, the click of her answering machine engaging, registered, and abruptly, she recoiled.
Patrick. She'd forgotten about Patrick.
She'd forgotten she was married.
All Rider had had to do was kiss her and she'd practically forgotten her own name.
She shook her head, her throat tight. She still felt drawn, magnetized. She wanted to bury her face against the warm skin of his throat, breathe in his scent, open her mouth against his skin and taste him, and for a moment she teetered on the brink, shoved off balance by needs that were so alien and powerful she could barely breathe, let alone think.
She wanted Rider. It wasn't rational, and it wasn't right.
His dark gaze caught hers. His mouth dipped again, barely touching hers, and her body reacted, her hips sliding against his, and for a split second, she didn't care, she just wanted.
He lifted his head and pressed her face into his shoulder, and for endless seconds she clung to him, memorizing his scent, soaking in his warmth.
His breath stirred in her hair. "I've got to go."
"I know."
He eased back. "It's okay. Like I said, I didn't mean to"— his thumb swept across her lips—"do this, but I'm glad I did, because I'm going away and I don't know when I'll be back."
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"Or- if I’ll be back" hung in the air, and as it turned out, that time he almost hadn't come back.
Jane didn't see him for more than eighteen months. Even​tually, she'd heard secondhand in town that he'd been wounded on some overseas operation. The next time she'd been in Winslow, she'd gone to the library and searched back in the newspaper files, and finally found a small mention of the incident, where "a soldier" had been knifed and evacuated to a military hospital in Germany, his condition serious.
Worry had eaten at her, and her weight had plummeted, until she'd taken herself in hand and forced herself to eat. One day, months later, she'd turned around in the supermarket and seen him, larger than life and drop-dead gorgeous, loading groceries into a trolley. She couldn't remember what she'd gone to the supermarket to buy, she'd simply turned on her heel, walked back to her car, and driven home. She'd gotten through the rest of the day, she'd managed to function, but that moment in the supermarket had stunned her.
She'd had visions of him in intensive care, close to death. She'd even worried that he had died, and she simply hadn't heard. In the supermarket, he hadn't looked as if he'd suffered anything as traumatic as a life-threatening wound. If anything, he'd seemed even bigger, more muscular—more of every​thing.
Jane stared at the note in her hand, brought back to the soft scent of the night air, the whine of mosquitoes on the prowl. "What did you want to tell him?" she muttered to herself. "That you were head over heels in love with a man you barely knew?"
Because the fact was, falling in lust with a man had never happened to her before. She wasn't promiscuous, and she hadn't had that many relationships. Sexually, she'd always been as dead as a doornail unless she was emotionally in​volved. Crazy as it seemed, somehow she had become emo​tionally involved with Michael Rider; she had fallen in love.
Jess lolloped inside, her claws clicking on the hall floor. Automatically, Jane picked up her groceries, readjusted the strap of her purse on her shoulder, closed the door, and locked it. She was tired and she was hungry, and her feet were aching. She'd spent hours driving around Winslow, tramping the streets trying to buy a security alarm—without any luck. Ap-
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parently, they'd sold out within a day of the news breaking about the home invasion in Tayler's Creek. Security firms and appliance stores had more alarm systems on order, but it would take a couple of days for them to be shipped, and then there was a waiting list. If Jane wanted an alarm, she would have to stand in line like everyone else.
After stowing the groceries, she walked slowly upstairs, flicking light switches as she went, the note crumpled in her hand. When she got to her room, she stowed her bag and dropped the note on her dressing table, and walked over to the dormer window and looked in the direction of the Rider place. The faint glimmer of lights shone through the trees.
Her gaze shifted, caught by her own reflection in the glass, and for the first time in months she took the time to examine herself. She was medium height and slim, her breasts a re​spectable size and shape, her hips narrow enough that she had difficulty buying pants that fit and often had to shop for teen​agers' sizes. She'd lost weight—enough that most of her clothes were loose on her now—but with Patrick dwindling away, her appetite had faded and she hadn’t wanted to eat.
Her hair was long, and dark enough to be mistaken for black, her eyes a light amber and faintly slanted, and her skin was tanned a honey colour from spending so much time out​side.
She lifted a hand to her lips. She hadn't worn lipstick in— She tried to think, and couldn't remember the last time she'd worn so much as a clear gloss, let alone makeup.
She was still attractive, despite the passage of years, and now she was fiercely glad she was pretty, glad that even if she felt old inside, the outer packaging looked young.
Her waist was small, her hip bones jutting faintly, her stom​ach flat. Her hand came to rest on the strip of tanned skin left bare where her tank top had separated from the waistband of her shorts, and the heat of her palm against her skin sent a small shiver through her. The weight loss had made her more sensitive, as if the gradual paring away of her normal subcu​taneous layer had left all of her nerve endings exposed and unprotected.
Abruptly, she wondered what it would be like for her belly to swell with a child.
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A part of her longed fiercely for the physical changes that pregnancy forced on the female body. For more years than she cared to count, she'd wanted her belly to balloon and her breasts to grow heavy with milk. She'd wanted a baby to hold in her arms, to suckle at her breasts, and she wanted to be tired because her life was filled with kids, and not just emp​tiness. 
She'd ached with wanting a baby, and still did, but as the years had passed and all of her energy had been focused on Patrick, the sharp, panicked feeling that her childbearing years were slipping away had dulled into acceptance.
Maybe Patrick's death had sharpened her need to have a baby, or maybe it was simply that her biological clock was ticking loudly because she was over thirty—but she didn't just want children in the misty, uncertain future, she wanted to be pregnant now. Too much time had slid by while her body had simply marked time. She wanted to know there was a baby growing inside her.
She was young enough to remarry, young enough to start a family if she wanted, but her mind flinched from the process of getting pregnant. After years of having a separate room from Patrick, the thought of sleeping with a man, the shattering vulnerability of making love, quite frankly scared the living daylights out of her.
She picked up the crumpled note, smoothed it out, and looked at the firm, slanted writing.
Call me.
Just like that.
If she called Rider, within five minutes she would be flat on her back and penetrated.
A raw flash of heat went through her, starting a dull throb​bing between her thighs.
Michael was big, taller than Patrick had been—six foot two, at least—heavier and more muscular, and intensely male. Sex with him would be hot and vital, and there was no question in her mind that he would make her pregnant. The thought of having him on top of her, sliding inside her and climaxing, sent another raw shudder through her and her breasts tight​ened, the nipples erect and almost painfully sensitive.
When she was ready for that—if she was ever ready—she
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would call him, and it registered that, regardless of Rider's availability, and frightened out of her skin of the process or not, she was mentally preparing herself to have sex with Mi​chael Rider.
Chapter  5
AT FIVE IN the morning, Jane woke from a fitful sleep, drenched with perspiration, the tank top and panties she'd worn to bed clinging uncomfortably to her skin. Untangling the single sheet that was wound around her legs, she pushed the damp cotton aside, paced to her window, and pushed it wide. Sometime in the night a fitful wind had got up, but the heavy mantle of cloud remained, blanking out the moon and stars, so that darkness pressed in—thick and absolute. The faint tang of ozone filled her nostrils, along with the rich scent of rain and the pervasive sweetness of the jasmine and hon​eysuckle that persisted in her garden despite her attempts to weed them out.
Smothering a yawn, she showered, washed her hair, and changed into fresh clothes, then walked out to the sheds and began battening down for the storm.
Despite the canopy of cloud and the steady breeze, the heat was oppressive, and by lunchtime, coated in dust and grime from wrestling farm equipment into sheds, and jittery from expecting at any moment to hear Michael's truck coming up her drive, she was ready for a break. Changing into her swim-suit, she called Jess and walked along the worn track to the
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creek that flowed through the wild reverted country at the rear of her property. Here, the land was twisted and strange, filled with a jumble of large boulders and creepy caves, but the river was deep enough to swim in, and surrounded by ferns and nikau palms, with the added bonus of a small waterfall plung​ing off a limestone shelf.
As she swam, she gradually became aware that aside from the deliciously cool sound of water flowing, the bush had grown silent, as if the approaching storm had cloaked every​thing in a blanket of humidity, muffling sound. Tension skimmed the length of her spine as she climbed a small sloping rock face, retrieved her towel, and knotted it around her waist. Just minutes ago, Jess had been lying in the shade, happily panting; now she was nowhere to be seen.
Jane swiveled around, searching the thick bush edge, which was choked with trailing vines of supplejack and thick, spiky coprosmas. Her instinct was to call out to Jess. The little dog was more than likely exploring, but Jane didn't like the thought that she might have gotten stuck down a hole, or lost in one of the limestone caves. Here, the country was as un​predictable as it was strange, and every now and then, when a piece of limestone eroded enough, a hole simply opened up in the ground.
Oddly loath to break the silence, Jane held her hands to her mouth and called. A rustling on the other side of the bank drew her gaze. She called again. When there was no response, she reluctantly dropped the towel and climbed back down the rock face and slid into the water. A few strokes took her across to the other side of the river. Grasping moss-covered rock, she hauled herself up the bank to the spot she'd seen the thick clump of ferns move. She parted the coarse leaves, half ex​pecting to find an opening to one of the limestone caves. There was an opening, but it was little more than a shallow concavity in the rock.
There was no sign of Jess, but the ground was trampled as if someone had hunkered down there, the vantage point high enough that whoever it was had been able to watch her swim.
Her gaze probed the bush edge, all the fine hairs at her nape lifting as she backed away from the trampled ground, clambered down to the river, and swam across to the other side. The little hidey-hole could have been made by kids com-
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ing here to swim and build huts, but the property was isolated. Apart from the Jackson family, who lived a couple of miles away, there were no children who were likely to come and spend time here.
Snagging her towel, she cinched it around her waist and headed back to the house, calling Jess as she went.
It wasn't inconceivable that a feral goat or pig had taken up residence on her land, although that scenario wasn't likely, because with the threat of tuberculosis from wild animals, most of the surrounding farmers were hot on animal control.
Maybe she was overreacting, but, whatever—or whoever— had been hunkered down there in the ferns above the swim​ming hole, she wasn't taking any chances.
TUCKER'S OFFICE WAS small, cluttered, and smotheringly hot, despite the fact that he had a window open to catch the breeze.
Jane sat down in the chair adjacent to his desk and set her purse on the floor. "There was someone watching me swim."
Tucker's face was weary. "Join the club. Martha Holbrook said someone was watching her take a bath last night, and Anna Wheeler claims she saw a face at her window while she got undressed, but her husband said it was probably the next-door neighbour's cat trying to get in the window. You sure it wasn't kids?"
"I don't know who, or what, it was. It could have been kids, I just..."
"Have a feeling. I know." He rubbed a hand over his bald​ing head. "The whole town's having 'feelings.' I'll send Zane out to look around. Is your house secure and alarmed?"
"It's secure, but not alarmed. I tried to buy an alarm in Winslow yesterday. They were sold out."
Tucker grunted. "Figures. I'll get Zane to do a check on your locks. Have you considered going to stay with someone until we catch this guy?"
Jane picked up her purse and got to her feet. She hadn't expected Tucker to jump through any hoops for her, but all the same, it didn't make her happy that he was treating the matter so casually. "I've got Jess and the hens to feed, and the sheep to keep an eye on. Leaving's a great idea, but it's not practical."
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"What about getting someone to come and stay with you?"
"I'll see."
The problem was she didn't really have anyone who was close enough for her to ask that kind of favour. One of the results of Patrick's illness was that she'd concentrated so much on him that she'd neglected the girlfriend thing. They'd both lost touch with the friends they'd had when they'd lived in Auckland, and since moving to Tayler's Creek, she somehow hadn't ever moved past the acquaintanceship stage into friend​ship with anyone. She had plenty of people she could pass the time of day with in the street, but no actual friends.
Zane followed her back to her house, and walked with her out to the river. She pointed out the spot where the ferns were flattened. He found a place along the river that had stepping stones, then walked upstream to examine the trampled area, taking notes. When they returned to her house, he walked through her house and checked her doors and windows. "Your doors are good, but you need bolts for the windows. And make sure you get that alarm installed."
He scribbled the name of a couple of reputable security firms on her telephone pad, both of which she had already tried to buy alarms from when she was in Winslow. As he set the pen down, his pager beeped.
He checked the message, and blushed. "My girlfriend," he mumbled, as he clipped the pager back on his belt and pulled his cell phone from his pocket.
Jess thumped her tail on the verandah decking as Jane watched Zane drive away, still talking to his girlfriend. Jane absently stroked her head. "Well, that was the cavalry. So much for security."
As the dust cloud from Zane's vehicle dissipated, she de​cided that she couldn't wait the week it would take for a se​curity system to be installed.
She didn't feel safe. In fact, she felt distinctly unsafe. There wasn't a lot she could do to increase her security, but she had to try. Jess was her main alarm, but it was always possible that Jess could be harmed by an intruder—maybe even poi​soned or shot.
She had a gun. It wasn't much of a gun, and it was possibly more of a hazard than a help because it could be taken away from her in a confrontation—but she wasn't intending on using
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the weapon for anything other than warning off possible in​truders.
Collecting the key to the reinforced cupboard that Patrick had built in the mudroom, she unlocked first the padlock bolt that secured the door, then the steel bar that locked the gun against the back of the cupboard wall. The gun felt heavy and unwieldy as she set it down on the floor, then collected the bolt, a box of ammunition, and the two magazines that went with the rifle. On impulse, she grabbed a bottle of gun oil and a cloth—she supposed since the gun hadn't been used for so long it would need a clean. She hadn't touched the thing in years, not since Patrick had given her lessons on how to load and shoot it, and made her practice until she could hit a target with reasonable accuracy.
She carried all the pieces out to the kitchen table and laid them down. The gun looked dark and lethal in her bright, sunny kitchen, and the smell of gun oil was pungent and faintly acrid, already overlaying the gentler scents of the gar​den floating in the open door. Lifting the weapon, she exam​ined it, then began systematically dismantling and cleaning the ancient twenty-two, using the ritual to refamiliarize herself. When she was finished, she reassembled the weapon and fed shells into the two five-shot magazines.
Minutes later, she walked out into the empty paddock near​est the bush line, with Jess at her heels, and placed a row of empty cans on fence posts. When she was satisfied she had enough targets, she fetched the gun, positioned herself twenty paces back from the tins, and took aim. She decided she didn't have to be too far away from the target, because if anyone attacked her, it was going to be a close-quarters thing; she wouldn't have time to do anything but bring the gun up and shoot, anyway. Apart from that eventuality, she wouldn't be doing anything but firing into the air as a warning.
The gun bucked gently against her shoulder, and the shot went wide. She altered her stance a little, to allow more flex​ibility when the recoil hit, and this time she managed to wing the tin. The third shot, she blew it off the post. Methodically, she hit two more tins, then changed the magazine. As she lined up the next target, she had a disorienting flash of the way she'd been ten years ago, before she'd hit Tayler's Creek—with a wardrobe of pretty clothes, long nails, high heels, and enough
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makeup to fill a suitcase. Now she was barefoot, her shorts and halter-neck top stuck to her skin with sweat, her hair tan​gling around her face where it had blown loose from her plait, and her skin tanned and bare of makeup.
She wasn't the city girl she'd been before, and she wasn't the quiet, empty person she'd been just days ago. She had changed, but she liked the changes in herself.
She didn't know if she could actually walk in high heels anymore, or where on earth in Tayler's Creek she could even wear high heels, but she decided then and there that she was going to try. Wearing high heels would mean more clothes, because unless she put on weight, she wouldn't fit any of the old ones, and that meant shopping.
Blankly, she considered what it would be like to once again take part in the utterly female ritual of shopping—to stroll through malls and browse through boutiques, choosing clothes and shoes not because they were practical, but simply because they made her look and feel good.
She felt dazed at the prospect, and somehow lighter, as if a weight had just slipped from her shoulders. But then the past few days had been filled with change, ever since Michael Rider had intruded back into her world and forced her out of the rut she'd sunk into. The process had been painful, and she'd re​sisted like crazy, but for the first time in years, she felt free, and despite her tiredness and the grimness of what she was doing, she felt... strong.
A wry smile curved her mouth. It was scary to think that the moment of empowerment had happened while she was holding one of the most potent symbols of male power—a gun—in her hands.
A MISTY HAZE, the peculiar characteristic of cyclones in New Zealand, built up as the day passed. The cloud cover remained heavy, and the breeze began to gust.
Jane moved from trimming branches near windows, to working on the home alarm system she'd devised. She hauled water up the stepladder and filled the bucket that she'd set on the roof just above the entrance to the kitchen. When it was half full, she climbed back down the ladder, and pulled on the rope attached to the bucket to test it. Water cascaded down, part​way soaking her despite the fact that she took care to step back.
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She replaced the bucket, balancing it carefully on the edge of the guttering, and refilled it with water. It was a kid's trick, but it was effective.
She repeated the same booby trap over the front door, and to finish off, she gathered up empty paint tins from the barn and empty cans that were stored in a rubbish bin liner ready to be taken to the recycling station. She punched holes in each can, using a hammer and a nail, then strung them together in two bunches with baling twine, and tied a cluster to each bucket of water. Now when either of the buckets came down, they would not only soak the attacker and, hopefully, hit him on the head or the chest, but the attached cans would tumble down around him, making plenty of noise.
There wasn't a lot else she could do. If an intruder decided to smash glass and come in one of her windows, then she was sunk. She had Jess for protection, and if she had to, she would use the gun.
Chapter   6
AT FIVE MINUTES past midnight, the power failed.
Jane sat up in bed and set down the book she'd been trying to read. The wind was howling, and thin drizzle spattered her windows. Jess's tail thumped on the floor. Jane patted her head as she reached for the phone on her bedside table and discov​ered that that was dead, too. Either the storm had knocked the lines out, or someone had wrapped their car around a power pole, bringing the lines down.
Jackknifing out of bed, she dragged on her shorts, pulled a shirt over the soft cotton singlet she'd worn to bed, and padded downstairs, holding the torch she'd left beside the bed. Jess had followed her, and now she flopped down on the kitchen floor, set her head down, and let out a gusty sigh. Reassured by Jess's relaxed mood, Jane rummaged in the hall cupboard and extracted the battery lantern that was stored there, carried it through to the kitchen, and adjusted the knob until the room was filled with a soft glow.
She tried the phone again. The line was still dead. She paced the kitchen, stared out at the wild night, and was abruptly gripped by a sense of isolation.
Although she'd spent a lot of time on her own over the
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past few years, she hadn't often been alone. Barring the time he'd spent in hospital, she'd always had Patrick for company. Now the house seemed to echo with emptiness, the sense of being cut off from everyone and everything intensified by the loss of the phone.
A sweep of headlights briefly illuminated the kitchen, throwing the potted plants that lined the window into stark relief and giving a ghostly cast to the room. Above the whine of the wind, she thought she heard tyres crunching on gravel.
Grabbing the torch, she flicked off the beam, took a hold of Jess's collar, and slipped out the door, bracing herself against the full brunt of the wind where it slammed into the east side of the house, and shivering as she was instantly soaked by the thin drizzle that was being driven in horizontal gusts. Outside, the sound of the wind was eerily amplified, rising to a high-pitched animalistic howl that tightened the skin all along the length of her spine. She wasn't normally this nervy, but then she wasn't in the habit of receiving midnight visitors either.
As she edged around the corner of the house to see who it was, Jess lunged free of her hold and shot straight down the steps and out to the drive, which meant that whoever the in​truder was, he would probably be licked to death before he could get to the house. At the same time, it occurred to Jane that a murderer wouldn't be likely to have his lights on, but with the power and the phone out, she wasn't taking any chances.
And as isolated as she was, a convoy of murderers could turn up and it wouldn't matter how many lights were blazing; she couldn't expect any help from anyone but Rider who, from all accounts, was too busy with his new girlfriend to notice what was happening to his neighbour.
Wiping moisture and wet strands of hair from her face, she peered in the direction of the drive. Movement registered out of the corner of her eye, as if someone was walking toward the kitchen rather than the front door. The flicker of movement was followed by a gravelly curse, then the rattle and clang of tins as the bucket came down. She heard something that sounded suspiciously like a groan, but the sound was muffled and indistinct.
Gripping the torch, she peered around the corner of the
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house. The faint wash of the light from the kitchen windows flowed over a familiar male form.
Switching the torch on, she hurried forward, knelt on the wet grass, and began dragging the tangle of cans and rope off Rider, her hands feverish. The bucket must have caught him on the head, knocking him out.
In the dim light his eyes flickered, and his gaze locked on hers, narrowed and glittering. "Since coming back I've been arrested, cuffed, and fingerprinted, tortured by spending four hours solid with Tucker and Zane Parker." He lifted a hand to his head and winced. "Now, I've been attacked by a bucket. Whoever said Tayler's Creek is Sleepy Hollow lied. It's a war zone."
The bite to his words barely registered beyond the fact that his irritation told her that he was obviously okay. She swatted his hand aside. "Let me see."
The lump was situated in the centre of his forehead. Un​expected amusement quivered through her. When she was a kid the bucket trap had never netted much success. Obviously her targets had all been too short. Rider, at -around six-feet-two, was the perfect height. The bucket had caught him clean—right between the eyes.
He pushed himself into a sitting position and fingered the lump. "Oh yeah, you got me good. I saw stars." His gaze swept her, still glittering, and not a little irritable. "You're getting wet."
Understatement of the universe. Already her shirt was clinging to her skin, and her hair was sopping. Retrieving the torch, she got to her feet. "In case you hadn't noticed, Rider, there's a storm; everything's wet."
His teeth flashed white in the dim light as he eased to his feet, stumbling slightly as he straightened, as if he was having trouble orienting himself. "Some things look better wet than others."
Her amusement was replaced by a spurt of anger, and she was glad she'd resisted the urge to grab his arm and steady him. Rider had obviously come to check on her because the power and telephone were out, which was nice. Very neigh​bourly. She was sorry he'd gotten hurt, but obviously the bucket hadn't hit hard enough to anaesthetize his libido. "I
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saw Marg Tayler in town yesterday," she said pointedly. "She said you were involved with someone."
"Did she, now?"
Fury flickered at the expressionless mask of his face, the stony male reserve that was one of Rider's defining qualities— and did she detect a hint of male smugness in that low, grav​elly voice?
Her jaw clamped, and in that moment everything changed. For years she'd been on the defensive—running—and she hated that. One thing she had never been was a coward.
She shouldn't feel one iota of emotion for Rider, but un​fortunately she felt considerably more than that. Against her better judgment, against her will she'd been tied to Rider for the past seven years as if she'd been married to him instead of Patrick. To say she was ticked was putting it mildly.
Rider's head came up, as if he'd somehow latched on to her thoughts. Light glistened off the sharp cut of his cheek​bones, the strong shape of his jaw. "What did you expect?" he said coldly. "That I'd live years on about two minutes of lip contact?"
Her chest contracted on a sharp pang that she refused to label as hurt. "It wasn't just lips."
And it may have been two minutes, but it had felt like an hour of teeth and tongue, hot, steamy breath, and full, pulse-pounding body contact. To say he'd kissed her didn't cover it. His intentions and arousal had been explicit, and so had hers. Fully clothed as they'd both been, within the two minutes they'd been "lip-locked," they'd practically had sex on her front porch. The only thing that had prevented actual penetra​tion had been the sound of the answer phone engaging and a crippling surge of guilt.
She had climaxed.
Heat washed through her at the memory of just how far they'd gone, fully clothed, and despite the fury that burned like a hot coal in her chest, her breasts rose, tight and aroused against the wet drag of her shirt.
Rider's gaze slitted. "So, who have the local gossips put me in bed with this time? Macie Hume? Or are they having another stab at firing up a scandal with the Irwin twins?"
The Irwin twins? Jane stared at Rider in disbelief, ignoring the moisture trickling down her face and running in small riv-
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ulets down her spine and between her breasts. Rider in bed with twins?
Her jaw clamped. She was getting crazier by the minute. She had no idea there were so many single women in Tayler's Creek—let alone twins—and no idea what she was doing out​side in the dead of night, in the middle of a cyclone, having this conversation with Rider. "If you don't mind," she said stiffly, "I'm going inside. Thanks for coming over, but as you can see, I'm fine. I don't need your help."
His hand curled around her arm, jerking her to a halt. "I thought you understood how I felt."
His voice was rough, his palm hot, burning through the wet cotton of her shirt.
She resisted the urge to pull free. Damned if she'd fight with him. "What do you mean?"
His gaze burned into hers. "I don't cheat."
Her cheeks warmed at the memory of her own guilt. He had kissed her, but she had been the one who had climaxed— and she'd wanted to do a lot more. She didn't know what their little interlude could be classified as; but whether it was labeled an affair or not, it had felt like one. "You could have fooled me."
"You're angry." There was a wealth of satisfaction in his voice. "Well, hallelujah for that. It beats the hell out of indif​ference."
He released her. "I don't cheat, and I'm here. Figure it out."
She blinked, feeling abruptly unsteady, as if the ground beneath her feet had just shifted. She'd felt like this once be​fore, and she didn't trust the feeling. The last time, Rider had kissed her and almost wrecked her life.
"You're finally getting it," he muttered, turning away, "but don't expect me to go down on my knees begging—"
"Wait!" She touched his back, then snatched her fingers back as he spun, his gaze as cold as obsidian. "Look, I'm sorry—" She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. "Um— don't go."
His expression was wary. "What do you mean, 'Don't go'?"
Her stomach clenched at the risk she had to take. She would rather walk over hot coals than admit to Rider that she'd been
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obsessed with him for years. "If you don't cheat, and you're here," she said carefully, "that must mean ..."
"Christ," he snapped, "I can't stand it. Just come here."
Jane's heart slammed in her chest. The invitation, couched as an order—as if she was one of the soldiers under his com​mand—the way his gaze zeroed in on her mouth, was about as subtle as a hammer blow. "Anyone ever tell you you've got a problem with anger?"
He stepped toward Jane, crowding her space. "I've been pissed for seven years. Most people know I've got a problem with anger. Some of them were even interested enough to find out why."
It was Jane's turn to be wary, although the wariness was almost instantly overridden by a heady dose of excitement as his hands fastened on her arms. In the nerve-racking, swampy sea of her relationship with Rider, she finally knew what came next, because they'd played this part before.
His hands slid up her arms, making her shiver, glided over her shoulders, slipped under her hair, and cupped her face, and she had to resist the urge to give in without any fight at all and melt into his arms.
"I know you, O'Reilly," he murmured. "I've had a lot of time to think, to analyse. While you pretended I didn't exist, I researched you. Before you buried yourself in Tayler's Creek and started dressing like Huckleberry Finn you used to buy and sell stocks and consult on mergers. You're gorgeous and you've got a brain. Well, figure out this merger."
She swallowed, unnerved as his head lowered. She wanted him to kiss her so much that her mouth was actually watering, but her mind couldn't shake loose of one compelling fact. She'd agonized over Michael Rider for seven years, and now she was finally free, and so was he. But, forbidden or not, Rider was still high-octane danger. She knew how to play the percentages, and whichever way she added this "relationship," she was going to get burned.
His mouth grazed her forehead, the contact fleeting and unexpected, and totally unfair. Her eyes closed, and her palms flattened on his chest. She could feel the hard points of his nipples, the rapid slam of his heart, and the faint panicked urge to push him away dissolved as every bone in her body turned to jelly. He felt hot and muscular and wet, and God help her,
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she wanted him. "There's nothing wrong with my clothes."
She caught the flash of his grin. "Just that you're wearing too many."
His lips brushed hers again, unexpectedly soft and gentle, when everything else about him seemed hard as nails—tough and uncompromising. She drew in a shivering breath, tasted Rider, then his tongue filled her mouth, hot and unutterably male and every nerve ending in her body melted.
After the emptiness of the past years, the antiseptic smells of medication and hospitals—the curious stillness of waiting for death—he tasted like fire and heat and rain, as earthy and powerful as the rugged hill country that enfolded Tayler's Creek.
His hand settled in the small of her back, urging her closer, until her breasts were pressed against his chest, the contact hot, electrifying. He was wet, his T-shirt soaked, his skin burn​ing through the dampness.
He broke off the kiss as he peeled off his soaked shirt, then his hands clasped her waist and shifted upward, sliding her shirt and the cotton singlet up in one smooth, slick sweep. When he didn't find a bra, his hands curved around and gripped her breasts, holding them firmly, his thumbs stroking over her erect nipples, making her shudder as he leaned for​ward and captured her mouth again.
Heat rolled through Jane as she wound her fingers in his wet hair and held on, drinking in his taste and scent, the heady feel of his skin against hers. Her breasts were swollen and tight, her lower belly throbbing, and rain and moisture filled the air, making even the simple act of breathing difficult.
He bent and took one breast in his mouth. One hand cupped and gripped her bottom, his fingers digging into the soft flesh, and abruptly liquid heat spasmed through her so that she shud​dered and arched, her mind blanked out by the exquisite rill of pleasure.
Vaguely, she logged the short, sharp word he said, but her mind was still swimming, caught up in a curious stasis where light and sound faded. She had the dizzying sense of move​ment, felt the cool sharp shock of wet grass against her back. She registered the rough slide of her shorts and panties being drawn down her legs, the abrasion of denim as he slid down his jeans and between her thighs, and vulnerability assailed her
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even as she tilted her hips in automatic reflex, the slight move​ment opening her fully to him.
She felt the stroke of his fingers, the bolt of pleasure from even that simple touch, then he shifted upward, making a low sound of satisfaction as he completed the job of stripping her shirt and singlet from her torso. The blunt shape of his naked sex lodging between her tender folds tipped her over some invisible edge, and she arched, straining against the pressure, the hot, ridged muscles of his belly. Her fingers sank into the heavy muscles of his back. He jerked beneath her touch, then his mouth came down on hers and he shoved deep. For an endless moment she clung to him, her body quivering at the hot shock of penetration.
He said something low and indistinct, then withdrew and slid home again, forging deeper, the pressure relentless as del​icate inner muscles stretched taut.
He groaned low in his throat, his gaze locked on hers. "How long?"
She didn't pretend to misunderstand. The second she'd re​alized that she was attracted to Rider, she'd been incapable of making love with her husband. Whenever Patrick had touched her, she had frozen. Patrick's cancer had been both a hell and a saving grace in that respect. It had kept her tied to him when honour demanded she give him the honesty and respect of the truth—and a divorce—but it had also meant separate rooms. She briefly closed her eyes. "Seven years."
He went still and suddenly the unreality of lying naked and entwined with Rider on the wet ground in the middle of a cyclone hit her. He was large enough that he took the brunt of the wind, and protected her from most of the rain, but they were both soaked. Rider's shoulders glistened in the faint glow from the kitchen, water trailed from his hair and dripped from his nose, but wet or not, where his skin touched hers, she burned.
He framed her face, his palms warm and calloused against her skin. "I nearly went crazy thinking about the two of you in bed."
The confession was startling, even though she'd known he'd left his wife for her. Abruptly, a feminine confidence she thought she'd never feel again warmed her, along with knowl​edge, as solid and real as Rider. Despite the passage of time,
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despite the doubts that had eaten at her, in all the ways that counted he was hers. "It didn't happen," she said flatly. "I couldn't."
Some of the tension left his body. His breath stirred against her cheek. "Thank God for that. I wouldn't wish what hap​pened to Patrick on my worst enemy, but..."
He had wanted Patrick out of the picture. The unspoken words hung between them, as raw and uncomplicated as Rider's weight pressing her into the wet ground, the heat pour​ing off his skin, the hot, stirring pleasure as he moved inside her.
The pitch of the wind altered, adding a keening edge to the building savagery of storm. He dipped and his mouth closed over one nipple, and her body shimmered out of control again as hot, dissolving pleasure gripped her.
He lifted his head, his face slick with rain, his gaze fastened on hers as he shoved deep, and she felt the hot liquid pulse as he held himself deep inside her. The moment was primal and extreme, and she was fiercely glad he hadn't worn a condom. She wanted his penis naked inside her. In an utterly female way, she quite simply wanted him, and had done so from the first time she'd laid eyes on him.
At a primitive animal level, the coupling was preordained and logical. She was a female who had been cordoned off and alone for years, and he was a strong, dominant male in his prime. The fact that he could impregnate her, and probably already had, didn't terrify her. She wanted his semen. Planning didn't come into it. She'd been locked in deep freeze for years, the chill mired deep in her bones. Getting involved with Rider was the equivalent of stepping into the heat of a blast furnace. He was wild and risky and unexpectedly vulnerable, and she was certain of only one thing: She wanted more.
Her arms wound around his neck and she stretched and arched beneath him, glorying in his weight pressing her into the ground, the continued penetration as he kept her beneath him, and the delicious throbbing wetness deep inside.
Experimentally, she gripped him more tightly and felt him twitch and thicken.
"More?"
She lifted her face to his, studied the taut line of his jaw,
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the sharp cut of his cheekbones. "Much more," and then the liquid glide started again, and she couldn't think, could barely breathe. The thrusting seemed to go on for a long time, al​though time was hard to measure; it slipped away in the dark​ness and the roar of the wind, the rain slicking their skin, the heat that built in waves, stretching the tension tight until it was close to unbearable.
His teeth fastened on the tender flesh at the join of her neck and shoulder, and the small erotic nip sent her spinning over the edge, heat and darkness lapping at her as she clung to his shoulders.
She caught the edge of a short, harsh word, then his mouth locked on hers and he shoved deep and she felt him come inside her again, the pulsing shiveringly deep and prolonged.
They lay in an exhausted tangle, until finally, Rider moved, pulling her up with him. They made it to the kitchen with its lamp still glowing softly on the table. Rider slammed the door, framed her face, and lowered his mouth to hers, the kiss long and drugging.
Before she was able to feel the vulnerability of being naked while Rider still had his jeans on, he walked her back three steps, lifted her onto the table, parted her legs, and stepped between them. She looped her arms around his neck as his mouth moved over hers again, the kiss intense and oddly sweet as the rain pounded on the windows, violent and tropically heavy.
He lifted his head, and when he spoke his voice was dark, and faintly hoarse. “This time I want you to watch, I want you to know who's making love to you."
Her gaze snagged on his, and she wondered that she'd ever thought his eyes cold. "I know who you are."
His hands tangled in her hair, his forehead dropped to hers. "Sometimes I wondered if you even knew I was alive."
She cupped his face, and suppressed a smile, feeling as giddy as a teenager. "I don't know if anyone's ever told you this, Rider, but you're hard to miss."
Incredibly, his smile bordered on embarrassed, then her breath caught as he began to enter her by slow, deliberate increments. Outside in the dark, she'd been aware of shape and proportion, but it had been too dark to make out any detail. In the soft lantern light, every part of him was visible, and like the rest of him, his genitals were sleek and beautifully formed,
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his shaft long and muscular, his testicles heavy and pulled up tight against the shaft.
She wrapped her legs around his waist, the movement tilt​ing her hips and deepening the penetration. His thumb eased up from the place they were joined, and slid over the tight bud of her clitoris, once, twice, and heat spasmed through her again and she began to climax. His arms came around her and she felt him thicken inside her, the long, hard pulsing of his re​lease.
Eventually, he lifted his head from the curve of her shoul​der, his expression soft and faintly wry. "You see why I spent so much time away? If I'd stayed in Tayler's Creek, Tucker would have resurrected some old law about adultery, locked me up, and thrown away the key."
His arms tightened around her, and he lifted her from the bench, collected the lantern from the table, and carried her upstairs.
She indicated which room was hers, and he set her down on the bed, pulled a fistful of foil packets from his jeans, and placed them on her bedside table alongside the lantern. "I can use these if you want, but it's too late for them now."
The breath stalled in her throat as he peeled out of his jeans. Way too late. And he'd come over with more than just a hand​ful, he had a supply.
She caught the edge of a male grin. "I've been carrying them since I got home. You had to know I was going to try and get you into bed."
He pushed the covers back, climbed into bed with her, and pulled her close. "But the hell I wanted to use them."
Fully naked, he was beautiful; his shoulders wide, his chest broad, his belly flat and ridged, his legs long and muscled. She touched a scar that curved over his stomach, another that made a puckered shape just above one hip. When she questioned him about the injuries, he answered with typical male brevity, then switched to questioning her, seemingly more interested in the small day-to-day details of her life, and the complicated dynamics of her large, extended family—who were mostly res​ident in Auckland—than the fact that he had nearly died, twice. As the conversation ebbed and flowed, the tension that had gripped her when she saw the injuries dissipated, and she was happy to simply wallow in the totally unexpected con​tentment of just being with Rider.
A series of heavier than normal gusts of wind buffeted the house hard enough that the entire structure shook, and for long
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minutes they were silent, their attention riveted to the sounds of the storm and the creaking protests of the old house. When the wind dropped to a more normal velocity, Rider propped himself on one elbow and stroked hair back from her face. "What will you do if you get pregnant?"
"Probably jump for joy."
Some of the wariness left his face. "You don't mind?"
A baby ... Her stomach tightened on a kick of excitement. If she was pregnant, there was no question in her mind; she wanted her baby. "What about you?"
"You might regret asking that question." His gaze was di​rect, and without a shred of humour. "Ever since I first saw you I've fantasized about getting you pregnant."
Emotion swelled in her chest. Marg Tayler's terse statement that Rider was "taken" popped into her mind, and a tension she'd barely been aware of dissipated.
Rider wanted her—enough that he'd waited for her for years. At the first opportunity, he had bound her to him in the most primitive of ways by stripping and penetrating her on her front lawn. He hadn't taken the time to remove his jeans, and he hadn't sheathed himself when it would have taken him only seconds to do so. He'd wanted to be naked inside her, and he had wanted to make her pregnant.
What Rider had done had been ruthless and dominant, and she'd gloried in it. She hadn't cared that they'd both gotten soaked, or that he could make her pregnant. After years of closing him out—of repressing the most feminine, vulnerable parts of herself—she'd needed him to be wild for her, she'd needed the raw, earthy shock of lovemaking.
Urgency rose up inside her, fierce and sharp. She didn't regret all of the years they'd put this relationship on hold, because Patrick had been important to her; he had needed her. But it was their time now. She touched Rider's jaw, and felt the tension there. "Then let's do it."
Possessive heat flared in his eyes, but this time, it was going to be her way. Placing her hands on his chest, she pushed him flat and took a moment to admire the body that had been driv​ing all of the women of Tayler's Creek—single or married— crazy for years.
His dark gaze flashed over her as she straddled him, and
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his hands cupped her waist. "When you get pregnant," he said flatly, "we get married."
As Jane wrapped her fingers around his shaft, she thought he muttered, "If not before," and a peculiarly female satisfac​tion curled through her. Three days ago, she'd thought of her​self as civilized to the nth degree, and driven by logic rather than emotion, but in the space of those few days her world, and her view of herself, had been turned upside down. In any other circumstances Rider's hard-ass male demand that she marry him would be considered outrageous in the extreme and ignored. As proposals went, it was a disgrace, but in this case, what mattered to Jane was that Rider was vulnerable enough that he wanted to make certain of her.
Fitting the broad head of his penis to her opening, she slowly lowered herself, hovering at the brink of penetration until the exquisite pressure was almost beyond bearing. They'd already made love three times, but this time her awareness and sensitivity were heightened to an almost painful degree.
Taking a deep breath, she increased the downward pressure until the first tight constriction was breached and she took him inside her in a slow, hot glide, heat pouring through her at the massive sense of impalement.
She settled herself more firmly over him, shimmying slightly to ease the tight fit, her eyes briefly closing at the exquisite sensation of fullness. "You're supposed to have a ring, Rider."
His hands slid to her hips, locking her tight against him. His gaze fastened on hers, dark and hot, and lit with humour. "Michael. The name's Michael. And don't worry, I've got the ring."
WHEN SHE WOKE it was still dark, but greying, as if morning was close.
She wasn't sure what had pulled her from sleep, and she was surprised she'd woken at all, because she felt heavy and exhausted. Vaguely, she noticed that the wind was no longer buffeting the house, although it was always possible that an extra strong gust, or even a flash of lightning, had woken her. Yawning, she allowed her lids to drift closed, then a rending creak jerked her back to full awareness.
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Rider's arm tightened around her, telling her that he was awake.
The creak came again, out of sync with the steady whine of the wind, as if someone were peeling corrugated iron from the roof.
A chill ran the length of her spine. She could feel the coiled tension in Rider's body. Another short, sharp creak practically made her jump out of her skin, and suddenly she was sure.
"There's someone on the roof."
"He's in the ceiling."
A finger pressed on her lips, signaling quiet, then Rider slid from the bed and pulled on his jeans. Jane climbed out of bed and slid drawers open as quietly as she could, extracting un​derwear and a fresh shirt and shorts by feel. When she was dressed, Rider's hand locked around hers.
He bent his head and spoke close to her ear. "Stay here, so I know where you are." He pressed a cold, smooth object into her hand, which she realized was his cell phone, which he must have had in his jeans pocket. "Call emergency services, and don't let up until they dispatch a police cruiser. Get Tucker if you can. Tell him we've got his boy—if he's interested."
Rider disappeared into the hallway, then just as quickly reappeared, flattening himself against the wall and motioning for her to get down. Jane ducked down beside the bed and began dialing, keeping an eye on the inky opening of the door​way as she strained to see in the darkness.
A large shape coalesced out of the thicker shadows, and a weird elongated shape slid into the room. Cold welled in her stomach when she realized the strange shape was the barrel of a gun, and the reason it was so high was because the stock was resting against a man's shoulder.
There was a flurry of movement. A grunt erupted, followed by a vicious curse, then Michael's figure merged with the in​truder's as he gripped the gun and wrenched it down. The detonation of the gun firing split the air with a flat crack, and a voice sounded in her ear, distant and disorientingly normal, so that it was long seconds before she registered that emer​gency services had picked up her call. Sweeping the panic from her mind, she answered the voice, holding a hand over her free ear to block the sound of the two men locked in combat.
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The fighting surged toward the bed as she gave her details to the operator. She shuffled back, crouching in the corner, keeping a wary eye on the struggle as the intruder fell back against her dressing table. Glass shattered, and he reeled to his feet and lunged at Rider. The edge of the bed caught Rider in the back of the knees, and he tumbled back, off balance, and rolled to the side, evading the charge by inches, and almost landing on Jane as she scrambled to the other side of the room. Rider gained his feet and the attacker came at him again, frighteningly fast, but instead of stepping in close, Rider took a step back and jerked the shadowy figure with him. This time the attacker landed on her dressing table chair and the dainty antique snapped like kindling as the two men went down on the floor.
She heard the soggy thud of a fist connecting, a heavy grunt, then Jane darted forward and retrieved the gun, which had been dropped on the floor.
Backing into the hallway, she slid the cell phone, which was still connected to emergency services, into her shorts pocket, and ran her hands over the weapon. She was almost certain it was a twenty-two, the same as her gun, which was under the bed. She didn't want to use the weapon. She didn't want to touch it, but the alternative was trying to get across the bedroom to retrieve hers without getting caught up in the fighting.
Suppressing a shudder, she felt beneath the gun for the magazine. From the short length, she discerned that it probably held three shots, which meant, if it was fully loaded, that there were two left. She pulled the bolt into the firing position and heard a round slick into the chamber, then fitted the stock to her shoulder and aimed, but her target was a blurred whirl of muscle and shadows and the sheer savagery of the fight ren​dered the threat of the gun close to useless. The two men were so absorbed in the battle that they hadn't noticed she had a gun trained on them, and the odds were that even if she did pull the trigger, she would hit Rider.
Lowering the gun, Jane searched the room, which was grad​ually lightening, and spotted the battery lantern, which was now lying on its side by the wall, miraculously still intact. Setting the gun on the floor, she retrieved the lantern, turned the knob, and light spread through the room.
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The assailant was almost as tall as Rider, and brawny across the shoulders. Something about the small shape of his head compared to the width of his shoulders, his hair cut close around his skull, was familiar. Jane was sure she knew who he was, although she'd only seen him a handful of times. Earl Sooner, one of a small number of beneficiaries who were res​ident in and around Tayler's Creek. He owned a small acreage on the other side of town, although most of his block was covered in gorse and bush. According to local gossip, the only productive use Earl had ever put his piece of land to was reputed to be an illegal one, although he had never actually been busted for growing cannabis.
The fighting surged toward her again, and she scrambled back until the wall stopped her. Locked together, the two men hit the doorframe, making the whole house shudder, then reeled back into the bedroom. With a quick twist, Rider flipped Sooner onto his stomach on the floor, then went down on top of him, his knee wedged in the small of Sooner1 s back, fore​arm pressed up tight under Sooner's neck, arching his head back at an acute angle. Sooner's face went red, then purple, his eyes bulging. Spittle frothed from his mouth as he fought the hold, then abruptly his eyelids drooped and he went slack in Rider's grip.
Rider's gaze found hers. Blood was trickling from a cut on his cheekbone, and he had a swelling over one eye, but oth​erwise he appeared to be unharmed. "Have you got rope?"
"I've got plenty, but it's in the barn."
"Get it. I'll make sure he doesn't wake up anytime soon."
Jane didn't hang around to ask just what Rider had done to knock Sooner out, or what measures he'd take if Sooner came back around. Jess was crouched at the bottom of the stairs, and shadowed Jane to the kitchen, whining for assur​ance, keeping so close, Jane kept tripping over her.
Jane dropped a consoling pat on her head. "Me, too, girl."
She collected a second torch from the pantry, because the last one was outside on the lawn somewhere, and she was almost certain she'd left it turned on, so the batteries would be flat.
The trip to the barn was unnerving. The dawn was gray and murky, the wind still strong enough that it sounded like surf pounding through the trees, and the rain drove in ghostly
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sheets across the yard, instantly soaking her as she crossed the open area of lawn in front of the house.
It wasn't until she stepped onto the graveled area in front of the barn that she remembered that her feet were bare, but the sharp stones hardly registered as she picked her way across to the barn, set the torch down, and heaved at the crossbar that anchored the door closed. When she finally got the bar clear and wrenched one of the doors wide, the barn yawned, cav-ernously dark and creepy. Inside, the sound of the wind and rain was amplified, because acoustically, the barn resembled nothing so much as a steel drum.
Jess stuck to her like glue as she navigated the piles of hay, rubbing at her legs and shivering as Jane uncoiled a length of light rope from a nail on the wall. For good measure, she grabbed a coil of baling twine as well. This much rope was overkill, but what the heck? Sooner was dangerous. It was better that he was half suffocated by rope than that he got free.
By the time she made it back to the kitchen, her clothes were plastered to her skin and her hair trailed wetly over her cheeks and dripped down her spine. She slammed the kitchen door against the wind, the cessation of noise almost eerily abrupt. Jess shook herself, sending a flurry of droplets across the floor, while Jane selected a sharp knife from the knife block for slicing the rope. Gripping the torch more firmly, she climbed the stairs. Her pace slowed as she approached her bedroom door, apprehension knotting her belly, because it oc​curred to her that while she was in the barn, Sooner might have come around. Her heart thumped hard in her chest at the thought of Rider hurt or incapacitated. As a precautionary measure, she held the knife at her side so that it wouldn't be immediately obvious, although the knife would be close to useless when stacked up against a gun.
When she paused at the open door, for a moment the tab​leau of Rider holding the unconscious Sooner in a neck lock on the floor was abruptly disorienting. She hadn't known what to expect, but the whole time she'd been out, searching for the rope, Rider hadn't moved. He'd kept his hold on Sooner with a tenacious, rocklike patience that sent relief pouring through her.
In stark contrast to the still tableau of Rider and Sooner, her room looked like it had been the centre of a bomb blast,
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and the sheer, numbing violence of what had happened hit her all over again. Her bedroom was wrecked. Her dressing table listed to one side, the chair smashed. Broken glass, shards of porcelain, and bedclothes were strewn over the floor. One of her matching bedside lamps was on the floor—the base was whole, but the shade was crumpled beyond repair. The drapes at one window had been torn down, and the metal curtain rod was bent at a drunken angle. It was odd, but she had no mem​ory of anything happening to the drapes.
Rider took the rope and began cinching Sooner’s wrists and ankles up tight.
Jane studied the unconscious man's face. He was in his forties, not unhandsome, his shoulders bulky, as if he worked out. One eye was swollen, and his lip was cut. Other than that, he simply appeared to be unconscious. "Is he all right?"
Rider rose to his feet, and she noticed the reddened patches -on his torso where he'd been hit. "I pressed on his carotid and restricted the flow of blood to his brain. He's not hurt, just unconscious."
His gaze slid over her as if he had to reassure himself that she was okay, then he pulled her into his arms. "You're wet. What are you trying to do to me?"
She touched the split on his cheekbone, then used the wet sleeve of her shirt to dab at the blood. "In case you haven't noticed, we're still in the middle of a storm."
"I had my mind on other things."
"Uh-huh, and now the bedroom's wrecked."
"There's a bed at my place. Once we get rid of this turkey, will you come home with me?"
Warmth welled inside her and she couldn't stop the smile that spread across her face. She was wet, her hair tangled— she must look like she'd been dragged backward through a hedge, but Rider made her feel gorgeous and wanted and so gloriously female she could weep. "Yes."
Something like relief flared in his eyes. "Good. And you'll marry me."
Her smile turned into a grin. Yep, he was male. Give him an inch, and he took a mile. "I don't remember being asked."
"It was in the small print. You should read the contract before you fall in love."
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She wound her arms around his neck. "Who said I was in love?"
"You did. Every time I looked at you." His grin was faintly wicked. "And you did look."
A faint voice came from her pocket. She retrieved the phone and spoke to the agitated operator. “Tucker's on his way."
Rider groaned. "Am I supposed to be relieved?"
She handed him the phone. "You'd better talk to them. I think the Armed Offenders Squad is also on its way, which means we could be under siege at any minute."
Rider swore beneath his breath, and took the phone, his voice curt as he explained the situation.
Minutes later, he put the phone down and opened a win​dow. "Tucker's here, along with the AOS. Hang on, while I call them off."
He leaned out the window and had a brief conversation, then pulled it closed against the wind and rain. It was almost fully light now, the day grey and cool.
Jane looked at the gun, which was lying on-the floor in the hallway, where she'd left it. "Yuk. I think I handled the murder weapon."
His arm came around her, tucking her in close against his side. "Don't worry about it. If Tucker can't figure this one out without eliminating your prints, I'll personally feed him that weapon. Then forensics will have a hell of a job getting their evidence."
Epilogue
BY MIDMORNING, MICHAEL and Jane were finished with statements and interviews. Sooner had been charged on a num​ber of counts including murder, attempted murder, and rape, and had been taken into custody. In a panic, Sooner had tried to lay assault charges against Rider, alleging that Rider had attempted to murder him.
The crime squad detective from Auckland, who was head​ing up the case, had looked at the faint red marks around Earl's neck and commented that if those marks were his sole evi​dence he was going to have problems, because from where he was sitting it looked like Sooner had been the victim of a heavy date, not a near-death experience.
Sooner had sputtered and argued, but they had him cold on the Dillon case. He had nowhere to go but down. His finger​prints matched the ones taken from the Dillons' house, al​though they couldn't tie him in to any of the other home invasion cases, and in any case the M.O. was different. All of the other home invasions had been carried out by a team of three people, including one woman, not a lone male.
As it turned out, Earl's crime had been a copycat one, de​signed to cover up a crime that had been not so much carried
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out as botched in a drunken fit. And the investigation hadn't been helped along by the fact that their primary witness, Carol Dillon, who had been having what could only politely be called a sexual liaison with Sooner, had lied.
Early in the afternoon, Earl's hidey-hole at the back of Jane's farm was located by a specialist sniffer dog, and Rider and Jane went to look at the haul.
Tucker and Zane were in their element, cordoning off the area with police tape and helping the crime squad boys cata​logue the evidence.
They found two televisions and a DVD player, plus a forty-inch, state-of-the-art flat screen. To go with the viewing screens there were video cameras and sound equipment and some seriously good stereo gear, although most of the stuff was ruined, since the limestone cave Sooner had chosen wasn't waterproof, and had partially filled with water during the storm.
Sooner hadn't limited himself to stealing the expensive chattels, he'd also taken a number of kitchen appliances, in​cluding a toaster and a sandwich maker, and what looked like a part of Carol Dillon's blender—minus the motor.
Zane bagged up the sandwich maker, which was stacked near piles of videos. "Looks like he was planning on snacking while he watched whatever."
The "whatever" turned out to be homegrown Tayler's Creek porn, starring mostly Carol Dillon and Earl Sooner, and occasionally, just to break the tedium, Aubrey Dillon.
Once the videos were discovered, all the facts of the case became clear. Mrs. Dillon had been raped, but it had been by a man she had regularly had sex with—on video—which was the reason she had denied knowing her attacker. She hadn't wanted the police to find out that she and her husband were involved in producing homegrown porn movies for a small, but lucrative, mail-order business at their rural retreat on Lin-ford Road. She'd given the police artist an incorrect descrip​tion of Sooner, adding long hair, specifically so they wouldn't find him, because she'd been frightened that Earl would come back and kill her if she reported what had really happened.
Apparently Sooner had gotten a little too rough during one session for Aubrey's liking and he'd been fired. Later on that night, Sooner had come back with a twenty-two, shot Aubrey,
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raped Carol Dillon, and loaded his truck with every appliance he could get his hands on. He'd removed all the videos, so he couldn't be linked with the Dillons, and had trashed the house to make it look like a home invasion.
He then drove onto the back of Jane's property, using a reserve that bordered her land as access, and hid the gear in one of the caves. When Jane became suspicious and started snooping around the caves, he decided he needed to do one more copycat crime.
BY THE TIME the police were finished gathering evidence, it was near dark. After feeding the hens and checking the sheep, Jane put Jess in the backseat of her station wagon and followed Rider back to his place.
When she reached the front door, Rider unlocked it, swung Jane into his arms, and carried her across the threshold. "You'll have to humour me, I've got a romantic streak."
He set her down in the middle of a large, roomy lounge with glossy wood floors, rich, patterned rugs, and bifold doors that opened out onto decks bordered by large areas of lawn. The sun was sinking fast, but shafts of sunlight found their way through the clouds and filled the room with a warm glow.
The first, and only, time she'd been in this house, at a party the Riders had thrown to welcome her and Patrick to Tayler's Creek, her world had literally been turned upside down.
Without warning, tears filled her eyes. Rider's hands framed her face, not allowing her to hide. "I know," he mur​mured. "The last seven years have been a bitch. You loved Patrick. If I'd ever thought differently, I would have taken you away from him in a second."
The flat assertion sent a small shiver skimming down her spine, and if she'd had any further doubts, they were abruptly gone. From the first, she'd been overwhelmed. She'd feared the loss of control, but in stark contrast to her fears, she had never felt more female, more empowered, and she had never felt so much.
She rubbed her palms up over Rider's jaw, threaded her fingers through his hair, and surrendered the last threads that tied her to Patrick. "Did I ever tell you that I fell in love with you seven years ago, and I've been in love with you ever since?"
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He went still, his expression controlled, remote, reminding her of the way he'd been with her for so long—still and silent. She'd thought he was cold; now she knew that he'd just been wary—and she realized how out of character that was for him.
His gaze searched hers, a glimmer of humour surfacing. "That calls for a celebration."
Without warning, he swept her into his arms and started toward a hallway. He was moving fast enough to make her head spin, and she was feeling giddy anyway.
She clung to his shoulders, catching glimpses of rooms. "Where are you taking me?"
He grinned, suddenly looking like nothing so much as a pirate. "Where do you think?"

END
