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Could she soothe him?

Steek. Powerful. Agent Cort Hollenbeck moved with the |

(erace of & predator on the prowl. And he always
witlked alone. He pever got too close bo amyone, until
terrifying blanks in his memary forced him to face his
deepest fears..and trust 2 woman who walked an the
wild side...

Strong. Courageous. Full of surprises. Faith Newlin had
what it book bo mend a wounded soul. But she refused
1o care too deeply. Long sgo she had learned that even
heart carefully given could end up savagely broken
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To Stephanie, without whom a chair would have no
emotional significance and "putting a finer point" on
something would simply mean sharpening a pencil. Y our
instincts and insight have added clarity and depth to my
writing, while your humor, intelligence and sensitivity
have greatly enriched my life.

Here's to all the good things to come.



Chapter 1

"Y ou need the extra security.” _

~ Faith Newlin shook her head and smiled. "Areyou try-
ing to convince me or yourself?'

"Maybe both." _

"I'mr convinced. If you think | need the protec-
tion—" She snrugged. "I'm hardly (_tiomg to argue. After
all, you're the expert. What did that last promotion make
you? Head spy?"

Jeff Markum, the chief of adivison in an agency whose
name Faith had never been told, grinned. "That's Mr.
Head Spy to you."

"Give aman a promotion and it goes straight to his—"
she paused for effect "—head."

"Watch it, Faith." He pointed at the badge hanging from
a chain around her neck. "l could have your security
clearance pulled in a second. Then where would you be?"

"Back home where | belong.” She laughed. "Don't try
threatening me, Jeff. Y ou're the one who arranged for me
to be here today. 1'm pleased to know your agency trusts
me, but if you want me to go back home, 1'd be happy to."
She grabbed the ID badge and started to release the chain.
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"Don't leave yet." He pushed off the wall of the small

ﬁbservation room. "Let me go explain the situation to
im."

Faith raised one hand and touched the two-way glass that
dlowed her to see into ahospital room, but didn't dlow the
patient to see her. "He doesn't know?"

Jeff shook his head. "Even though you need the extra
ﬁrotection, | was afraid you would fight me on this." He

eld up his hand to stop her interruption. "l know you
think I'm overreacting. Maybeyou're right. But there's this
knot in my gut. | have abad feding about thewholething.
| want to you safe."

She looked up at the man towering over her. He had the
easy good looks of a California surfer, but behind his deep
blue eyes lurked the mind of a computer and the temper of
an injured panther. Faith knew she should be intimidated
by Jeff, but she'd known him too long. She trusted him—
and the knot in his gut.

"It'syour call," she said.

She turned back to the two-way mirror. Thiswas no or-
dinary hospital. No mothers-to-be came here to give birth,
no child had broken bones set. This secret facility, con-
ceded behind high fences and guards with dogs that at-
tacked on command, catered to those without identities.
Shadowy figures who lived in the dark, who disaf)peered a
will and carried out elaborate operations in places with
names she couldn't pronounce.

"He's not like one of those wounded strays you take in,
Faith. He's the best I've got, but he's damned dangerous,
too. Becareful."

Faith glanced a her companion. "Because he knows
fift%/ ways to kill mewith his bare hands? Give me a break,
Jeff. Use the scare tactics on your green recruits. They'll
impress easier."

"You think you're so tough." His good humor faded
into regret. "1 wish we had time for dinner."

"1'll takearain check. Next time I'll pack something nice
to wear and you can take me to an expendve restaurant."

"You'reon." He squeezed her arm and left the room.
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Faith stared after him. He'd ar forgotten her, ex-
cept as she refated to his operative. She smiled to hersdf.
Operative. Shewas starting to talk like them. She fingered
the tag at the end of the chain. Jeff saw her for what she
was. a nice person, competent at her job. She sighed. At
one time she'd hoped for something more than friendship,
but it wasn't going to happen. No grest surprise. Her luck
with men had never been the best. But there were compen-
sations, she told hersdf. She had a fine life, a career she
loved. She didn't need anything ese to fed fulfilled. Yesh,
right, shethought. Now who was trying to convincewhom?

Sheturned her attention back to the two-way mirror and
the man on the other side, in the hospital room. He stood
next to his window, the one that looked out over the
grounds. Instead of ahospital gown, hewore a T-shirt and
Jeans cut off on one leg to accommodate the thick band-
age around his cdf. There was something tense and watch-
ful in his pose. Ever dert, he scanned the open area
Perhaps it was the set of his head, or the way he kept
glancing over his shoulder toward the mirror, asif he sensed
someone watched from the other side, but he intrigued her.
He reminded her of Sparky. She smiled, wondering if he
would care for the comparison to her favorite cat.

His lips moved, but the two-way glass didn't dlow her to
hear hiswords. With aégwd< twisting motion, he picked up
the crutches that rested next to the window and dipped
them under his arms. Despite the bandage on his leg, and
the crutches, he shifted his weight with graceful ease and
began to pace the room. From end to end he moved,
swinging his usdess leg along, mumbling phrases she
couldn't make out.

On his third pass, he paused, then turned toward the
mirror. Helooked directly at her. She knew he couldn't see
ner, but she backed up ingtinctively, as if he'd threatened

er.

Light hit him full in the face, sharpening aready gaunt
features. Was the thinness the result of his injuries or the
mission he'd been on? The cut on his chin looked raw. Tiny
gtitches hdd the skin together. Fading bruises darkened his
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left cheek. Tawny hair, more gold than blond, fel over his
forehead. But it was hiseyes that captured her attention and
held her immobile.

Dark brown irises glittered with suppressed rage. A
trapped animal. The predator had been captured and
wounded. Jeff was right: this man was dangerous. With-
out thinking, she rubbed her right hand against her upper
arm. It wasn't until her fingers fet the ridges of the four
long scarsthere that she redlized what shewas doing. Marks
left by another predator, the four-legged kind.

The man blinked and turned away. She followed the
movement and saw that the door to his room had opened.
Jeff appeared and spoke to the man. Faith stared at their
mouths, trying to lip-read, but it wasn't any use. From their
angry gestures, she knew they were arguing. The injured
man stood eye to eye with J&f, and neither gave an inch.
Jeff wore a suit, but he still looked muscular and danger-
ous. Two lions fighting for their pride. If the stranger
weren't injured, it would have been an even match.

For the second time, he glanced at the two-way glass.
Faith fdt a flash of guilt. Eavesdropping, even without
sound, wasn't her style. She turned and walked out of the
observation room. It was dmost deven inthemorning. She
had a six-hour drive ahead of her, plus supplies to pick up.
She was leaving within the hour, with or without Jeft's
wounded man.

"I need to know, dammit." Cort Hollenbeck grabbed the
crutches and leaned on them. "And you're going to tell
me."

His boss sat on a corner of the hospital bed. "The doc-
tor said—"

"The doctor can shove his advice." Cort swung around
on the crutches and glared. "There are things | can't re-
member. | spent three weeks in South America on a mis-
sion. | don't know what happened there." Sweat popped
out on hisback. Hisleg throbbed from the surgery two days
before and his head pounded. "For dl | know, | went ona
killing spree and shot up an entire town. So you're going to
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tell mewhat the hell happened down there!" Heraised his
voice until he shouted the last few words.

Jeff didn't look the least bit intimidated. He crossed his
armsover hischest. "No."

Cort tightened his hands on the crutches. He wanted to
force Jeff to answer. Not achance of that. Between hisbum
leg and his aching head, he would barely get off the first
punch before Jeff nailed him. He swung the crutches for-
ward and eased himsdf into the plastic chair in front of the
window.

"The doctor said you would remember on your own."
Jeff leaned forward. "I understand what you're going
through."

"Likehell youdo."

Jeff ignored him. "And | sympathize."

"I liked you better before your promotion,” Cort
snarled.

"I didn't think you admitted to liking anyone," J&ff said
camly. "Professionals don't get involved. Aren't you the
one aways preaching that?"

Cort didn't bother answering. He dropped the crutches
onto the ground and leaned his head back in the chair. As
hard as hetried, hecouldn't remember. Therewere bitsand
pieces of conversation. A word or two in Spanish and Por-
tuguese. Theflash of aface, then nothing. Three weeks of
his life gone. He remembered leaving the States on a pri-
vate plane. He remembered waking up in the same craft,
only with the mission over, and he didn't have a clue what
had happened. He fingered the cut on hischin. Bullet to the
leg and a dight concussion. So much for bringing back
souvenirs.

"You'll remember intime," J&ff said. "Don't push it."

"That'seasy for youto say. Y ou're not the one—" Cort
bit back the words. God, he had to know. "Is he dead?"

Jeff didn't answer.

Cort sprang to his fet and amost fdl when hisbad leg
gave out. Instantly Jeff was at his side, supporting him.
Cort grabbed the other man's suit jacket. "Ishe?"
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Jeff gtared at him. His mouth tightened. "I'm not going
to fight you."

Cort released his grip on the jacket and dumped back in
the seat. "Only because you know |1'd beat the crap out of
you."

"1'm shaking with fear." Jeff stared down at him. "So
you remember that much?"

"Dan, you mean?"

Jeff nodded.

"Yeah. | remember | was meeting Dan. | don't know
why, or if | did."

"And you think he might be dead?"

Cort closed his eyes and rubbed his thumb and forefin-
ger over the bridge of his nose. No, he thought. | think |
killed him. But he couldn't say that. No matter how much
he thought it, he couldn't say those words.

"Ishe?" he asked.

"Yes."

Cort snapped his head up. "Y ou're sure?"

"We have awitness."

Thepain in Cort's leg intensgified. He thought of the dead
man. They'd met in training, aimost fifteen years ago.
They'd worked together countless times. Had he killed his
friend? Jeff was right, it wasn't supposed to matter. But,
dammit, it did. It mattered alot.

"Don't push it," Jeff told him. "It'll cometo you." He
returned to the hospital bed and perched on the corner. The
morning sun flooded the smal room, highlighting the in-
stitutional furniture and scarred green linoleum. "And
while you're getting your memory back, | have an assgn-
ment."

Cort raised hisinjured leg. "Aren't | on medicd leave?"

"Yes."

"Then I'm going home."

Jeff stood up and shoved his hands in his pockets. "I
need you to do something for me."

"But you said—"
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"Unofficialy." Jeff waked over to the window and
stared out. "l can't assign anybody through regular chan-
nels. | don't have specifics, just agut feding.”

"Which is?"

"There's going to be trouble." J&ff looked at him."
need you to look after afriend of mine. Provide alittle se-
curity. Nothing high tech. She'slocated—"

"She?"

"Her nameisFaith. Shelives up in the mountains. Runs
away station. | left apackagein her care. Themenwetook
it from might want it back. | want you to be there to stop
them. If there's any trouble, I'll have the proof | need to
officidly provide backup. | know it's asking a lot. |
wouldn't, if | had another option. You up toit?"

Cort thought about hissmal one-bedroom apartment in
D.C. It waslate spring. Thetouristswould be flocking into
the city, and the temperature would be rising. Last time
he'd stayed at the apartment, the air-conditioning had given
out twicein three days. He thought about the time he and
Jeff had spent in Irag. On more than one occasion, the
other man had been there to save his skin. This favor
sounded like away to even the score.

Cort grabbed the crutches and used them to help him
stand. "I'mup toit.”

"Thanks, Cort." Jeff collected the duffd bag from the
locker against the far wall. "The place isn't fancy, but |
think you'll like it. Plan on staying a fev weeks. Two
months at the outside.”

"Who's thiswoman? Agency?"

"Private. A friend. You can trust her."

Cort was doubtful. Trust wasn't something that came
easily to him. "She know what I'm there for?"

" She understandsthat there might be some problems and
iswilling to take precautions." He pointed at the bandage
around Cort'scdf. "She's great with wounds."

"Sounds like you speak from personal experience."

ereff‘s blue eyes grew stark. "She took care of me after
Lebanon.”
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Cort moved into the small rest room and collected his
belongings. He worked sIO\g/(ij, giving Jeff time to put the
past in its place. Hisboss had almost died in Lebanon, but
that wasn't what caused his expresson to grow bleak. He'd
aso lost hiswife and young son to terrorists.

Cort zipped the shaving kit and hobbled over to the bed.
He dropped the case into the open duffel bag. "Seems like
I'll be gone long enough to get back to a hundred percent.
You didn't happen to plan that, did you, boss?"

Jeff shrugged. "It works for both of us.”

5 "What out South America? What if | don't remem-
er?"

Jeff pulled the duffd bag shut and dung it over one
shoulder. "If you don't remember by the time you're
hedled, you can read the file, and to hdl with what the
doctor says. You have my word."

Cort nodded. It was something to hang on to. But he
knew the price of Jeff's offer. If he hadn't recovered his
memory, he wouldn't be coming back. The a%ercy didn't
have a place for someone who couldn't remember whether
or not he'd killed a fellow operative.

"Thanks," he said. Heshru?ged into a dark bluejacket,
then sllpped the crutches in "If | have a choice, |
ng; be taking you up on your offer. I'll be at work in-
stead."

"Good." Jeff waked to the door and held it open. "I
want you back. Y ou're my best man."

"You dways say that,” Cort grumbled. "l heard you
\lljvere telling John the same thing. We can't both be the

Jeff grinned but didn't answer.

Cort followed his boss into the hall of the hospital. Sev-
eral medica personnel nodded as he passed them. They
wore ID ta% swith photos and numbers, but no names. At
the end of the corridor, Jeff turned left. Cort hobbled aong
behi ndh He scanned the smgoﬂp flli)or ;[che walls, the door-
ways they passed, ingtinctively looking for escape routes. It
wasn't necessary; he was safe here. Old habits, he thought
grimly. In his current condition he would get about ten
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Kards before being taken down. He needed time to
eal... and to remember.

A woman stood in the waiting room. As JEff entered, de
smiled her greeting. They spoke softly, but her eyes srayed
ﬁast her companlon Cort paused in the doorway and met

B ue es, he catalogued, taking in the flicker of guilt
that told him she'd wat him through the two-way glass
in his hospital room. Hair: brown, nondescript, long. Me-
dium height for a woman. Work shirt, jeans, boots. In-
stinctively, he calculated an approximate weight, made a
mental note of her straight posture, evidence of physicd
coor(wjf_i dence, and guessed she was in reasonably good shape.

rdinary.

No danger, unless she came armed. His gaze moved back
to her face. Mid- to late twenties, he thought, then dis-
missed the idea that she and Jeff were lovers. They stood
close together, asif they'd known each other along time,
but there wasn't anythi n% between them. The throbbing in
his leg picked up a notch, and he shifted his weight to re-
lieve some of the pressure.

"Faith, thisis Cort Hollenbeck," Jeff said, placing his
hand on the smal of her back and urging her forward.
"Cort, Faith Newlin."

"Niceto meet you." She extended her hand.

It took him a moment to untangle himsdf from the
crutches. Most people would have been uncomfortable and
dropped their arm, mumbllng? something about it not mat-
tering. She stood there patiently, waiting asif she had all the
timein theworld.

Her grip surprised him. Not so much the strength of her
grasp—given her wardrobe, she wasn't a socidite. No, it
was the rough skin he fdt on her palm, the calluses. This
woman did physical labor on a daily basis.

Their eyes met. Not unattractive, he thought. He stud-
ied the straight short nose and full lips that curved up
dightly. As he'd decided before—ordinary. Little tempta
tion there. Just aswell. He didn't need the complication.

"Ms. Newlin." He nodded.
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"Faith.” Aé;a'n her lips curved up dightly, as she with-
drew her hand.

"1'm ready, if you are."

"Fine." She glanced a Jeff. "What about medica
tion?"

"Something for pain, some antibiotics in case of infec-
tion. I'll get them.” Helooked at Cort. "Y ou'll want to be
armed. A Beretta?'

Cort raised his eyebrows. "Works for me."

"Faith?" Jeff asked.

She shrugged. "I have rifles, but only one handgun. A
small revolver." She looked at Cort. "You'd probably be
embarrassed to be seen with it."

Interesting. A woman who knew about guns. He hadn't
had a chance to think about this new assignment, but so far
it wasn't too bad. Close quarters with Faith Newlin. She
wasn't a fashion model, but all cats were gray in the dark.
Maybe the thought of bullets flying would scare her. Just
enough, he thought, trying to remember how long it had
been since he'd eased himsdlf between a woman's welcom-
ing thighs.

"1'll get the medication and the gun and meet c}/ou at the
truck," Jeff said, handing her the duffd bag and leaving.

Faith hung back, but Cort shook his head. "1'll go be-
hind you," he said.

"Suit yoursdlf." Her long hair, pulled back at the front,
but otherwise left free, hung over her shoulders. With a
quick flick of her wrist, she sent the strands flying out of
her way. "I'm parked in the rear lot. Do you want a
wheelchair?'

The look he tossed her had often caused armed crimi-
nals to flinch. She smply blinked twice and waited pa-
tiently for his response.

"No," hesad at last.

"It's your neck."

"Actudly it'smy leg."

She smiled quickly, and he had the thought that it made
her look pretty.

"Humor," she said. "A good sign.”
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As she waked past him, he inhaled the scent of her per-
fume. French. The name of the brand escaped him. Ex-
ﬁensive. Out of place. The information joined the rest of

is mental file on her. Shifting his weight, he swung the
crutches in front of him and started down the hall.

They'd covered about twenty fest when she started to
turn right down another corridor. Suddenly she gasped and
jumped back, blocking his path. He couldn't see what had
startled her. He heard aloud crash.

Insti nctivelﬁ he dropped the crutches. With one arm, he
grabbed Faith around the waist and threw her to the
ground. He dropped to the floor, rolled to cushion his fall,
biting back a grunt of pain as his weight settled on his in-
jured leg. He came to a stop beside her. With a smooth,
practiced mation, he reached for the gun in his waistband.

Nothing. No holster, no weapon. He looked up. Two
terrified orderlies stood beside the pile of fdlen trays. They
dtarted forward to help, took one look at the expresson on
his face and turned in the opposite direction.

Faith raised hersdf up on one dbow and studied him.
Her blue eyes radiated nothing more than concern. "Did
you hurt yoursdf, Mr. Hollenbeck?'

"Cort," he grunted, between waves of pain. "I'm fine.
What about you?"

She pushed hersdf into a gitting position. "Nothing
broken. Do you need help up?”

"No."

She scrambled to her feet. After retrieving the crutches,
she stood patiently while he maneuvered himsdf upright.
She handed him the crutches.

"I'm not crazy,” he said, knowing exactly how it al
looked. Had they told her he'd lost part of his memory?

"That thou?(ht never crossed my mind." She turned and
continued walking down the hall.

He could fed blood oozing out of the stitches in his leg.
Damn. It had findly begun to heal. Maybe he should get
somebody to look at it before—

No. It would stop soon enough. Now that he was close
to leaving the hospital, heredized how much he'd hated the
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confinement. He'd been pretty out of it the first week, but
the last few days had crawled by. He'd dowly been going
crazy trying to force himsalf to remember.

Faith stopped at the rear entrance and stepped on the
automatic door pad. Smiling at the guard on duty, she
spoke her name, then Cort's. The older man punched afew
keysin his computer keyboard, then nodded.

Freedom. Cort inhaled the dry desert air and held back
asigh. Sweet and clean. Enough to go around.

Suddenly the ground shifted and his vision blurred. In-
stead of the guard and the woman, he saw the dusky inte-
rior of a South American warehouse. Dank smdls indicated
hewas near water. The ocean? Was the scent salty?

Danger! The thought exploded in hismind. Get out. Yet
asheturned to run, the picture dissolved. Hiscrutch caught
on the lip of the door pad. Asthe flashback receded, he tet
himsdlf inpﬁing. Faith leapt to his side and grabbed the
ﬁheky é:gg)t/c . One strong arm gripped his waist and held

im steady.

She had curves under that baggy work shirt, he thought
as her right breast flattened against his side. The intellec-
tual information battled with a sudden rush of sexud in-
terest. That, more than the fall, returned him completdly to
the present.

"You dl right?' she asked, looking up at him.

Shewaswary, but not afraid. She should be. Hadn't Jeff
told her what he was capable of ? His head began to throb.
He'd remembered. Not a lot, but something new. Sweat
coated his body. He just wanted to get out of here.

Hejerked himsdf free. "1'm fine. Where's your car?"

She pointed toward a battered four-whedl-drive pickup.
He angled himsdf in that general direction and began to
lurch toward it.

Jeff met them at the truck. "This should keep you com-
fortable." He held abag of medicine in one hand and agun
in the other.

Cort thought about telling him he'd remembered some-
thing, but he held back. He'd know soon enough—when
the whole memory returned. Jeff opened the car door and
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tossed the medication on the dashboard. Cort hOﬁped un-
til the seat pressed against the back of his thighs. After
diding on the cracked vinyl, he lifted his bum leg into the
cab and handed Jeff his crutches. Jeff settled them in the
back and gave him the pistal.

"Here's a spare magazine and a hundred rounds.” He st
asmall tpaper bag on the floor of the cab. "Try not to shoot
yoursdlf in the foot."

"1'll do my best."

Faith dropf)ed his duffd bag in the back of the truck,
then gave Jeff ahug. "Don't forget about my rain check,"
shesad.

"I won't." He held her for a minute.

Cort watched the expressions chase across his boss's face.
He knew the flash of pain came from remembering his
wife, Cort looked away. Caring turned a man insde ouit.
Exposed him. That's why he would never get involved.

Faith did in next to him and fastened her segt belt. She
gared at him until he did the same. Then sheamiled. Again,
he thought it made her look pretty.

"Y ou going to hold that in your hand the whole way?"
She pointed at the gun.

He stared at the weapon, then thought about how he'd
reacted to the crashing sound in the hospital. Hewastired,
and the surgery two days ago had used up the little re-
saves he'd had. What he needed was twelve hours of deep.
Until then, he wasn't going to be much good at protecting
anyone.

"Here." He handed her the gun. "You keep it until to-
morrow."

She studied his face. "Fine with me." She checked the
sdfety, then pressed the button to release the magazine.
After pocketing it, shejerked back the dide and looked in
the chamber to make sure it didn't contain a round.

He raised hiseyebrows. "I'm impressed.”

"Thenyou imﬁress easy." Thegun went in the glove box.
"And you're exhausted. Weve got over a six-hour drive.
Why don't Kou get some deep? | need to make one stop. 1'll
wake you there and you can eat something."
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"Soundsgreat.” Heleaned his head back and closed his
eyes. Shewasn't the sort of woman he normaélal picked, he
thought as she started the truck and backed out of the
|oarki ng space. He couldn't remember a single one of his
ady friends ever owning agun, let alone knowing how to
handle one. And although she'd been friends with Jeff for
years, hisboss had never mentioned her.

"Here."

She thrust something soft into his hands. He cracked
open oneeye. A swesater. _

"Useit for a_?illoyv. Lock your door first. | don't want
you faling out if | hit a bump."

"Thanks," he muttered as he bunched the swester and
pushed it elEIP against the glass. He pressed down the lock
and inhaled deeply. Her scent surrounded him, the elusive
essence of that damned French perfume. What was it? He
fdl adeep Hill trying to remember the name.

She saw the first evidence of blood after they'd been on
the road an hour. Keeping her attention on the gaarsely
traveled highway, she occasionaly glanced at her Sesping
passenger. He rested deeply, barely moving except for the
rise and fal of his chest. Her gaze swept over him as she
noted his sze and strength and wondered at the cause of his
injuries. At first she'd thought the dark stain on his white
bandage was a shadow.

"Damn," she muttered softly. Over the next hour, the
stain spread until it was the size of a hdf dollar. 1t showed
no signs of letting up. He must have torn open his stitches
when he'd dropped to the floor in the hospital.

She picked up a cassette and pushed it into the player.
The radio was the only thing new in the cab. Thevehicleit-
«df had aimost a hundred and fifty thousand miles on the
odometer, but the engine had been replaced in the last Sx
months and the tires were only two weeks old. She didn't
care how the truck looked on the outside; she spent the
money necewz to keep it running well. Without her truck
a}/acilI lable to pick up food, the catswould starvein a matter
of days.
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Two hours later she saw the sgn for her turnoff. She
moved to the right of the four-lane freeway then exited onto
the two-lane highway that would take her north and home.
Her passenger continued to deep. Sheturned off at the tiny
town of Bowmund and headed for the grain and feed.

At least one thing had gone right today, Faith thought as
she signed for the supplies. Everything was ready. As soon
as the boxes were loaded, she could head up the mountain.
After prckl gwup a quart of orange juice and a plastic

ich from the grocery store, she waked back
to her truck. Cort dept where shed |eft him, resting his
head against her sweeter and the passenger window.

She eased open her door and did into the seat. Where
was that of medicine? She saw the white paper in the
far corner of the dashboard. As she grabbed it, she glanced
down. The blood on his bandage had widened to acirclethe
Sze of a grapefruit.

"If that doesn't stop, we're both in trouble," she said,
not bothering to keep her voice down.

He didn't stir. She counted out the antibiotic dosage,
confirmed that the instructions said to take the medication
with food and touched his arm.

"Cort, wake up. You'vegot to take a couple of pills.”

Nothing.

She pressed harder againgt his biceps, noting the thick-
ness of the muscle. "Cort, wake up!”

It was like teasing a tiger. Without warning, he jerked
pr| ht, then spun and grabbed her. Before she could caich
her reath hed pulled her head against his shoulder,

holding her tight with one arm across her throat and press-
ing the other arm against her midsection.

"One more move," hegrowled into her ear, "and I'll kill
you."
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Faith didn't move. Shedidn't even breathe. She held her-
«f till, stifling the overwhelming urge to fight him. She
wouldn't win. He had the strength and the skill to snap her
neck with one swift jerk.

Her lungs burned for air. Panic threatened. Don't, she
commanded hersdlf. Sheld been in worse situations. The
trick was to keep her head. Hewould figure out she wasn't
the enemy.

The stedly arm around her throat loosened dightly. She
d;(?)N in a deep breath. Her gasp sounded loud in the still
C

Cort swore and released her completely. She fdl for-
ward and supported hersdf by pressing her hands against
the seat. Sheinhaled degply and coughed. Thank God. The
cab darkened for a second, then came into focus.

After she caught her breath, she gingerly touched her
neck, knowing that she would bear bruises for severd days.
She should have known better than to startle him, she
thought, shaking her head in disgust. The samething would
have happened it she'd walked into a cage while awounded
animal was deeping.
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She located the pills she'd dropped when he grabbed her,
and she turned dowly to face Cort. He leaned against the
door of the cab and stared at her. She couldn't read the ex-
pression in his dark eyes. Something flickered there, some-
thing black and ugly, but she didn't know what it meant.
Was he berating himsdlf, or her? Silence stretched between
them, broken only by the sound of their breathing.

"1t could have been worse," she said at last, her voice e
little raspy from the pressure on her neck.

He raised his eyebrows.

"Y ou could have had the gun."

He didn't answer. Apparently he had no intention of
apologizing.

She held out the pills and the container of orangejuice.
He took them, tossed back the medication and gulped the
liquid without taking his eyes from her face. She wanted tc
look away but sensed he was chdlenging her. She forced
hersdf to meet his gaze.

"How long since you've been in the field?" she asked.

"Two weeks."

"That explains—"

"Did Jeff tdl you | was having flashbacks?' he asked,
cutting her off.

"No." She swdlowed. Great. "Should he have?’

"Youtel me."

He held out the empty juice bottle. She took the plastic
container and s=t it between them. Still his gaze locked on
hers. Hewas making her nervous, but she refused to let him
see her squirm. She dlowed hersdf to study the straight line
of his nose and the stubble darkening the hollows of his
cheeks. He was handsome, she thought with some sur-
prise. Perhaps even beautiful, with the wild unholiness of
natural predators.

She shifted in her seat and reached for the sandwich she'd
placed on the dashboard. "Y ou're probably hungry," she
said. "The instructions said to take the medication with
food. | have to hook up the trailer and then well leave."
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He didn't answer. She st the sandwich on his lap and
turned toward the door. Before she could touch the han-
die, he spoke. "I tried to kill you."

"I know. You're also trying to intimidate me."

"What the hell are you till doing in thistruck?"

"l don't scare so easy.”

"Lady, there's something wrong with you."

She detected a note of grudging respect in his voice.
"You're not the first person to notice," she said, looking
a him over her shoulder. The early afternoon light caught
the gold flecksin his brown eyes. Cat eyes. "How long has
your leg been bleeding?*

He glanced down at the sained bandage. "Since | fdl on
it a the hospital."

"When was the surgery?"

"Two days ago. | think | ripped out some stitches.”

"Terrific." She opened the door, then paused. "At the
way station, we're over forty minutes from town and an
hour and a haf from real medical care. Do you need to see
adoctor?"

"No."

She pointed to hisleg. "If it gets infected, 1'll probably
just cut it off."

He rewarded her with a dight smile. It didn't make him
look any less dangerous. "Deal ."

She waited, hoping he would say something more. He
didn't. "I've got to see to the supplies,” she said. "I'll be
right back." She dipped out of the truck and closed the
door behind her.

Cort watched as severa men finished loading supplies
from the fead store into the back of Faith's truck. Care-
lesdy, he picked at the food she'd handed him. His head
ached, his leg throbbed and the pain in his gut came from
alot more than medication.

He'd dmost killed her. If he'd had aknife or, in that split
second when he'd lost track of what was real, hisgun, she
would be dead. For no good reason. She wasn't the en-
emy. Just an innocent bystander. He'd never lost control
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before and it scared the hdl out of him. How was he go-
ing to get it back?

He glanced in the sde-view mirror and saw Faith talk-
ing to aman with a clipboard. She went down the list and
pointed a the boxes they were loading into a separate
trailer. The man gstarted to argue. Before he'd said more
than ten words, Faith agl anted her hands on her hips and
started in on him. In about five seconds, he was nodding
and backing up toward the building.

Who the hell was she? He tossed the half-esten sand-
wich on the seat and clenched his handsinto fists. He'd al-
most killed her, and she acted like nothing had happened.
Jeff had said she needed protection. Cort shook his head.
She seemed capable enough to him. He stared at the mir-
ror. Faith stood by the back of the truck, counting the
crates being loaded. She mcvedeguickly and eedly, as if
sheld performed this task a hundred times before. Cool and
competent—she turned and he saw the curve of her rear—
and v% much awoman.

He snifted his leg and felt a spurt of blood, then the
warm dampness as it cozed against his skin. He closed his
eyes. With a new bandage and agood night's deep, c§:Jhysi—
cdly he'd be fine. A couple of days and he would be a
hundred percent. But what about the rest of it? What about
his memory?

He went over what he'd remembered right before they
left the hospital. Sdt air. The ocean. He licked his lips as
if the taste dill lingered. Darkness. He remembered that.
And danger. But from what? He strained to see into the
%ray mist of hismind. Had Dan been therewith him? Had

e died there?

Nothing. The past refused to focus. He groaned in frus-
tration. What if he never remembered? Had he killed him?
Had he killed Dan?

Cogadpropﬁed his ebow on the door and rubbed his
forehead. What was his mission? Dan was a fellow agent.
De?) inside hismemory, something dicked into place. Had
his friend gone bad? Had Cort been sent to kill him? If he'd
gotten thejob done, he should forget it. Had he, though?
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Thoughts circled around and around, until even what he
could remember blurred with the fog.

"Stop it," he commanded himsdf. He would get no-
where like this. Dan was dead. He knew that for sure. The
rest of it would come to him. It had to.

He'd gone too far with the last mission, heredized. He'd
fdt the warning signs of burnout and had ignored them. He
should have turned down the assgnment and taken a break.
He'd been fighting the war for too long. He hadn't wanted
to be cautious, and now hewas paying the price.

Faith opened the door and did onto the seat. He ig-
nored her. He heard the click as she buckled her seat belt.
He needed a plan. Whatever security he had to provide
wouldn't take up too much of his time. He needed to get
back in shape physcdly, and his memory would follow.
Firds— A bump againgt his shoulder broke into his mus-
ings.

"Sorry," Faith said as she rested her arm on the top of
the seat and began backing up the truck. "I hate this part.”
~ He glanced out the rear window. "What are you do-
ing?"

"See that big trailer there? It's supposed to be attached
to thistruck. That's what we haul up the mountain."

The trailer looked to be about as wide as the truck,
maybe ten feat long and eight fest high. The painted sdes
didn't bear alogo.

"What's inside?"

"Food." She adjusted the steering whed dightly and
eased up on the accelerator. "Damn. Why do they have to
watch? It makes me crazy."

He followed the direction of her gaze and saw a group of
old men standing on the porch in front of the feed store.
The building itsdf looked like it had been built during the
forties. "What are they waiting for?"

"Meto mess up. They can't bdieve that a mere woman
can handle atruck, let dlone atrailer. They do this every
time | come in for supplies.”

"Y ou ever messup?"
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A strand of her long hair fdl over her shoulder. She
flicked it back with a quick jerk of her hand and grinned.
"Nope."

He found himsdf smiling in return. She made a fina
adjustment of the steering whedl, eased up on the accder-
ator and waited for the truck to roll to a halt.

"Did it!" she said and faced front. After rotating her
shoulders to release the tension, she bounded out of the
cab. "l just have to hook us up and then we're out of here.
Y ou want something more to eat?"

"No," hesaid. Then added abelated " Thanks."

As promised, she made quick work of the hitch. In less
than ten minutes, the tiny town had been left behind and
they began to drive up a eep mountain road.

Cort shifted in his seat, trying to easethe painin hisleg.
Faith handled the truck eagly, as if she were usad to the
winding roads. He studied her strong but small hands as
they worked the gearshift. Who was she, and why wasn't
she frightened of him? He'd almost killed her. She didn't
look or act stupid, so what was her story?

He watched the road ahead. Tal trees, a few of them
redwoods, came down to the edge of the highway. Recent
spring rains left acarpet of lush new grass.

"I'm sorry," he said, staring straight ahead. " For what
happened before. | could have hurt you."

"But you didn't. Apology accepted.”

g "That'sit?" Heglanced at her. She seamed intent on her
riving.

"What more do you want?"

Something. He could have done a whole lot more than
hurt her. "l amost killed you."

"1'm as much to blame. | shouldn't have startled you. |
know better.”

"How? J&ff said you were acivilian."

Shegave him aquick smile. "Don't worry. | am. But I'm
used to working with dangerous animals."

"1t won't happen again," he promised.

"1 know."

"How?"
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"It won't happen again, because | won't startle you a
second time. I'm a quick study."

He shifted in the seat until he faced her. He propped his
injured leg on the hump in the floor that divided the cab in
haf. She rested both her hands on the steering whed. Short
nails, he thought. No polish. Sensible work clothes. Hein-
haled. But shewore French perfume.

"How do you know Jeff?" he asked.

"We met about Sx years ago. He was friends with the
lady | worked for. When Jeff was hurt in Lebanon—" She
glanced at him.

"I know about that,” he said.

She nodded. "He came to stay with us for a few months.
| helped patch him up. Kept him company. That sort of
thing. We became friends."

"So you're a nurse?”

"Not exactly." She flashed him a smile, then sobered. "
guess when you go through what he did, you remember the
people who got you through it."

Cort thought about those days. Jeff's irpuries had been
life-threateni n?, but it was the loss of hiswife and child that
had dmogt killed him. Four years ago. Before Jeff had been
promoted. They'd worked together severd times. Been
gone enough for Jeff's marriage to fater and Jeff to start
worrying about it. The worry distracted him and ulti-
mately amogt got him killed. He'd made the decision to do
whatever it took to save his marriage, then boom. Jeanne
and his son were dead.

Cort shook his head. It wasn't worth it. Relationships
weighed a man down. Caring about anyone got in the way
of getting the job done.

"Tell me about the way station," he said.

"We're about fifteen miles from our nearest neigh-
bors," she said. "l have three college kids coming in part-
time to help. We persondly own about two hundred acres
and have another thousand of leased forest land. There'sa
fence around most of the compound and a main gate at the
entrance. We're pretty isolated.”

"What's the way station for?"



TemptingFaith 29

She looked at him. Surprise widened her blue eyes. "I
keep cats."

"Cats?" He rubbed his pounding temple.

"Jeff didn't explain?"'

"No." Hecursed under his breath. Cats? What had his
boss gotten him into? He glanced at Faith. In her jeans and
shirt, with her sengble work boots and unmade-up face, she
didn't look like his idea of a person who kept bunches of
cats, but then when had he ever met one? " So you keep,
what, twenty of them in the house?'

Shechuckled. Her smile could only be described asimp-
ish. "No catsin the house, | promise. And no more than
forty or so at atime. | don't have theroom."

"Forty?" He swalowed. Maybe he should have taken his
chances with hisD.C. apartment and the tourists.

"TT)ey aren't abother."

"1 bet."

"Oh, but Sparky does sort of have the run of the place."

"Sparky? Does he degp in the house?"

"No, he deeps in the office. He's our mascot.”

"Great." He pictured some flea-bitten dley cat cower-
ing in the corner.

"Hewas Edwina's favorite. Edwinaisthe lady who used
to run the way station.”

"So thereredly are forty cats?"

"And Sparky."

Oh, Christ. Cort leaned his head back and closed his
eyes. Why was Jeff doing this to him? His boss was nor-
mally a pretty fair guy. Had the last assgnment been
messed up that badly?

He dlowed himsdf to get lost in the pain, controlling his
breathing and counting out his heartbeats. It wasn't until
the truck dowed that he looked around.

She'd stopped to make a left-hand turn onto a dirt road.
A small sgn dstated that they were entering the Edwina
Danidls Feline Way Station.

She stared at the entrance. "The gate's open. | wonder
yvh;g?" l?he shrugged. "Maybe the kids knew 1'd be com-
ing back."
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"What's normal procedure?' he asked.

She pointed to the small black box attached to the sun
visialregn the passenger's sde of the cab. "It's remote con-
trol

e picked up the transmitter. "Looks like it's for a ga-
rage oor opener.”
"Itis. We modified it."

Which meant the electronic device on the gate could be
defeated by a ten-year-old.

After shifting into neutral, she pulled on the lever that
SNi'[Ched the truck from two- to four-whed drive. "Hold

He gri ﬂped the window frame with one hand and the
back of the seat with the other. His fingers rested inches
from her shoulder. The truck turned onto the dirt road and
|mmed| atelR/ hit a huge bump.
Tlhle gull ies got worse with the spring rains," she said.
il
They Iurched over arock as, behind them, the trailer hit
the first bump. The combined action loosened his grip and
jarred hisinjured leg.
He swore.
"Sorry.” Faith gave him a quick glance. "I'll try to go
slower
"Not on my account," he ground out as fresh blood
seepad from the wound. He resumed his hold on the win-
dow frame and the back of the seat. This time, a few
strands of her hair became trapped under his hand. The
soft slkiness digtracted him from his pain and he won-
dered what awoman like her was doing out here, alone ex-
cept for some college kids and a few dozen cats.
Before he could formulate an answer, tg?/ took a sharp
turn to the left and rolled onto a paved ro
"What the—" Heglanced behind at the dirt torture ses-
son, then ahead at what looked like a good mile of as-
phalt "You care to explain that?"
"It's to dlscourag?e visitors. We keep the bumps and
rocks because th scare off anyonein acar."
"Probably Iose thewhole chassis."
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"That's theidea."

"And the paved road?"

She shrugged, then moved the lever from four- back to
two-whed drive. "It's convenient. We have another two
milestogo."

"Y ou don't want anyone near your cats, do you?"

"Only invited guests. The foundation is privately funded.
There are about two hundred donors. The bulk of the
money comes from Edwina's estate. We have the donors
out a couple of times a year for fund-raisers, but we put
planks over the ruts so their limos don't lose their trans-
missions.”

"Smart move."

She rolled down her window and inhaled. "Almost
home. | can smdll it."

He rolled down his window and took a tentative sniff,
haf expecting to amdl eau de Kitty Litter. Instead the scent
of leaves and earth filled him. The road was plenty wide
enough for the truck. Tdl trees and thick underbrush lined
both sides of the pavement. Birds and rustling leaves filled
the quiet of the warm June afternoon. He inhaled again,
noticing the sweet scent of flowers. Peaceful. Exactly what
he needed.

Faith chattered about the westher and the house. Cort
shifted his position and didn't listen. He craved a good
twelve hours of degp. Then hewould regroup.

"We'rehere," shesaid, breaking into histhoughts. They
rounded the last corner. He was nearly jerked from his seat
when she unexpectedly dammed on the brakes.

Less than three hundred feet up the road stood a large
open area. Trees had been cleared to create anatural park-
ing lot. The pavement circled around in front of a long,
one-gtory building. High bushes and trees concedled ev-
erything behind the structure.

In the middle of the parking area, looking very bright
and very out of place, stood a shiny van. The colorful logo
of a Los Angeles televison station gleamed in the late &-
ternoon sun.
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"l told him no." Faith shook her head and looked at
Cort. "Reporters. One of them cdled from an L.A. sta
tion and asked for an interview. He'd heard rumors about
the kittens. | told him | wouldn't talk to him."

Cort stared at her. Did she say kittens? Before he could
ask, she'd pulled the truck up next to the van.

Faith st the brake. Five people glanced up at her. Two
looked incredibly guilty, three vaguely surprised.

"Thisisprivateproperty,” shetold the newspeople asshe
got out of the truck. "You don't have permission to be
here. You'retrespassing. | want you out of here, now!"

It wasn't hard for Faith to pick out the reporter. Aside
from being indecently handsome, he wore a coat and tie
over hisjeans. The other two men with him, one holding a
camera, the other operating a mike, smiled winningly and
began clicking on switches.

"Hey, I'm James Wilson, from Los Angeles. K-NEWS,"
the reporter said, moving next to her and offering his hand.
"We spoke on the phone yesterday. What agreat story. I've
got dl | need from your assistants, but maybewe could talk
for a few minutes. It would really add some depth to the
piece."

Faith ignored the outstretched hand. "Y ou're right, Mr.
Wilson. We did spesk on the phone. | told you not to come
up here. The kittens aren't to be taped or photographed.
Thisis private property. You aretrespassing. Please leave.”

His perfect amile faded dightly. "I don't understand.”

"It's simple,” she said. "You don't have permission to
be here, or to write astory. You're trespassing.”

"Hey, thiswas on the wire service. Don't blame me. Be-
sdes, the freedom of the press—"

"Does not include trespassing. Leave now."

"Lady, | don't know what your problem is."

She turned away without speaking. She heard the dam-
ming of the truck's passenger door. Cort was about to get
an interesting introduction to the way station. It couldn't
be helped.
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Beth and Rob, two of her college employees, were inch-
ing toward the main office building. The low one-story
structure stood across the front of the compound.

"Freeze," she ordered.

They froze.

Faith waked into the building, past the offices, to the
supEIy room. She pulled a bunch of keys out of her jeans
pocket and opened a metd locker. Choosing a rifle from
the assortment of weapons, she picked it up and held it in
her left hand. The barrel had been modified to shoot darts
instead of bullets. She put a couple of tranquilizers in her
pocket and |eft the building.

"This is private property,” she said as she waked back
into the sunlight. "1'm only going to this one more
time. You aretrespassing. Leave, now." |oaded one of
the darts. "Or you'll be deegping for the next twenty-four
hours." The barrel snapped closed with an audible click.

Behind her, Beth and Rob chuckled.

The reporter's handsome face froze. "Listen, lady,
there's no reason to get violent. Mac, Vern, tdl her."

But his two friends had dready abandoned him and were
tossing their equipment into the van.

"Wait for me,"” Wilson caled. He spun on his hed and
jogged to the van, then ducked into the passenger sedt.

Within seconds, the engine roared to life and the news-
people made a tight U-turn, then headed down the drive.
Cort stood next to Faith's truck, leaning his weight on the
fender and watching the proceedings with interest. Sheig-
nored him, popped the dart out of the rifle and lowered the
butt to the ground.
k_c';Where‘s Ken?' she asked, turning back toward the

ids.

Beth, a petite brunette with gold-rimmed glasses, stared
a her feet. "Putting the kittens back in their cages.”

Faith held on to her temper. "Why did you let in the re-
porters?'

"We left the gate open for you," Rob answered. "They
just kind of showed up.”

"You didn't ask them to leave?"
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Raob shook his head. "Ken said—"

Faith held up her hand. "I'll dedl with Ken in a minute.
Why didn'tyou ask them to leave? Either of you?"

Guilt was written dl over their adyoung faces. Faith hired
college students because they had enthusiasm and dedica-
tion, plus she preferred part -time help. The only problem
\INI?gd sometimes they weren't as mature as she would have

iked.

Beth stared at her shoes. "Hewas so nice, and it ssemed
so exciting that | didn't think about how you said you
Ididn't want any publicity about the kittens until it was too

ate."

"You just thought he was totally cool," Rob said, roll-

hiseyes in disgust. " Some good-looking older man says
a few nicewords and you melt like butter.”

"That's not true." Beth flushed with anger. She stood a
good eight inches shorter than Rob's six feet, but that
didn't intimidate her. "I didn't seeyou ordering him off the
property. In fact, you were red interested in the sound
equipment and asked the guy alot of questions."

"That's better than swooning. You won't sse me on the
gx o'clock news."

"Stop!" Faith hdd up one hand. "Y ou know therules."

Beth nodded. "Y ou'reright, Faith. | apologize. | should
have thought about what would happen. | know the kit-
tens are important to you and the facility. | wouldn't pur-
posdy do something to hurt either."

"Me, too," Rob mumbled, nudging Beth on the arm
when she turned and glared at him.

Faith fought back a amile. Eloquent to the ladt, that boy,
she thought. These kids were basicaly well-meaning.
They'd been caught up in the excitement of the moment
She didn't likeit, but she understood how it hap dpen

"| accept your apologies," she said. She hear ootsteps
behind her, but didn't turn around.

"What's going on? Beth, why are they leaving so soon?
| wanted to show them— Oh God, Faith. You're back.”

"1'm sure there's an explanation, Ken," she said coldly,
dill not turning around. "Make it agood one."
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"Gee, Faith. I'm sorry. Thisisn't what it looks like."

Her grip on therifle tightened. Shetagped her booted toe
against the asphalt. A couple of d reaths didn't help,
either. "What the hdl were you thinking?' she said as she
spun to face the young man. Her voice rose in volume.
"Reporters? Reporters?’

Rob and Beth dunk away, leaving Ken alone. Theyoung
man stood over sx fea tall. With broad shoulders, long
brown hair and a scraggell)(/ beard that hadn't completely
filled in, he looked more like ateenager than a college sen-
ior. At her words, his bravado faded. He dumped visibly
and stuffed hishands in his pockets.

"It wasn't like that," he mumbled.

"It wasn't like that?" she said loudly, then forced her-
f to lower her voice. "We have afew rules here. They are
for your safety and for that of the cats. Rule number one
is no reporters without my say-s0. Ken, you know where
those kittens came from. The last thing we need is word
getting around about their whereabouts."

"1'm sorry." Brown eyes pleaded for understanding.

She gripped the unloaded rifle in both hands and tossed
it at him. He caught it. " 'Sorry' doesn't cut it," she said,
Baci ng in front of him on the asphalt. "I should bust your

utt back to the dorm and never let you on this mountain
again."

"1t was an accident.” He shuffled his feet.

"How do you figure? The reporter said the wire service
had the story and..." Redlization dawned, and she was
graeful she wasn't holding the rifle anymore. "It's that
girl! You let her take pictures."

For weeks Ken had taked about nothing but Nancy.
Nancy the beautiful. Nancy the brave. Nancy the journal-
ism mgjor. He'd asked Faith if she could come and take
pictures of the cats for an assgnment for one of her class-
ﬁj.selé/laybe do a story to drum up publicity. Faith had re-

"Just a few," Ken admitted. He looked up at her. Re-
gret pulled his mouth straight. " She took them to the local
paper, and they got picked up by the wire service. That's
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what brought the reporter out. 1'm sorry," he repeated.
"Am | fired?' He sounded like a ten-year-old.

She jammed her hands in her pockets. "l don't know,"
shesad at last. "Y ou'veworked here two years, and you've
done a good job. But in the last fev months you've come
in late, you've skipped work without calling, now this." She
pinned him with her best glare. "Y ou're thinking with the
wrong part of your anatomy. All the trouble you're having
is because of that girl. Get that under control and you can
work here. If not, you're out. Consider this a final warn-
ing. One more screwup and you're fired."

"Faith, I'm sorry."

"Put therifle away, then get out of here. | don't want to
see you for the rest of the week."

"I understand.”

"Did you at least remember to feed the cats?"

"Yeah. An hour ago."

"Fine." Faith waved her hand in the direction of the
supply building. "Get going.”

The young man walked off, his body dumped forward,
his steps dow and shuffling. He was the picture of misery.
Part of her regretted the harshness of their conversation.
Stll, the lecture had been necessary, and he deserved it.

"Don't you think you were alittle hard on him?" Cort
graightened from where he'd been leaning against the
truck. Using his crutches to support his bad leg, he stepped
toward her.

"No." She flushed, redizing she must have sounded like
a fishwife. "l have rules—"

"They'rejust kids."

"They work for me. | expect them to do their job."

He stared down at her, his brown eyes gleaming with
amusement. Obvioudy shed redly impressed him, she
thought, her temper starting to get the best of her.

"What | don't understand,” Cort said, "iswhat that re-
porter wanted. All the way up here from L.A. to get pic-
tures of a few kittens." He shook his head. "Slow news

day."
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If he didn't know about the cats, he sure didn't know
about the kittens. Part of her wanted to dap him upside the
head until his ears rang. The other part of her wanted him
to find out the truth for himsalf.

"l like the way you handled the reporter, though,” he
said, looking around the compound. "He won't be back.
Stll, you have some major security problems. I'll have a
look around and see what | can do."

"_Gﬁod, because we're going to be on the Sx o'clock news
tonight."

He took a step toward the building. "So? What's the
worst that will happen? Therell be a cat show here this
weekend? At least you've got the parking for it." Hejerked
his head at the space behind her truck.

His condescending attitude was the final straw. Her hold
on her temper snapped. "You think you're so hot, Mr.
Spy? I'mjust some crazy cat lady, right? A friend of Jeff's,
S0 you're going to humor me? Fine." She pointed to the
Iml?n building. " Go right through there. Pet any kitty you
ike."
~ Cort stared at her. She was 0 ticked off, he could prac-
tically see steam coming out of her ears. She sure was hun
gﬁ on this cat thing. He'd better give her a chance to coo

Awkwardly moving forward, he went through the open
door of the building. Once in the dark halway, he could
sndl something musty. He inhaled sharply. An animal
scent. Not unpleasant. Not Kitty Litter either. He heard
odd snuffling noises and a low cough. He walked out the
other side of the building onto smooth dirt. The sounds
increased. There were a few grunts followed by a muffled
roar. A muffled roar? He started to get the feding things
weren't as they seemed. His crutches sank dightly into the
ground. He adjusted his weight and turned to his left.

And came face-to-face with a tiger!



Chapter 3

The black-and-gold-striped cat stared at him. Cort took a
step back. He forgot about the crutches, tried to spin away,
and promptl_?/ tripped and sat down hard on the ground.
The tiger sniffed the air and grunted.

A pair of boots appeared next to him. He looked up past
her jeans-clad legs, past her trim waist and worn blue work
shirt, to the smile curving the corners of Faith's mouth. It
was, he thought with disgust, avery sdf-satified smile.

"Cats?" hesaid, shifting so the painin hisleg didn't get
worse.

She nodded. "Big cats."

"Well, I'll be damned." He held out his hand.

She braced hersdf and hauled him to his feet. He bal-
anced on one leg while she collected his crutches. When
he'd tucked the supports under his arms, he looked around
the compound.

Seven large habitats, bigger than he'd seen at any zoo,
sretched out from the right of the main building. To the
|eft, a narrow road led into the forest. Past the road, more
enclosures formed a curved line. In the center of the open
area were a group of telephone poles, a huge wading pool
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and a stack of bowling balls. The dirt had been freshly

raked. All the enclosures were clean. Most had grass and

trees, afew had swimming pools. In the far corner, asmal

ca—smadller than a tiger, he thought, but bigger than a

golli?(—stuck its head under a man-made waterfall and
rank.

"Y ou want to explain this?" he said.

Faith tucked her hands into her back pockets. "l told
you. | keep cats."

"Uh-huh. You left out one detail .”

"No. You assumed." Her eyes sparkled. She rocked
forward onto the balls on her fedt, then back on her heds.

"I could have been lunch.” He used one crutch to point
a thetiger's cage.

"Hardly." She pulled her Ieft hand free of her pocket and
glanced a her watch. "It's after four. You could have been
a snack."

"Nobody gets the better of you, do they?"

She shook her head. "Not without trying hard." She
looked a hisleg. "How doesit fed? You want to rdax first
and have the tour tomorrow?"

He glanced around again. He'd never been this close to
atiger before. Most of the animas had come to the front
of their enclosures to watch him. Gold eyes stared. He
gared back. So thisiswhat it feds like to look into the face
of a predator. The tiger he'd seen first made a coughing
noise.

"He's saying hello," Faith told him.

"More likdy he's figuring out how many mouthfuls I'd
make." His leg hurt, but not badly. Rest could wait. "Give
me the nickd tour,"” he said. "Enough for me to get a fed
for the place. I'll see the rest of it tomorrow.”

"Okay." Faith pointed to the enclosure in front of them.
It was forty fet by sixty. Thetiger had stretched out on the
grassin front of his pool and rested his massive head on his
paws. The afternoon sun caught the colors in his coat,
turning the gold a degp orange and making the black stripes
seem brown.
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"This is Tigger." She shrugged. "I had nothing to do
with the name. It came dong with him. He's a Bengd ti-
ger. Partialy tamed.”

" Partlallf/?" Cort raised hiseyebrows. "So he'll eat you
but fed guilty?"

She laughed. The sound of her amusement, so carefree
and open, made him want to hear it again. It had been too
long snce he'd been around ﬁeoplewho laughed. For him,
everything was life and death. It was the price he paid for
fighting the good fight. Funny, he'd never thought about
that particular sacrifice before.

"Most of our cats are partialy tamed, which means you
can go into their cages, but someone needs to be watching.
A few are wild, and they have to be locked in their dens
when we comein to clean." She pointed at the compound.
"I'n the back, there. That rock structure."

"What? No carpeting?"

"Hardly. We try to keep the habitats as natural as pos-
sible. The water in the swimming pools and ponds is fil-
tered. There's asprinkler system. Inside the den, the walls
are about eight inches thick, to keep the temperature even.
Weve aso got low-light video cameras in there so we can
monitor the animals if they seem sck or are giving birth."”

He gave alow whistle. "Thisis some setup.” He looked
around at the other habitats. "Are they al like this?"

"Yes. The enclosures are different szes, for different
types of cats. Cats that swim out in the wild, like Tigger
here, get pools. We don't have habitats for al of them."
Her smile faded. "They cost over a hundred thousand dol-
lars each. We're building them one at a time, usng both
trust money and private donations. In the back are a few
cats that live in cages. Wereworking on getting them their
own enclosures." She moved close to the bars. "Y ou can
pet Tigger if you'd like. He's redly gentle.”

Cort shook his head. "No, thanks."

She cdled the cat's name. Tigger glanced up at her and
yawned, showing rows of very large, very sharp teeth, then
dowly rose to his feet. Muscles bunched and relessad with
each step. His feet were the sze of dinner plates. He pad-
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ded over to the front of the cage and leaned heavily against
it.

"Tigger used to work in the movies, didn't you, honey?"

Faith scratched the cat's forehead and rubbed his ears.
The cat made a noise that wasn't a purr, more like a grunt-
ing groan, but definitely sounded contented. Cort inched
closer, but stayed safely out of paw's reach.

"What happened?' he asked.

"He's alittle stubborn and wouldn't take direction.”

"Ah, atemperamenta artist.”

"Something like that." She looked at him over her
shoulder. "Y ou sure you don't want to pet him?"

"Positive."

From where he was standing, he had aview of the cat,
and of Faith'srear, as she bent to pet the animal. Her jeans
ﬁulled tight around her curves. It had been months since

e'd spent time with a woman, he thought, then looked
around. If hetried anything, she would probably have him
treed by a mountain lion.

"Bengal tigers are coming back from extinction. Tigger
is doing a lot of breeding with femaes from zoos around
the country, and even with afew in Europe.”

Cort dtared at the three-hundred-pound mae cat. The
animal sat leaning againg the bars with his eyes haf-closed
in ecstasy. Faith continued to scratch hisears.

"What alife," Cort said.

"He ssems to like it." She straightened. "Over here we
have a couple of mountain lions. Were trying to breed
them, aswell."

"Tigers, mountain lions. What do you need mefor?' he
asked. "If anintruder shows up, just open one of the cages.
Y ou'll solve the problem and cut down on the feeding bill."

"I don't want any of the animals hurt."

"Nice to know I'm expendable."

"ltisyourjob."

He looked at the tiger. "Maybe we could work out a

Teﬁw walked around the right sde of the compound.
Faith pointed out the various cats. She called each animd
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by name and explained how they came to be a the way
station.

"Hewas dumped here," she said, pointing at a bobcat.
"Someone probably found him as akitten and raised him,
thi ntl)<|i ng he'd be a fun pet. Then he got big enough to be a
problem."”

The pointy-eared cat jumped to the front of his enclo-
sure and hunched down like he wanted to play. His short
tail quivered.

"Not today, Samson," Faith told the cat. He continued
to stare a her hopefully. "As | mentioned, dl the cats over
here are pretty tame. Samson is declawed. Still, don'tgoin
any cage by yoursdlf."

"I hadn't planned on going in their cages at all," he said,
staring at the bobcat. The playful animal made a purring
nloise, then turned away and dunk to the back of the en-
closure.

"On the other side, we have the wilder cats.” Sheturned
and pointed across the compound. "We try to have as lit-
tle contact with them as possible. Sometimeswe get anin-
jured animal that we treat, then release back into the wild."

She started across the open area, keeping her stride dow
enough that he could keep up. He fdt the catswatching him
and knew they knew he was injured.

"Lunch," he muttered under his breath. They passed the
\]fvad;ng pool and stack of bowling balls. "What is dl this

or?'

"Recreation. When the weather's good, we let the
friendly cats out to play."

"They bowl!?"

She laughed. Again the sound caught him off guard.
Swett and happy. Innocent of the evil In the world. "The
balls are donated by the bowling dley in town. They play
with them."

"Play?"

Shelooked up at him. "They bat them around, jump on
them, throw themin the air.”

"Bowling balls?"

"The big cats can weigh several hundred pounds."
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He shook his head. Who would have thought? He in-
haled deeply. The musty sndl didn't seem o0 intense. In
another day or so, hewouldn't even be ableto notice it. But
he could smdll Faith's perfume. The sultry French essence
teased at him as he 4ill tried to remember the name. He
studied the woman walking beside him. Work boots,
draight hair, big cats and French perfume. An intriguing
combination.

When they reached the other sde of the compound, he
saw waist-high poles had been set in the ground, about two
feelt in front of the enclosures. A chain ran from pole to
pole.

"This fence is to remind us not to get too close,” she
said, pointing at the barrier. "These catswill lash out and
scratch you.”

A powerful spotted cat with huge shoulders and a wide
face paced menacingly at the front of the cage. The animal
didn't look directly at them, but Cort sensed it knew ex-
actly where they were standing.

"Thesejaguars,” she said, pointing at the two cages on
the far end, "are only here for another few weeks. They're
abreeding pair.”

He stared at the separate cages. "Wouldn't it work bet-
ter if they were in the same enclosure. | don't know that
much about cats, but—"

"I know." She reached up and brushed aloose strand of
hair out of her face. "We tried that. They nearly killed eech
other. You need to know about these cages." She pointed
to the corners. There was agated opening in the front and
the back of the sted-enforced cage. "The hinges by the
gates are wide. Wed planned to house two Siberian tigers
here. They get to be seven hundred pounds. They aren't
here yet, and when the mating couple took an instant dis-
like to each other, we had to separate them. Unfortu-
nately, thejaguars can gtick their paws out at the front and
back hinges. Just don't try walking between the cages.” She
gmiled up a him. "They'd probably just scratch you up a
bit, but If one stood at the front of its cage and the other
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stood at the back of the other one, you'd be trapped be-
e the%m h al adiated with each

He eyed the pacing animal. Rage radiated wit step.
"1'm not planning to walk between any cages, but thanks
for the warning."

He heard footsteps behind them and turned to see one of
Faith's employees approaching. The young woman stared
from him to her boss and back.

"Faith, the food's al unloaded. We're leaving.”

’ él | see you tomorrow. Don't forget to lock the gate be-
ind you."

"I won't." The youngwoman looked Cort up and down,
glanced at Faith questioningly, then blushed suddenly. She
spun on her hed and jogged to the main building.

"Damn," Faith muttered.

He glanced at her and saw matching spots of color
staining her cheeks.

"I should have introduced you," she said. "l forgot to
tell them about the extra security. They don't know who
you are." Shesdghed. "I'll explain tomorrow."

The same woman who patted live tigers and didn't bat an
eye when a stranger practicaly strangled her in her own
truck got embarrassed because one of her employees
thought she'd brought a man to the night? There had
to be a piece missing. He suddenly redlized what it was.

"You married?" he asked.

She looked shocked. "No, why?"

He shrugged, as wel as he could, supported by the
crutches. "You seemed upset. | thought maybe you were
afraid your husband or significant other would get the
wrong idea."

"No husband," she said shortly. "I live here dlone. Wed
better get your leg bandaged.”

"Good idea." The mention of his wound made it ache
more.

He followed her toward the main building. They passed
the narrow road. "What's down there?' he aske?

"The Big House." She reached the glass door and hdd
it open. "I don't live there anymore. There's an apartment
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in this building, at the end of the hall. It's easier to Stay
here. | use the Big House for fund-raising parties and that
sort of thing." She closed the glass door behind them.

He turned and looked at it. "No lock?"

"Just on the side facing the parking lot. The scent of the
cats keep four-l intruders avay. | need to be ableto get
out of here quickly, in case something happens.”

He swung the crutches forward and moved to the front
door. Cheap lock. He shook the door. It rattled. He shook
it again. "Some security. Anyone over a hundred and forty

ounds could break through this just by running up and

itting it with his shoulder." He glanced around at the
foyer. A couple of chairs and a vinyl sofa stood on either
side of the front door. Long halways stretched out toward
both ends of the building. He looked at the low ceiling,
then at the wide windows on either side of the front door.
"Alarm? Video?"

She shook her head.

"But you have specid cameras to watch the cats?"

"They get priority."

"Not anymore. I'm goiné; to call J&ff with asu(yply list.
Y ou need new locks and a decent gate. Some kind of secu-
rity system. How often you get up in the night?"

"Depends. Why?"

"Motion detectors.”

"Wouldn't work. Sparky usualy has the run of the
place. Come on, that bandage needs changing.”

He followed her down the left hall. The linoleum had
seen better days, and the walls needed painting, but eve?/-
thi n%<was clean. Prints of big cats hung on both wal
Sparky?

"Who did you say named him?"

"Edwina. He was her favorite.”

He should ask exactly what kind of cat—or lion or ti-
ger—Sparky was, but he didn't want to know. Faith led him
into an examining room. From the placement of the meta
table and the sze of the cage in the corner, he knew she
treated her cats here.

"Have a seat," she said, patting the meta table.
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He st the crutches against the wall and swung himsdf
up. "You know what you're doing?'

She opened a metal cupboard door and rummaged
around inside. "Does it matter? I'm the only one here."

"I could change it mysdf."

She glanced a him over her shoulder. "I know enough
not to kill you."

"Great."

He shifted his weight and scooted back on the table un-
til he rested againgt the wall. The throbbing in hisleg in-
creased. "l assume the 'package’ Jeff wants me to protect
is redly athree-hundred-pound feline."

"Nope. Closer to twenty pounds. I'll introduce you to
them in the morning."

"Them?"

She looked amused. "Twins."

Twins? Cort fought back a sigh. Jeff was going to owe
him big-time for this one, he thought, then turned his at-
tention back to Faith.

She placed scissors beside him, along with clean band-
ages, antiseptic and a damp cloth. Her long light brown
hair fdl over her shoulders. She reached in her front jeans
pocket and pulled out a rubber band, then drew her hair
back and secured it. After washing her hands, she looked
at the bandage.

"This may hurt. You want a stick to bite on?"

He looked at her. "A stick?"

"You'reaspy. That'swhat they dways do in the movies.
| thought it might make you fed better.” Her lips re-
mained straight, but humor danced in her eyes.

"You're not digging out a bullet.”

"Just thought 1'd ask."

She picked up the scissors and cut through the bandage.
It fel avay reveding his blood-covered leg. Cort told him-
of it looked worse than it was. Faith didn't even blink. She
picked up the damp cloth and began cleaning his skin.

"Here," she said, pointing at but not touching the inci-
sion. "You pulled two stitches. I've never sawed up a per-
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son before. Would you mind if | used a butterfly bandage
instead?"

"Not at all."

Sheworked quickly. After wiping away the dried blood,
she doused the wound with antiseptic and then taped it
?Iosiad. She wrapped gauze around his cdf and secured it

irmly.

"That must hurt alot,” shesaid sympatheticdly. "There
should be pain medication with the other pills Jeft gave me.
I'll grab them from the truck. Beright back."

He was too busy staring at her to answer. Faith Newlin
knew about guns and big cats and did a gresat fidd dress-
ing. None of this made any sense.

She returned with his duffd bag and the containers of
medication.

"Just as | thought," she said, tossing him a bottle.

"Great," he said, as he caught it. "First thing in the
morning, I'll get on the horn to Jeff and get your security
under control.”

Hedid to the ed%e of the examining table and duffed the
medicine in his pocket. She handed him his crutches and led
theway into the hall. Two doors down she entered asmall
room. There were rows of file cabinets, a bare wooden desk
and a cot againgt the far wall.

"It'snot much,” she said. "I didn't have a chance to get
abedroom ready for you up at the Big House. Plus, | want
to keep an eye on you tonight.”

He lowered himsdf onto the cot. The blankets were soft,
the pillow down-filled. "I'll be fine."

"There's abathroom acrossthehall. It has a shower built
in. Do youwant to try it or wait?"

He shifted hisinjured leg, and pain shot up to his thigh.
Hishead Hill throbbed. "I can wait. Thanks."

She st his duffd bag on the desk and opened the top side
drawer. After clicking on the desk lamp, she pulled out his
shaving kit and began putting his clothing in the drawer.

"] can do that," he said.

"You're dead on your feet. | don't mind. Are you hun-
gry?”
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"No." He leaned back and let the exhaustion flow
through him.

When she finished unpacking, she folded the duffd bag
on top of the desk and left. She was back amost immedi-
ady, carrying aglass of water.

"For your pills," she said.

He raised himsdlf up on one ebow, dug the pills out of
his pocket and took one out. As he reached for the glass of
water, the light from the lamp caught the side of her face
and her neck. Dark bruises stained her honey-tanned skin.
He drank from the glass, then set it down on the floor
without taking his eyes from those marks. Time and hisjob
had changed him, he knew. But when had he crossed the
line and become a brute?

She sat next to him on the cot. "What'swrong?"

"I hurt you." Heraised his hand and gently touched the
dde of her throat. She diffened dightly, but didn't pull
away. Her warmth contrasted with his cool skin as he
brushed one finger down the smooth length.

"I told you | understood what happened,” she said. "It
was my fault. | shouldn't have startled you."

"A high price to pay for a mistake." He dropped his
hand back to the cot.

"I'm not afraid. | won't startle you again, so you won't
have reason to hurt me."

"A hdl of away to live."

"For you or for me?" she asked.

Blue eyes searched his, looking for something he knew
didn't exist. Humani(tjy, the connection, the bonding of two
souls. It was beyond him, dways had been. He held her
gaze, let her search, knowing shewould sesk invain.

When he didn't answer the question, she leaned for-
ward. "You don't believe me. That it doesn't matter, |
mean."

"No."

She thought for a moment, asiif trying to find away to
change hismind. "We had amountain lion here once. | was
pretty new at the time, till idealistic.” She sat up Straighter
on the cot. "He'd been a pet, then abused and abandoned
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when he got bigger. By the time he was brought to the way
station, hewas skinny, bleeding and mean. We patched him
up and fed him. It wasn't enough. Hisleg got infected and
required surgery. After the operation, he was pretty out of
it. | went in the cage to change his bandage and give him
waeter."

She moved down alittle on the cot, so that she was Sit-
ting by histhighs ingtead of by hiswaist. She began unbut-
toning her blouse. He ignored his surprise and forced
himsdf to hold her gaze and not follow the movements of
her fingers. But in the periphery of his sight he saw the
blouse fdl open. She held it together just above her breasts.

"I hadn't bothered to check to see if he was ill deegp-
ing. | crouched down to pick up hiswater bowl."

She turned away from him and shrugged out of the shirt.
He wasn't sure what to expect. Her blouse dipped off her
left shoulder. Cort stared. From just below the nape of her
neck, across the top of her back, adong her shoulder blade
and ending on the back of her arm, four scars traced the
route taken by thelion's claws. The parald lines puckered
in some places, asif the depth of the dashing hadn't been
uniform.

"He was awake and he attacked me." She pulled up her
blouse and turned to face him. "l was lucky. | got out be-
fore hereally hurt me."

Though she held the front together, he could see the
paleness of her chest and swdling curve of her breasts. Her
choicein lingerie matched the rest of her wardrobe. Sens-
ble cotton trimmed in a thin ribbon of lace. A femade who
dismissed the need to entice a man with satin, though her
choice in perfume was anything but pedestrian.

"Do you seewhy I'm not afraid of you?" she asked.

No. He and the mountain lion had little in common. The
creature of God killed for food or to protect itsdlf. Cort
killed because it was asked of him.

She touched his arm briefly. "Sleep now," she said. "I'l1
beright down the hall. If you need anything, call me." She
rose and waked to the door.
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She stood there watching him. Although her hands
clutched her blouse together, he could till see the top of
one breast. The unexpected view of that femae curve hit
him low in the gut, spreading need throughout his body. Al
cats are gray in the dark, he reminded himsgf, then closed
hiseyes. Maybe. But something told him Faith Newlin was
aspecia brand of cat... and one he should leave alone.

He could hear the tide lapping against the pilings that
supported the dock. And he could smdl sdt air.

The warehouse.

Cort shook his head to clear it. Was he meeting some-
ggre, or picking something up? Why couldn't he remem-

?

Something was wrong. Danger! He heard it, fdt it. A
voice cdled to him. Dan? He had to get out, to run. The
explosion! There wasn't time. He spun to leave, but some-
thing blocked hisway. Danger! Run!

"Hush, Cort. You're safe now." Gentle hands pressed
againgt his shoulders.

He forced his eyes open. Instead of a damp South
American warehouse, or even the fires of hell, he stared
}nto wide blue eyes and inhaled the scent of French per-

ume.

"Je t'aime." he murmured.

"A lovely thought," the woman said, then smiled. "But
you'vejust met me."

"Your perfume.”

"Ah. Yes That'sit."

He blinked severa timesto clear hisvison and his head.
Everything came back to him. Thetime in the hospitdl, the
cats, thewoman. "Faith."

"Good morning. How do you feel ?"

He sat up. Sometime in the night, he'd woken up enough
to strip off his clothes. The sheet pooled around hiswaist.
He raised his arms above his head and stretched. "Like a
new man. What timeisit?"

"Almost nine."
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_ I;de‘d been out amost fourteen hours. "Guess | was
tired."

"Guess s0. You want some breakfast?"

His stomach rumbled.

She chuckled and rose to her feet. She looked fresh and
clean. Her long brown hair had been pulled back into a
braid. Jeans and boots covered her lower hdf, but the plaid
work shirt had been replaced by a pink T-shirt. She handed
him the crutches.

"l put ﬁour shaving kit in the bathroom," she said.

Hetook the crutches and pulled himsdf to his feet. Ashe
rose, he redized he was wearing nothing but his briefs. A
quick glance at Faith told him she didn't even bother to
look. Yeah, he'd impressed the hell out of her.

He took an experimenta step. The leg fdt stronger and
his head didn't hurt anymore. He rubbed one hand over his
face. Stubble rasped against his palm.

"l need ashave," he said.

"When you're done, I'll have breskfast ready." She
ducked ahead of him in the hall and tossed a pair of jeans
and a shirt into the bathroom. " Thetowels are clean. | put
a plastic bag out, so you can shower without getting the
bandage wet."

Before he could thank her, she was heading down the
hall. Her braid swayed with each step, as did her curvy hips.
He stared after her until she turned the corner.

By the time he'd made himsdf presentable, he could
smeil food cooking. He followed the delicious odors past
two more offices, through a door marked Private and into
asmadl living room.

"Faith?" hecaled.

"In here."

He maneuvered the crutches around the maple coffee
table and rocking chair into a cheery yellow kitchen. A
Formica table stood in front of a bay window that looked
out into the forest. The stove appeared to be older than he
was and the refrigerator older gill by ten years. But every-
thing a?leemed in the morning light. He sniffed, smeling
mint along with the cooking.
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Faith looked up from the stove. "I hope scrambled is all
right.” She motioned to thetable. "Have a seat."

She'd st a place for him and lined up dl his medica-
tionsin arow. A glass of orangejuice sat next to a cup of
coffee. He looked at the setting, then at her. "Very nice.
Thanks."

He pulled out a chair, sat down and sipped the coffee.
She sarved his breakfast, then poured hersdf a cup and
took the seat opposite him. A stack of papers rested in front
of her. As she studied them, she nibbled on the corner of
her mouth. Was it worry or smply a habit? Who was this
woman who took in stray lions and spies? He buttered the
toast she'd made, then sorted through thejars of jely.

"What are you looking for?" she asked.

"Mint. | can smdl it. Can't you?"

She looked down. "Yes." He could have sworn her
shoulders were shaking.

"What's so funny?"

She looked up, her face expressionless. The innocence
didn't fool him. "Nothing," she said.

"Sure." He cautioudy took a bite of the eggs. "Thisis
great. | was half- afrald you'd feed me cat food."

"Eggs are cheaper.

He heard a rumble like a low-flying plane. The sound
continued for severad minutes as he ate, then it stopped. He
chewed a mouthful of food and swalowed. "What do the
catseat?"

"Anything | can get my hands on. Chicken mostly. The
bones keep their teeth cdlean and exercised. Sometimes
hunters leave me extravenison.”

"Must get expensive."
dShe nodded. "The biggest cats eat up to fifteen pounds
aday."

The rumble started again, broke, became an amost
coughing sound, like someone sawing wood, then re-
sumed. "What the hell isthat?"

"What?"

"That rumble. Can't you hear it?"
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Shechuckled. "1'm so used toit, | only notice when it's
not there." Sheglanced at hisplate. "Areyou done?'

"l guess."

"It's never a good idea to have food around when you
meet Sparky," she said.

"Sparky?" He remembered hisvision of the mean black
dley cat. That was when he'd assumed Faith's cats had
been the ten-pound, domestic kind. "Sparky isn't what |
think, ishe?"

"Probably not." She pursed her lips together and whis-
tled softly, first a high, then a low tone. "Sparky," she
cdled. "Come."

From aroom beyond the kitchen, the rumble stopped for
amoment. Cort heard the scratchy coughing noise again,
then the sound of athick chain being dragged acrossthe li-
noleum floor. What he thought was a shadow cast by the
overhead lights quickly became a very large, very black,
leopard.

"Holy-"

The animal approached dowly. Ydlow eyes, more al-
mond-shaped than round, flickered around the room, then
settled on him. As the cat walked over to Faith, the smell
of mint grew. Cort redized it came from the animal.
"Sparky," she said, patting itshead. "ThisisCort."

The black leopard continued to hold his gaze. The rum-
bling went on. The cat's massve head rested on Faith's
thighs. Powerful muscles rippled as the anima sat down.
A faint pattern of spots was barely visible in the dark coat.
ILS I%ng tail moved back and forth in a dow but menacing
rhythm.

"Isthisyour idea of apet?' Cort asked, wondering what
Jeff had been thinking of when he'd sent him here.

"No. Edwina is the one who took him in. He was less
than four weeks old when his mother died. He was hand-
raised after that. Edwina couldn't bear to put himin acage,
S0 here he is." She rubbed the animal’'s forehead, then
scratched behind its ears.

Like a huge house cat, the leopard arched toward the
stroking and butted his head against her leg, asking for
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hmoreh'l_'hisgentle butt, however, nearly knocked her out of
er chair.

"Easy," she admonished, giving the animal a dight dap
on its shoulder.

arky was properly cowed and broke his gaze with Cort
to glance up at Faith and yawn.

A perfect domegtic scene, if he ignored the glistening
teeth designed to rip and tear flesh and bite through bone.

"Why does he smdl of mint?" he asked.

"Leopards conced their own scent. In thewild he'd use
certain herbs or anima dung."

"I can see why you'd want to discourage the latter.”

"You bet. There'sami nt patch for him out back."

"Where does he sl eeﬁ

"In the office." Faith conti nued to stroke the leopard.
"Or with me. Give meyour hand."

He offered his left.

Faith grinned as she took it. "You're right-handed,
aren't you?"

"I don't take chances."

"Sparky won't hurt you without provocation. He's just
a friendly little kitty, aren't you, boy?" She found a par-
ticularly sengtive spot behind its jaw, rubbed vigoroudy,
and the purring d

Faith laced their flngers together. "Sparky," she said.
"Thisis Cort. He's going to be staying here awhile." Her
soft voice, sha tly higher pitched than her normal speak-
ing tone, soothed both him and the cat.

The Ieopard remained indifferent to the stranger's hand
being drawn closer and closer to his head. Faith continued
to stroke the cat. She moved her free hand lower onto the
ﬁneiargal‘s shoulder and placed their joined hands on its

Cort resgted the impulse to pull back. The short black
fur fdt coarse under hisfingers. Thick, not at al like ado-
mestic cat. But everything else seamed familiar, just on a
larger scale. Ears moved back and forth as if following the
conversation. The rumbling purr continued, unbroken
except when Sparky shifted to lean more heawly on Falth
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Power, Cort thought, looking at the long legs and thick
ropes of musclevisible under the fur. A perfect killing ma-
chine. Elegant. Beautiful. A creature without a con-
stience. Isthat what Jeff saw when he looked at him?

"He likes most people," she said, patting Sparky with his
hand, then dipping her fingers away.

He hesitated. Their eyes met, and he continued stroking
thecat. "Most? When do | find out if I'm one of the lucky
ones?’

"He wouldn't have come in here if he didn't like your
scent.”

Sparky straightened, asif he'djust redized Faith wasn't
the one touching him. He rose to his feat and waked the
two steps over to Cort. Even though the kitchen chair was
relatively high off the ground, Sparky practically stared him
in theeye. The cat sniffed at his hand, then his arm. Cort
wanted to get the hell away, but he hdd his position. He
knew that much.

Predator to predator. He recognized Sparky's need to
understand the intruder. If thiswas her chaperon, it was no
wonder Faith wasn't married.

Sparky made the coughing sound again, then turned
away and waked next to the refrigerator. The one-inch-
thick chain trailed behind him. The rumbling purr became
ahumph as he laid down, then resumed.

Faith began to clear the table. When she went to ﬁut the
butter away, she nudged Sparky out of the way o that she
could open the door. Cort wasn't sure if he should respect
Faith or have her committed.

"Do you want to drive around the compound?' she
asked. "1've cleared my morning so that | could show you
anything you would like to see.”

Before he could respond, a loud shriek pierced the
morning. Even Sparky stopped purring.

"Damn," Faith muttered, apparently more annoyed
than concerned as she walked out of the room. "What are
you two up to now?"

Cort grabbed his crutches and followed her. The shrieks
came again, thistime followed by plaintive mewing.
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"You can't be hungry," Faith said, moving down the hall
toward adim light in aroom on the right. "I just fed you."

The mewing got louder. Cort continued to hobble be-
hind her. When they entered the room, he saw a big cage
that filled most of the floor space. Inside, blankets formed
a soft nest. Newspapers lined a far corner of the cage. The
striped bundle in the middle of the blankets moved as they
walked closer. Two white tiger cubs looked up and mewed
piteoudly.

"Here they are," Faith said as she crouched down be-
side the babies. "Jeff sent them dong to me last week."

"Thisiswhat the reporter was after?"

"Yes. They were confiscated at the border. Something
about being added to the collection of some big-time
crook." She looked up and smiled. "Think you can keep
them safe?’

William Thomas paced the small motel room. He needed
adrink, but he couldn't afford to miss his phone call. What
would happen to him now? he wondered for the hun-
dredth time. What would they do to him? Second chances
didn't exist in his organization. But it hadn't been his fault.
They had st the rules. No killing, they'd insisted. If he'd
iced the border control officer none of this mess would have
happened.

He swalowed thickly and again wished for that drink.
Maybe he could run to the liquor store across the street. It
wouldn't take long and—

The ringing of the telephone cut into his thoughts. He
picked it up immediately.

"Yes?" hesad curtly.

"1'm very disappointed, Mr. Thomas."

"l know. It was an accident. Therules | had to work un-
der were too restrictive.”

"I don't care about accidents. | want the job done."

"Of course." William forced himsdf to speak camly.
The fact that they hadn't killed him yet meant he might be
given the chance to redeem himsdif.
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"Our mutual employer is still out of the country,” his
caler said, the voice low and cold. "You have exactly
twenty-one days until his return. If the cubs are recovered
(tj)y then, he would be very forgiving of your little acci-

ent."

"I can get them back. As soon as | find out where they
are—"

The man on the phone cut him off again. "They were on
the news last evening.”

"What? The cubs?" . _

"Yes. A reporter, aJames Wilson, filed a story. Locate
him and you'll locate the cubs.”

"Cong der it done.” .

"Mr. Thomas, | shouldn't have to remind you that you
can't afford to make another mistake."

William wished he could ignore the implied threat, but
doing so would cost him hisTife. "I need to be able to do
whatever is necessary,” he said. "You can't tie my hands
and then complain that thejob isn't done."

"Recover them. At any cost." o

~ William nodded. He'd just been given permission to get
rid of anyonewho stood in hisway. Better. Now he could
finish thejob. "Y ou can count on me."

"Twenty-one days, Mr. Thomas. Our mutual employer
spent alot of money on the cubs. They are the centerpiece
of his collection. If you don't succeed, we will be forced to
discontinue our association. Do you understand?"

Who wouldn't understand a .45 dug between the eyes?
"I understand.”

Therewas aclick, and the line went dead.



Chapter 4

"Hush, babies," Faith said as she crouched down and
opened the cage. "Come on. We're here." The larger of the
two tiger cubs tumbled toward her, mewing loudly. "Y ou're
londy, aren't you?" When the kitten reached her, she
picked it up and cradled it in her arms. "All this fuss over
twenty pounds of trouble."

Cort looked stunned. He reached out to pat the cub. The
white-striped cat made a garbled sound that was supposed
to be a growling hiss and hunched back against her.

"Hold your hand out,” she instructed. "Let it sniff
you."

"1t?" His gold-flecked eyes met hers. He shifted his
weight and leaned on the crutches, offering his fingers to
the cub.

"One's a boy, the other's agirl, but | 4ill have trouble
telling them apart."

"How old arethey?" he asked.

"Around three months. We can't be sure. They can see
what's going on around them, and that doesn't happen
until about two months. You want to hold it?"
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Shelooked at Cort. The scar on his chin looked less raw
this morning, and the shadows under his eyes had faded.
Except for the crutches and the gaunt hollows in his cheeks,
she wouldn't know he'd ever been injured.

"Sure," he said, shifting hisweight so he leaned against
the wall. He set the crutches next to him, securing them
near the cage.

"Here, baby," Faith said, moving close to him and pet-
ting the cub. "They thrive on attention. In thewild, they're
totally dependent on their mother. They won't even stray
from her sde until they're more than ayear old. They want
to be cuddled, don't you?" She softened her voice and
nuzzled the kitten's soft ears. "Y ou're a sweet baby. Hold
your arms out, Cort, and cradle it while I'm ill holding
on."

She moved until she was inches from him, then fdt his
hands dip between her and the cub. His knuckles brushed
againgt her belly. A shiver raced through her, and she had
to fight not to jump. What on earth... ?

"Yougot it?" she asked.

"l think so. God, he's so soft. Come here, monster,"
Cort said, keeping his tone low and calm. "Get a load of
those feet."

She gave the cub one last pat and stepped back. "They'll
both grow to be severd hundred pounds.”

"That'salot of kitty." Cort held the kittenin his arms.
The anima looked from her to Cort, then mewed and
snuggled close to his chest.

"It likes you." Something sharp nibbled on her ankle.
"You want attention, too, don't you?" She leaned down
and picked up the smdler cub. Icy blue eyes stared back at
her. The small triangular nose quivered as it inhaled her
scent. " The changes have been hard on them. | don't know
how many people have handled and fed them, but it'spretty
obvious they haven't had a stable life."

"So now you're doing cat therapy?"

"Cort!"

He grinned. "How rare are white tigers?"
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"It depends,” she said. " Some people are breeding white
tigers, but they aren't true mutants. You can tell by theeye
color. A true white tiger has blue eyes. Just like yours,
huh?" She scratched the cub's head. The baby arched back
againg her hand and wiggled to get closer. "They have
bsquown stripes on white fur, and the nose and lips are pink-
ishgray."

"I never thought of tigers as having lips."

He held the cub securdly, but without too much pres-
sure. The lonely cat sniffed a his neck and face, making
throaty noises and generally looking pleased.

"Not quite the same as fighting warlords and terrorists,
isit?" sheasked.

Their eyes met. She fdt that same shiver again, but this
time he wasn't even touching her. Her heartbeat clicked up
anotch, pounding harder and fagter in her chest. Her palms
suddenlz fdt damp, and she fought the urge to moisten her
lips. What was happening to her?

" So who takes care of them?" he asked. "Y ou?"

"1've been sharing the duties with the kids, when they're
here, but it would be better to havejust one person. After
al the cubs have been through, they need some stability."

Cort shifted suddenly and disentangled the cub's daws
from hisshoulders. "1'm not a scratching post,” hetold the
animal. "They're feigty little buggers, aren't they?"

"Y eah, and hungry. They get fed every few hours. They
have to be rubbed down and massaged to keep their circu-
lation and bowels going. They need attention and affec-
tion and alot of other things | don't have timefor."

"Y ou want avolunteer?" he asked.

"l wasn't hinting."

"Yes, you were."

"Okay, maybe | was. But it'salot of work and time."

He glanced around the small room. "Once | get the s&
curity 3/stem installed, maintenance shouldn't take much
of my day. If they don't object to a gimpy role model, I'll
givelt atry."

She told hersdf the sensation of nerves in her stomach
came from rdief and nothing else. Certainly not from be-
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ing near Cort. He was here to protect her and the cubs. She
knew better than to risk being attracted to any man.

"Are you sure?' she asked. "I redly didn't mean to
make you think you had to help. Kesping the cubs safe is
my main priority."

"Mine, too." Hegave her adow amile. It caused linesto
crinkle by the corners of hiseyes. She fdt her own lips tug
in response. "1'm here because of them, Faith. If | help you
with feeding and whatever dse you do, I'm aso looking out
for them."

It s;emed easiest to accept gracefully. After al, she re-
dly didn't have time to take care of the cubs dong with all
her other duties. "Thanks." She placed the baby she was
holding back in the cage and reached for the other one.
"L et me show you the feeding schedule. Then we can tour
the compound. By thetimewe're done, it'll betimeto feed
them and you can get your lesson in Tiger Mothering 101."

She secured the cage. Cort collected his crutches, The
cubs stared up at him and began to mew. He looked at her.
"How do you resist them?"

She shrugged. "Practice, and the knowledge that if they
had their way, someone would be with them twenty-four
hours a day." She shook her head. "That's the worst of it.
People smuggle in rare animals because they want to own
something unique, but they don't bother to consider the
animal itsdf. They don't think about the specid diet and
attention, the needs of babiesthistiny." Shecrouched down
and patted the smaller of the two through the wire cage.
"Poor swesties. We need to find you a good home, and
fast." She rose and started out of the room.

"How long will that take?" Cort asked, hobbling be-
hind her.

"1t depends. It's not that easy to hand them over to a zoo
or abreeding center. Tigers are expensive to keep and cubs
are demanding. Most facilities don't have the room, the
personne or the funds. Jeff wants to make sure he gets it
right the first time. That's why they're with me. | can hold
them longer than most places."
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They entered her office. Photos of big cats lined the
walls. Her scarred, thrift-store desk took up a good por-
tion of the space. File cabinets and a couple of chairs filled
therest. Faith waved him into the seat in front of her desk.
]§|30rt settled into the chair and placed the crutches on the

oor.

"How's the leg?" she asked as she pulled open a file
cabinet drawer and withdrew several forms.

"Not bad. | should be walking without help in a day or

S0.

"Good." Sheturned around and looked at him.

In hisjeans and long-deeved cotton shirt, he looked like
any local. Most of the men living on the mountain did
physical work for aliving, so his broad shoulders and de-
fined muscles wouldn't set him apart. It had to be some-
thing dse that made her heart flutter foolishly. Maybe it
was the shape of him—Ilean and graceful with a concealed
power. Even with the bandaged leg and crutches, he re-
minded her of her cats, moving carefully, deliberately, the
wary instincts of a predator never far below the surface.

"These are the forms | use to keep track of the cubs
care." She handed him severd papers. "l don't think you'll
have any trouble with them."

He glanced at the sheets and nodded. "Looks simple
enough."

"When we fead them, I'll go over the amounts of for-
mulaeach needs.” She closed thefile cabinet and sat in the
old rickety wooden chair behind her desk. ''They usudly
just scarf down whatever we give them. These are not picky
eaters."

"Good." Heread on. "Playtime?"

She nodded. "They need a certain amount of socia in-
teraction. You'll probably want to wear gloves."

The flecks in his eyes ssemed to glint with amusement.
He smiled. "Gloves?"

"Y ou've seen their claws.”

"Felt them, too." He rubbed his shoulder. "Could be
worse, | suppose. You could be asking me to wrestle

Sparky."
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She amiled. "Not until you're feding better."

"Great." He leaned forward and placed the papers on
her desk. He bumped severa other sheets, and they flut-
tered to the ground. "Got 'em," he said, reaching down
and grabbing them.

"Thanks." She took the offered forms and grimaced.
"Government paperwork."

"Aren't youused toit?"

"No. We're privately funded. I'm helping Jeff with the
cubs as a favor, but for the most part, | don't work with
%overnment agencies." She stared at the papers stacked on

er desk. "Most of these files are for a new project I'm
thinking of starting. | counted. There are one hundred and
eighty-seven forms there. Who knows how many agencies
and bureaucrats for me to ded with."

"What for?"

She tossed the sheets on the desk and leaned forward,
Ia((:;ng her hands together.."l want to breed snow leop-
ards."

She half expected him to laugh. She'd mentioned the
project to one of the way station's contributors, and he'd
patted her on the head and told her not to bite off more
than she could chew.

"Why?" Cort asked.

"They're dmogt extinct. | bou?ht some land a few years
ago in North Dakota. It's away from everything. The cli-
mate is good for the leopards. If | could get afew breeding
pairs and mate them in captivity, in a couple of genera-
tions there would be enough to release severd back into the
wild. They would help not only with the numbers, but by
increasing the gene pool. That's the problem when a spe-
ces becomes endangered. There aren't enough genes to
create a healthy population.” She stopped suddenly, aware
of how she was going on.

But Cort seemed interested. He adjusted his injured leg,
then rested his hands on the arms of the chair. "What's dl
the paperwork for?"

"I have to get permission from federd, state and loca
governments. | have to have the approval of al the neigh-
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bors. There are zoning permits, financial qualifications.
I've seen an attornal, and she gave me some direction, but
I'm alittle overwhelmed by the whole issue."

"Why? You run this place."

"It's not the same. The way station was aready estab-
lished when | arrived. Edwinawas alittle eccentric, but she
had a head for business aswdl as cats. My changes around
here have been minor." Faith fiddled with a pencil, fight-
ing the familiar fedings of inadequacy. "I have a two-year
degree in animal husbandry, but no formal business train-
ing, which presented a problem. Before her death, Edwina
had asked me to take charge, but severa of the board
members tried to get it away from me."

One gold-blond eyebrow raised dightly. "Why? You're
damn good at your job."

"How would you know?"

He pointed at his leg. "You did a terrific fidd dress-
ing."

"Why, thank you. I'll explain that to the IRS and my
attorney when | set up the nonprofit foundation."

She was amiling, but Cort saw the faint worry lines
puckering between her brows. He was intrigued by what
Faith was telling him, yet knew better than to get involved.
Until the cubs had been moved somewhere else, she and this
facility were his responsibility. When the danger was over,
_hebwould be long gone. 1t was one of the advantages of his
job.

"Y ou ready for the rea tour?" she asked, obvioudy try-
ing to change the subject.

"Sure." He collected his crutches and stood. "But first
I'd like my gun back."

She studied him for a second, then pulled open her desk
drawer and drew out the Beretta and its magazine. He took
them from her, loaded the gun, chambered a round and
checked to make sure the safety was on. Then he dipped the
gun into the waistband at the smdll of his back and turned
toward the door.

"So if we're invaded tc)P/ a smal third-world country,
you're prepared,” she said.
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"Alwgys."
"Good to know." Sheled the way into the hall.

As they walked past the room containing the cubs, the
kittens cried out. They were so small, he thought, remem-
bering holding one of them. Hard to believe something like
that would grow into a five-hundred-pound killer.

They walked to the foyer and out the front door to the
parking lot where Faith had scared off the newspeople. This
morning the circular area stood emi)ty. She waited while he
maneuvered hisway down the single step.

"Beth will be here in a couple of hours," Faith said,
leading him to the left. " She has morning classes. The two
guys have different schedules on different days, but some-
orr]1e comes here every day. Most days there are two of
them."

"1I'll need to look at their personnd files," he said. "Run
a fav things through the computer."

She paused and looked a him. In the bright mornin
light, her skin gﬂowed. The faint color on her cheeks ow
its presence to her temper rather than makeup. Clear blue
eyes framed by dark lashes bored into his.

"I trust my kids."

"This is routing," he said, leaning on the crutches.
"Maybe something happened to one of them in the last
Lnonth or s0. I'm not accusing anyone, but it's better to

now."

She folded her arms over her chest. "What does your oy
computer say about me?"

"Jeff didn't tll me."

~"But I've been investigated.” She wasn't asking a ques-
tion.

"Y ou wouldn't have been dlowed in the hospital yester-
day if you hadn't been cleared.”

She gtared at him for severd seconds. "1 don't envy you
your world, Cort," she said, dropping her arms to her
sides. "Comeon. The Jeep isthisway."

A three-car ?argejutted out on one sde of the main
building. She lifted the single door and stepped into the
shadows. Ten seconds later he heard an engine start up. She
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backed an open, black-and-white-striped Jeep out in front
of him. He stared at the vehicle. It looked like something
from an animal park—a zebra on whedls.

She stepped out and lowered the garage door. "Don't
ask," she muttered. "I had nothing to do with it. The ve-
hicle was a donation. We were al humiliated when it was
delivered.”

He tossed his crutches in the back and climbed in. His
bum leg bumped the side once and he fought back a curse.
When the pain eased, he turned to her. "Why zebra
stripes?'

"l have no idea." She did in beside him. "l guess they
thought the cats would think they were back on the Seren-
geti.” Sherested her hands on the steering whed. "What do
you want to see first?"

He thought for a minute. "How much of the perimeter
isfenced?”

She smiled. "Perimeter? Should we be wearing fatigues
and alittle beret?"

Her humor surprised him. He knew Faith wasn't happy
about him investigating her employees. He understood her
reluctance and admired her loyaty, however misplaced. He
thought about the casual way she'd handled the Beretta
yesterday and reminded himsdf she wasn't like any of the
women he'd known. He would do well to remember that.

"Well save the camouflage for night maneuvers,” he
said. "How much of the compound is fenced?"

She shifted into gear and started down the driveway to-
ward the main road. "Not enough of it. We count on the
forest to keeP most people avay. There are a few places
where it would be pretty easy to hike into the facility. Most
peoplejust want to get alook at the cats, so the gate and the
road discourage them."

As they drove down the paved driveway, she pointed to
where the fencing started and ended. When the asphalt gave
way to dirt ruts, she dowed down and eased forward in
second gear. About twenty yards from the gate, she pulled
aremote-control device from her jeans pocket and pushed
the button. The gate swung open.
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"Let'sstart here," he said. He climbed out and hobbled
over to the gate. "Worn hinges. You could cut through this
with a nail file" He leaned on the frame. It groaned and
gavedightly. "Item one, anew gate."

* * %

Two hours later, they stopped at the top of adoping rise.
Mogt of the trees had logged in the last twenty years,
and the new growth didn't yet block out the terrain or the
sun. Cort squinted and peered down in the direction of the
way station.

"Can't do much about fencing up here,” he said. "It's
a rﬂundabout route, but farly impassable, especidly at
night."

"Good." Faith leaned against the Jeep. "You're redly
taking this serioudy, aren't you?"

He glanced at her. A couple of strands of hair had es-

from her braid. They floated around her ears and
temples. He thought about smoothing them back in place,
then dismissed the idea as foolish. He didn't want to start
something he had no intention of finishing.

"It'smyjob."

"I know. | guess| didn't want to think the cubs were re-
dly in danger.”

"Would that have affected your willingness to take them
in?'

She thought for a moment, then shook her head. "No.
They had nowhere ese to go. | would have spent the last
couple of days being nervous, though."

He scanned the quiet hilltop. A faint earthy smdl min-
gled with the sweetness of spring flowers and Faith's French
perfume. Birds chirped from nearby branches and small
creatures rustled in the underbrush.

"Nothing's going to happen,” he said.

"l have every confidence in you."

"Thanks."

"Y ou want to talk about it?" she asked softly.

"What?"

"The dream."
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He swung around to face her. She leaned against the ve-
hicle. With her ebows propped up on the closed driver's
door, her chest thrust forward, enticing him with her fem-
inine shape. He ignored the faint stirrings inside and con-
centrated on her statement.

"What dream?" he asked, even though he knew.

"From this morning. | heard you caling out." Her face
was as open and readable as a child's. She wasn't judging.

"No." He spoke sharply. The word cut through the late
morning like a gunshot. She tried to control her reaction,
but his skilled eyes saw the dight stiffening of her muscles
and the way she forced hersdf to relax.

"Just asking," she said. "You ready to head back?"

He hobbled over to the Jeep without speaking. She didn't
look up at him. Nothing in her manner indicated anything
had happened, but he fdt like ajerk. He was hereto do a
job. Whatever personal problems he brought with him had
no b#si ness spilling out into the assignment, or involving
Faith.

"How much did J&ff tell you?' he asked, settling his
crutches in the back of the vehicle.

She opened her door and got insde. "Only that you'd
been injured on your last assgnment, and that you were
having trouble remembering everything that happened.”

"That about sums it up,” he said curtly, diding in be-
side her. Faith started the engine and made a tight turnin
the small clearing.

Cort's feding of helplessness returned. He couldn't force
himsdf to remember. He couldn't do a damn thing except
wait for his past to catch up with him. In the meantime, he
could wonder if he'd killed his friend.

That was the problem. In his line of work, he wasn't
supposed to have friends. If he'd remembered his own rule,
none of this would matter. Dan's death would smply be
another casualty of war. Nothing personal about that. It
was the price paid for fi?hti ng the good fight. But it was
personal, and It was too late to change that fact.

"1've been thinking about painting the hdlway of the
main building," Faith said as she drove down the narrow
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parJ;.h. "1t redly looks shabby. Maybe a light cream or even
white."

He stared a her. What the hell was she talking about?
She Sﬁoke about remodeling, moving from paint to floor-
ing, then about replacing the vinyl couch. A shaft of sun-
light filtered through the trees overhead and highlighted her
right side. He stared at the snug-fitting jeans hugging her
dender thighs and the way her breasts bounced with each
bump in the road. Inside, hest coiled, the awvakening de-
dre defusing histemper. He moved his gaze to the muscles
in her arms and up to the wisp of brown hair floating be-
Sde her ear.

His scomach clenched. There. Where the pink T-shirt met
her neck. The faint shadowing in the shape of a man's
hand, his hand, wouldn't let him forget what he'd done. He
started to curse himsdf, but her quiet voice kept getting in
the way. She soothed him, and he redlized she spoketo call
him away from his demons.

"lsthiswhat mother tigers do?" he asked.

She stopped speaking in midsentence and glanced at him.
"Excuse me?"

"You'retaking to rdax me. Isthat what cat mothers do?
Isthis human purring?"

She amiled and returned her attention to the road. "And
here | thought | was being subtle.”

"You were, I'm very observant."”

"| guessyou'd have to be. Tigers don't purr. None of the
big catsdo."

"Wasn't Sparky purring? He looked like a big cat to
me."

"L eopards are big cats. And yes, he makes a purring-like
noise. Only leopards bred in captivity and hand-raised
purr.”

She drove around the compound and turned east on a
narrow road. He stared at the greenery around him. The
crigp amdls and budding trees were so different from what
he'd left in South America. There hed seen ...

He shook his head. Damn. He didn't know what he'd
seen there, only that it had been different. He forced him-
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«f to concentrate, but his mind refused to open and the

mist only got thicker. He baled his hands into fists and

Ejensed_d his muscles. He had to remember. He had to. If he
idn't-

"Cort?" Faith spoke his name. He looked at her. She'd
stopped the vehicle and put her hand out, as if she'd con-
sdered touching him but had thought better of the idea.
"Areyou dl right?"

"I'm fine."

She held his gaze, then dowly, ddiberately, placed her
hand on his curled fingers. She worked againgt his figt,
forcing him to relax. Her skin, rough caluses at the base of
her fingers, smooth everywhere dse, fdt warm and dive.

"You'll remember," she said. "Give yourself a break."

In her casud clothes, with her hair pulled back in a sen-
sble braid and her face devoid of makeup, shewasn't any-
one hewould look at twice. But therewas agentle st to her
mouth and a fearless compassion in her eyes. He knew why
the cats trusted her and alowed her to help them heal. He
knew why Sparky purred for her. He wanted to lean close
and taste her generous mouth. Sex had aways been hisway
of getting lost. He smiled. She would be shocked at his ac-
tions. Not because she was inexperienced—she moved with
the easy grace of awoman who knows and appreciates her
body—but because she didn't see him as aman.

He hadn't redlized it until now, but the clues had been
there al along. The way she camly excused his attack on
her by comparing it with that of a wounded panther. Her
impersonal dressng of his wounds, the ingtinctive way she
stroked him now, soothing him with the healing touch of
her hand.

He thought about pulling her close and showing her he
was very much a man, with a man's needs, but he dis-
missed the idea as soon as it appeared. Seeping with Faith
would simply complicate their situation.

He pulled his hand away from hers and reached up to
gently touch her cheek. She started at the dight contact.
Her eyes widened with surprise, as if one of her cats had
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spoken her name. Then he opened the door and stepped
out.

"What'sthis?" he asked, pointing at the tall, two-story
house in front of them. The Victorian-style manor looked
completely out of place in the middle of the forest.

Faith joined him. He leaned on the front of the Jeep,
testing his bad leg. It didn't hurt too much, and so far
hadn't started to bleed.

"Edwina used to live here. She loved the cats but didn't
want to be too close to the compound. We cdl it the Big
House."

"Who owns it now?"

For the first time, Faith looked uncomfortable. She
guffed her hands in her pockets. "She Ieft it to mein her
will. The foundation owns the way station and al the land
except for one acre and this house."

He glanced from the building to Faith and back. "You
mean you've stuck me on a cot in some back office and |
could be degping here?’

She amiled. "Yeah. It has big bathrooms and every-
thing. Y ou're welcome to move in. Most of the rooms are
empty, but acouple of the bedrooms are furnished.”

He shook his head. "It's tempting, but I've got to Say
near the cubs. Why aren't you living here?’

"l never redly fit in." She stared at the Big House. "It
will aways be Edwinds place, not mine. | did live there
with her, but when she passed away, | moved into the
apartment behind the office. Much more my style."

"So what's this old place for?"

"Parties."

"Y ou don't strike me asthe party type."

"I'm not." Her shoulders dumped. "It's for fund-
raising. We have gala events about three or four times a
year. We bring out the tamer cats, serve fancy food and
collect big checks."

"Don't sound so enthused.”

"It's awful." She looked up at him. Her mouth pulled
into a straight line. "Black tie, caterers. It takes tons of
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time, but it's necessary. We need the funding. | even have
to give Sparkh/ abath."

"He must hate that."

"It's not fun for either of us." Her eyes widened.
"Y ou're making fun of me."

"How bad could it be, Faith? You make it sound worse
than getting a tooth pulled."

"Fine. See how much you like it. | hope you brought a
tux."

"What?" He glared at her.

é’é?h, didn't | mention it? There's a fund-raiser next
week."

“He thought about the faulty gate and the fence that
didn't run al the way around the property and the hun-
dreds of ways a really determined Individual could break
into the compound. “No, you didn't mention it. You can
forget about it."

"Sorry," she said blithely as she climbed back into the
Jeep. "The invitations have already been mailed. It's too
late to call the event off."

* % %

Cort glanced at the empty bottle and scribbled the
amount of formula the cubs had eaten. From inside the
cge the larger of the two, the male, tumbled with a knot-
ted towel and growled as he wrestled his imaginary prey.
Every few minutes he looked up to make sure Cort was still
within sight. The female cub sat near the gate and mewed
piteoudy every few seconds.

"1'm not going to hold you," Cort said, trying to ignore
her. "I've spent the entire morning with you."

She was unimpressed. Her vivid blue eyes locked onto
his. With big ears and clumsy pu%ny feet, the cubs were
%rowing on him. In less than four days they'd figured out

e was a soft touch and spent most of their time trying to
manipulate him. She meowed again. When he didn't re-
spond, she hung her head dejectedly and trembled.

Cort swore, opened the cage door and hauled her onto
his lap. Instantly the cub cuddled next to his chest and be-
gan chewing on therolled cuff of his shirt.
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"You are the worst," he told her. Shejust gazed up at
him. Cort rubbed her fur, scratching the spot that she loved
best behind her ears. He glanced at his watch. "You're
making me miss lunch."”

She yawned, showing small white teeth that would grow
large and deadly. Before she could trick him again, he
placed her back In the cage next to her brother, latched the
door closed and walked into the hall. She mewed once, then
suffled a few times and settled down to deep.

Faith wasn't in her office, so he limped toward the com-
pound. Hiswound was healing and he'd stopped using the
crutches the day before. As he stepped out into the bright
spring sunshine, a black shadow crossed his path.

Cort stared at the leopard. Although he'd grown com-
fortable with the tiger cubs, the sight of Sparky roaming
fsrhee through the offices and outside dways brought him up

ort.

The big cat made a coughing noise low in his chest and
moved close enough to butt his head againgt Cort's thigh.
Cort reached down and patted the animal. Sparky looked
up. Wide, amond-shaped ydlow eyes hdd his own. Be-
hind the facade of domestication lurked the cold determi-
nation of a killer. As he sared down at the leopard,
recognition flashed. He was like this predator: a creature
who killed in the night, a creature without a soul.

The cat broke away suddenly, raced across the com-
pound to the central play area and legpt onto the tele-
phone poles planted in the raked earth. Except for the red
collar around his neck, he looked like an escaped wild an-
imal. The firgt jJump put him amost hafway up the pole.
Using his claws, he climbed to the top of the first pole,
crouched and jumped to the cross beam six fegt below. He
landed perfectly in the center of the beam, then ran across
it and up the pole on the opposite side. Black fur gleamed
in the bright light. The pattern of his spots was barely vis-
ible. Cort walked hatingly around the perimeter of the play
area, watching the beautiful cat. He leaned against the
safety chain, taking the weight off his heding leg.
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"Cort!"

He looked at Ken jogging toward him. "Did Faith warn
you about the jaguars?" the young man asked as he ap-
proached.

Cort looked over his shoulder at the two flat-faced cats
pacing and snarling in their cages. "She said not to get too
near them."

"Good." Ken stopped in front of him. "They can fit
their paws through the sides of the gate. You could get a
nasty scratch."

"Or worse," Cort muttered, not liking how they were
eyeing him. "When are they going back to the zoo?"

"Another couple of weeks. Then welll be getting the ti-
gers."

Cort studied Ken. The college student had been sus-
pended from work until today. Cort remembered how he'd
thought Faith had overreacted to the newspeople taking
pictures of the cubs. Of course, four days ago he'd thought
the "kittens" were the domesticated kind.

"Faith saysyou're in charge of security," Ken said.

"That's right."

"| saw the new gate and the fencing. So you work for the
government? The CIA?"

"Not exactly." He started back toward the office build-
ing.
Ken fdl into step beside him, matching his gait to Cort's
dower limp. "You think there's going to be trouble?"

"Y ou planning to cause any more?"

The kid flushed. With his big frame, beard and long hair
he should have looked tough. Instead, he looked like a boy
being reprimanded for stealing candy from alocal store.

"| didn't mean for that to happen,” he said glumly. "1'm
redly sorry. | would never deliberately put the cubs in
danger.”

"Then follow the rules and keep me informed of any-
thing unusual you see. Strangers coming by, people asking
questions, anything out of the ordinary."
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"Okay. Anything happens, you'll be the firg to know."
Ken stopped and looked a him. "Thanks for letting me
help." He offered Cort a quick smile. "I've got to finish
cleaning the cages." He trotted off.

Cort watched him leave, then turned back toward the
building. Had he ever been that young and enthusiastic? It
had been s0 long, he couldn't remember. Ken was im-
pressed by the new gate and alittle fencing. Hell of alot of
good that would do against someone determined. They
were dl gitting ducks out here. In the past he wouldn't have
doubted his ability to keep Faith and the cubs safe, but
non— He shook his head. He wasn't so sure. In four days
he hadn't remembered a damn thing about his last mis-
sion. What if he never remembered?

He waked a little faster, putting more weight on his
heding leg. He tried lengthening his stride, but his caf
muscle cramped and he dmost went down. He stopped to
rest for a second, then continued moving.

From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of black
flying through the air. Before he could prepare himsdf,
something plowed into him, and he hit the ground. In-
stantly he was transported back in time.

The explosion nearly desfened him. Bdow him, the
wooden floor of the warehouse shook with the impact.
Dust billowed around, filling his lungs. He tried to cough,
but he couldn't seam to draw in air. A burst of light split the
night, illuminating the stacks of boxes. Where there should
have been awall, he could see through agaping holeto the
sea beyond.

He inhaled again and tasted the saty air. And some-
thing dsae—smoke. He tried to raise his head, but couldn't.
Stll he could fed the heat of the flames, hear the snapping
asthefire began to consumethewood building. Inthedis-
tance, men screamed out in agony. His head. Hereached up
to touch the bump on his forehead and fdt instead awarm,
wet tongue.

As quickly as it had begun, the flashback receded. Cort
dug his fingers into the dirt of the compound asif he could
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hold on to the past, but it dipped through his fingers like
sand. He gritted his teeth. He had been in an explosion.
He'd been unable to move. Someone must have pulled him
to safety. But who? And what the hell had happened to
Dan?



Chapter 5

Faith was standing by Samson's cage when she saw Sparky
legp up and Cort hit the ground facefirst. She dropped the
buckets she'd been carrying and took off at a run. By the
time she reached Cort's Side, Sparky was licking his face
and grunting nervoudy. She pushed the leopard out of the

way.

"Cort?" shesaid, dropping down beside him. "Areyou
okay? Can you hear me?"

He groaned and shook his head. "What the hell... ?"

"Sparky jumped you. | think it's because you're still
limping. He probably thought you were playing."

"Great." He pushed asif to St up.

"Don't move," she said, touching his arms and then his
back. "Anything hurt?"

"I just got tackled by a three-hundred-pound leopard.
Everything hurts.”

"Don't try to get up.”

"1'm not going to lay here and eat dirt."

She sat back on her heds. "Y ou must be feding all right
if you can complain.”
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He rolled onto his back. Dust coated the front of his shirt
and jeans. His hair hung over his forehead. "Thanks for
the expert medica assessment.”

Shehit back asmile.

He raised himsdf up on one dbow and glared a her.
"That cat is a menace."

"He'svery sweet and he likes you."

Cort rubbed his head and shifted until he was sitting up,
then brushed the grit from his hands. "1'd hate to see what
he could do if hedidn't like me."

Sheleaned forward and stared at his face. The cut on his
chin had stayed closed and his eyes seemed clear. She bent
over and ran her hands adong his legs. She could fed his
warmth through his thick jeans. As she touched him, his
muscles rippled in resgonse. She ignored the answerin
tightness in her somach and concentrated on locating sud-
den swelling or lumps. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just
long, lean legs.

"Everything seems in place," she said, not quite able to
meet hisgaze. "Does anythi n(? fed broken?"

He stretched out his legs and rotated his ankles, "Nope."

She glanced over her shoulder at SparkK The leopard sat
a short distance away. He looked like he expected to be
punished. "You're going to have to tell him you're ill
friends,” she said.

Cort rolled his shoulders. "Friends? Are you kidding?
That cat could play pro football. Asadefensvetackle. | bet
glo}( of teams would be interested. You could go for the big

ucks."

Hegrinned at her. The midday sun caught the gold in his
short hair. His flecked eyes glinted with amusement. De-
spite the dirt on hiswork shirt and jeans, he'd never looked
more handsome. Her hands il tingled from their contact
with his . She didn't like knowing he affected her. It
was easier when she thought of him as one of her patients,
g{f smply as the guy Jeff had sent along to keep the cubs

e

She got to her fest and held out her hand. When Cort
took it In his, she braced hersdf and he pulled himsdf to his
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feet. She hated that she liked the fed of his fingers against
hers. She hated it more that she didn't want him to let go.
For a second they stood there, staring at each other. She
wondered if he would pull her close and... The erotic vi-
sions that filled her head frightened her. Deliberately, she
pulled free of the casua contact and stepped back.

Sparky approached her and butted her thigh. "I'm not
the one you need to apologizeto," shetold the animal.

Cort glared down. "She's got that right, buddy."

Sparky looked at him and coughed.

Cort shook his head. "All right, Sparky. Come." He
patted his leg. The black leopard stepped over to him and
aniffed his arm. "I forgive you." He grabbed the collar and
tugged on it until the leopard looked at him. " Just don't do
it again."

Sparky twisted his head so Cort scratched his ears. Faith
grinned. Cort looked up at her. She tried to smother her
smile, but he saw it.

"What's so funny?' he asked, obvioudy annoyed at
being observed making up with the cat.

"Nothing."

"I know Sparky's a wild animal. He wasjust reacting.
I'm not acompletejerk. | wouldn't hold it againgt him."

"That'swhy I'm smiling."

Cort pushed the leopard away and started toward the
main building. She waked beside him.

"I redly understand,” she said. "That's why | wasn't
upset with you."

He stopped suddenly and stared at her. The emotion left
his face as he once again became a cool professional.
"What are you talking about?"

"The drive up here. In the truck. When you—"

"When | tried to kill you," he said bluntly, cutting her

She ducked her head, sorry that she'd brought it up.
"Yes." She tossed her long hair over her shoulder and
stared up at him. "It wasjust likethis. That'swhy | didn't
mind. You smply reacted.”
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If anything, her exglanation made him grow more lill
and distant. His mouth tightened into a straight line and all
the light faded from his eyes.

"Thereis adifference” he said dowly. "I am not one of
your cats. | am aman. | wasn't reacting; | tried to kill you."

"Now you'retrying to scare me." Unable to stare at the
emgtiness in hiseyes, shelowered her ?(aze. Theright deave
of his shirt was torn and blood trickled down his arm.
"You're bleeding."

"l hit arock on my way down."

She pulled open the tear. Dirt and tiny pebbles clung to
the gash. "Why didn't you say something? Weve got to get
this clean and bandaged."

She hurried in front of him and held open the door to the
office building. He hesitated as if he wasn't going to ac-
cept the change in subject or her offer of aid, then he fol-
Igé\ied her into the examining room and sat on the metal
taple.

"You'll have to take off your shirt," she said as she
washed her hands. She dried them, then reached for the
antiseptic. After pulling a gauze bandage and tape from the
drawer under the counter, she turned toward the table.

He'd done as she asked and removed his shirt. She Stared
a his broad, bare back. Despite his lean build, muscles
rippled with each movement. The tanned skin looked warm
and inviting and she curled her fingers around her supplies
to keep from reaching out to him. Her throat tightened.

It had been along time since she'd been with aman. Even
longer since sheld dlowed hersdf to care about one. Shelet
hersdf get lost in the day-to-day cycle of dedling with the
cats and never thought about her owns needs. It was easier
that way. She couldn't get hurt. But sometimes the londli-
ness overwhelmed her and she ached for al she'd given up.

Faith drew in a deep breath and walked over to the metd
table. The hair on Cort's chest was dightly darker than that
on his head. She forced hersdf to look no higher than his
throat. She didn't want him to figure out what she was
thinking. A man like him would never be interested in a
woman like her. He was wild and untamed, like her cats.
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Forgetting that would be as dangerous as walking into a
wounded panther's cage.

"This shouldn't sting," she said, diding a towd under
the wound and flushing it with the cleaner. "Even Sparky
doesn't flinch and, at heart, he's a baby." The liquid
washed away the dirt and pebbles. When the wound was
clean, she reached for the antiseptic.

As she uncapped the bottle, the andl of alcohol filled her
nostrils. But it wasn't enough to erase the musky scent of
the man. Even without trying she could see the bare, broad
expanse of his chest. As she worked, she amost brushed
against him. She wanted to. Desperately. Between her
thighs a hot ache came painfully to life.

"Thisonewill hurt," shesaid, damping awad of cotton
with the antiseptic. "But it'sthe best | have." She hdd his
arm in one hand and ignored the warm fed of his skin and
hard muscles just below the surface. Ignored how touch-
ing him made her want to be touched. "Deep breath.
Now." She pressed the treated cotton against him. He
tensed once, then relaxed.

She st the cotton down and picked up the bandage. As
she began to ped back the covering, Cort reached out and
gripped her wrists. He pulled her until she stood between
his spread knees.

"Look at me," he growled.

Shelicked her lower lip, then dowly did as he asked. Past
the waistband of hisjeans, past his flat stomach, the hair
of hischest. Past hisbroad shoulders to the cut on his chin
and the faint shadow of stubble darkening hisjaw. Past his
straight nose to his oddly flecked brown eyes.

Something hot flared to life there. She wanted to re-
spond, but shewas afraid. He hdd her forearms tightly and
shook her.

"I am not one of your cats," he said.

"I know."

"I don't think you do."

"Why does it matter?' she asked desperately.

"What are you hiding from?"
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Part of her noted he hadn't answered her question, so she
wouldn't answer his. She knew exactly what she was hid-
ing from. Him. Pretending he wasjust like one of the cats
made him safe. It was dangerous to think of him as aman,
because he tempted her. He made her think of family and
forever, and she'd learned long ago she didn't have what it
took to ingpire a man to want either.

Hisgrip on her loosened, and shejerked aNa%/. Shethrust
the bandage at him. "Here. Finish it yoursdf." Then she
fled the room.

* % %

William Thomas paused outside the news reporter's
drgg room. On the drive over to the TV station, he'd
planned severd different waysto apﬁroach the man and get
the information he needed, but he had dismissed them all.
It would have been easiest to smply pull out his gun and
demand he tell him everything. But it he didn't waste the
reporter afterward, thejerk waslikely to blab the entire in-
cident to someone, and then Thomas's advantage of sur-
prise would be lost. No, he would have to come up with a
plausible story. He adjusted his jacket to make sure his gun
was concedled then knocked once on the door.

"Comein," the reporter caled from inside.

Thomas took a deep breath and forced himsdf to amile.
"James, my man. How's it going?' he said as he pushed
open the door. "It's been a long time." He waked for-
ward confidently and held out his hand.

The handsome refoorter gared at him. Indinctively James
Wilson took the offered hand and shook it, then frowned.
"1'm sorry, | don't remember meeting you."

Of course not, you little twit, Thomas thought. Weve
never met.

"Harry Williams," William Thomas lied. "Work for the
Times. We covered that big scanda downtown together."

Kesp it vague enough and they'll believe, Thomas re-
minded himsdf. People are basically stupid and trusting. If
you say you know them, they'll do their best to remember
you. Thomas was banking on the fact that in Los Angeles
"downtown" could mean anywhere from the West Sideto
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East L.A., and that a scandal could have occurred in city
politics, at one of the big universities, or in the movie bus-
ness. Surdy James had covered at least one story like that.

"Of course," James said suddenly, his brow clearing.
"The bribery case.”

"Bingo," Thomassaid jovialy. "Been meaning to look

ou up. We were supposed to grab adrink some night, but
, you know how that is."

"Sure," James said, eyeing Thomas's chegp sports coat.
"I'm afraid I'm working the four o'clock news so |
can't—"

Thomas gave a hearty laugh. "That's not why | stopped
by." Thelaughter turned genuine when he saw James's ook
of rdief. He knew the newsman's type. The big dressng
room with along vanity and a dlosat full of suits didn't hide
the truth. James might like expendve clothes, whiskey and
women, but underneath, he was a wimp. Wouldn't last a
da;k/) on the streets. "l saw that piece you did on the tiger
cubs."

"What a disaster that day was." James shuddered and
turned back to the mirror. " Thewoman in charge is crazy.”

Thomas pulled a notepad out of his pocket and pre-
tended to consult it, even though he'd had the information
memorized for three days. He'd wanted to come to Los
Angdes and confront the reporter as soon as he'd heard
about the newscast, but James had been in Sacramento
covering some hearing.

"Faith Newlin," he said.

"That's her." James looked at him in the mirror. "Are
you doing a story on the way station?"

"Kicking it around. Probably for the Sunday maga-
zine."

James shook his head. "Don't bother talking to that
woman. Do you know she threatened to shoot me?"

Thomas clucked with artificial concern. To be perfectly
honest, he didn't blame the woman one bit. He wouldn't
mind shooting the yuppie reporter himsaf.

"I checked with the station's attorney." James picked up
abrush and smoothed his perfect hair. "'l wanted to sue her
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for distress, but they said that since there hadn't been any
actual damage, it might not look good for the network."

"But you got agreat story."

James grinned. "Petsand kids get 'em every time. | don't
usudly like either, but those tiger cubs were something else.
Still... that woman." He shook his head. "l won't be go-
ing back there again."

"She's up north, isn't she?' he asked casualy, as if he
really knew but couldn't remember. He'd checked up on the
foundation that supported the way station to get an ad-
dress, but al they listed were a pogt-office box and some
attorney's office in L.A.

"Outside of Bowmund." James grimaced. "Areyou sure
you want to do this, Harry? She's dangerous."

"1'm sure.” It was find the cubs or die. Not much of a
choice.

James looked through the clutter of papers on the van-
ity. "l've got the address here, somewhere. They're having
their annual fund-raiser at the end of the week. The sta
tion was going to send me back, but | told them that
woman doesn't deserve the free publicity." He pawed
through a stack of invitations until he found what he was
looking for. "Here it is." He read off the address, then
tossed the invitation into the trash.

Thomas thanked him. James glanced a his watch.
"Look, it's amost time for the broadcast. 1'd love to talk
some more, but—"

"No problem," Thomas said, pocketing his smal note-
book. "Thanks for the information. | appreciateit. I'll give
you acal in acouple of weeks and well get that drink."

"Sure." James stood up and the two men shook hands.

Thomas left and quickly waked down the hdlway. He
ducked into a supply closet and closed the door behind him.
The news sound stage was on the other side of thewall. He
could hear the crew getting ready for the live broadcast,
then the cal for slence. The broadcast began. Severd
minutes later, he heard James's voice droning on about
some bill up for passage in Sacramento. He cracked the
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door to make sure the halway was empty, then walked
purposefully toward James's dressing room.

~ Theinvitation lay where the reporter had tossed it, right
in the Whltgof)l_aan trash container. Thomas pulled it out
and pocketed it. Five minutes later he pulled onto Pros-
pect Avenue and into the rush-hour traffic. He'd been
worried about having to snesk in and sted the cubsin the
dead of night. Luck was on hisside. With a big party at the
way station, he could walk in with the other guests and take
the cubs without anyone being the wiser.

* * %

After feeding the cubs and settling them down for their
afternoon nap, Cort wandered toward Faith's office. She'd
leaded too much work as a reason for avoiding him at
unch, but he knew it was something more than that. He
flexed his arm and felt the bandage move with his skin.
Something had happened when she'd tended his cut. In a
flash of temper, he'd forced her to acknowledge he wasn't
just one of her cats. He paused at the entrance to her of-
fice and shook his head. It came from thinking with the
wrong part of his anatomy, and from living in close quar-
ters with awoman who turned him on.

She sat at her desk, with her head bent. She wrote furi-
oudy on the papers in front of her. Afternoon sunlight fil-
tered through the window. The overhead fluorescent glared
harshly on her. Often she wore her hair in abraid, but to-
day a headband held it away from her face. A single, shiny
strand dipped over her shoulder and onto the page. She
brushed it away impatiently.

The scent of Sparky's mint, the smell of furniture oil and
the whispered fragrance of French perfume mingled to-
gether. In the comﬁound, cats paced reslesdy and called to
one another, but here there was only quiet. Faith was a
woman, he was aman, and they were alone. It was tempt-
ing to think about touchi n? her and tasting her. Temﬁtl ng
to wonder what shewould fed like next to him, under him.

But would she be tempted? And why did he care? He was
here to get ajob done. She would be a complication he
didn't need, atemptation he had no time for. He was re-



86 Tempting Faith

acting to circumstances, not the woman, and he sure bet-
ter not forget that.

This arrangement of theirs got to him. Their domestic-
ity was as foreign to him as the jungles of South America
would be to her. It was different from his normal life. He
dlowed himsdf asmall smile. Who was he kidding? He had
no normal life.

"How'sit going?" he asked.

eJumpedmt e chair. Her pencil went flying, and she
looked up at him. "How do you do that?" she asked. She
leaned forward and stared down. "You're wearing boots.
| can't believe you snuck up on me."

"l wasn't sneakln%1 He moved into the room and took
the chair in front of her d

She shuffled her papers together and tried not to look at
him. He knew shewas trying hard, because she kept glanc-
ing a him out of the corner of her eye and then looking
disgusted with herself. He liked that he got to her.

"Arethe cubs fed?" she asked.

"Both Big and Little tiger are degping soundly."

"Big and Little? Is that what you're caling them?"

"Y eah. What do you think?"

She grinned. "It's kind of basic, but it works. Having
any trouble with the forms?"

"Nope." He motioned to the papers scatered on her
desk. "What about you?"

She bent down and retrieved her pencil from the floor.
"Don't even ask. It's a nightmare. Every government
agency hasits own rules. You have to document the docu-
mentation.” She leaned back in her wooden chair and
stretched her arms above her head. Her back arched and
her shirt drew taut across her body.

The unobstructed view of her generous curves reminded
him of his original premise that rooming with Faith New-
lin wasn't going to be tough duty. The unconscious gracein
her movements made him wonder what else she did grace-
fully and well. To distract himsdlf, he looked around the
office. Like the rest of the building, it needed a coat of
paint.
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"You don't spend a lot of money on decorating, do
you?" he asked.

"The cats are my firgt priority."

"I guess." Pictures of the animals hung on al the walls.
Heglanced at a pair of photographs in dark wood frames.
"Are those the snow |eopards?’

She swivdled around until she could see them. "Yes.
They're a breeding pair."

He got up and stepped over to thewadll. "L ooks like the
pictures were taken from a long way off."

"A plane." Faith rose and stood next to him. Her arm
brushed his. He pretended not to notice. "These two were
illegdly brought into the oountr%/. I don't know if it was for
a private collection or what, but they escaped and were
captured by animal-control people.”" She picked up the
smdler of the two frames. "They brought the cats here and
| looked after them." She glanced up and smiled. "They
were so beautiful and wild."

He stared down at her blue eyes, at her faint dusting of
freckles and the generous curve of her mouth. Not beauti-
ful, he thought, but inteIIigbent and warm and attractive
enough that conventiona beauty didn't matter. It oc-
curred to him that he could get to like her. He didn't have
many friends in his life; it was too dangerous. The weight
of relationships dowed him down. But in another time and
place, he wouldn't have minded getting to know her.

"How long were they here?' he asked.

"About four months. We hedled them, fattened them
back urEl). The hardest part was maki ni sure not to domes-
ticate them." She placed the photo back on thewall. "They
were flown back to Asia and released in the wild. These
gliptures were taken about a year ago. They're both ill

ive.

He placed his hand on her shoulder. Her blue eyes wid-
enad dightly, but she didn't step away. If anything, she
seemed to sway toward him. He told himsdf he was four-
teen different kinds of fool, but he didn't care. "Y ou must
be very proud of yourself."

"I am. I'm glad they survived."
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Her bones fdt delicate. He knew she was strong and re-
dlient, yet there was a fragility about her that intrigued
him. He aso knew she'd probably drop-kick him if he ever
said that thought aloud. He gave her a brief squeeze and
stepped back.

"Is that why you want to start a snow-leopard breeding
program?’ he asked.

She nodded dowly, as if trying to remember what they
were talking about. "There are so few of them left. With-
out adding to the wild population, they're going to disap-
pear atogether. Just three or four breeding pairs would
greatly increase the gene pool. When | found out these two
madeit, | bought someland to start my own breeding cen-
ter. Now | just have to worry about al the paperwork, get-
ting the foundation up and running, finding donors."

He perched on the corner of her desk and took the weight
off his healing leg. "What will happen here if you leave to
start your snow-leopard program?*

"Several zoos have approached me about buying the
place. They would use it for an isolation facility, either for
quarantined animals, or for breeding the more endangered

jes."

"Sounds like you've got it dl figured out."

"Maybe." She leaned over and picked up the forms.
"1'm just not sure | can pull this off. | would have to run
the new foundation and | don't have a lot of business ex-
perience. I'm not sure | could get funding. | have this pic-
ture of dowly dtarving to death our first winter."

"At least the snow leopards would keep you warm."

"Yeah, they are furry little creatures, aren't they? Oh
well, I'll dedl with that problem later. Right now | have a
benefit to plan.”
hHefolded his arms over his chest. "I'm not happy about
this."

She wrinkled her nose. "Fortunately, your being happy
isn't a priority.”

"Gee, thanks." With him ditting on the desk, they were
amog a eye level. She was one tough lady. "Did you put
acdl into Jeff?"
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"Earlier today. I'm expecting him to return it shortly."
She glanced at her watch. "In another hour or so."

"We're going to need extra security for the party,” he
said. "I want to talk to him about that. |'ve dready sent the
guest ligt through the computer. Everyoneisclean. You do
redlize that reporter you scared off isinvited."

"I know," she said. "l don't think hell show up. Do
you?"

"Highly unlikely. Are there any changes?’

"A couple. I'm expecting more." She bent over and
pulled open a desk drawer. She drew out a folder and
handed it to him. "Some of the invitations say 'and guest,’
so we don't have al the names. They're supposed to call
and let us know how many are coming, but they don't a-
ways. Also, here are the names of the caterer's employees,
and the guyswho'll be parking cars. But these haven't been
findized, either."

He opened the folder and scanned the typed sheets. "Are
you trying to make my job harder, or is this a natural
trait?"

"l guess you'rejust lucky." She leaned over and looked
a the bandage partidly visble under the T-shirt he'd
changed into. "How do you feel ?"

"Sore. | haven't checked in the mirror, but | think | have

-shaped bruises on my back."

She chuckled. "1'll bet. 1'm heading up to the Big House.
The bathrooms there have tubs. 1'm going to take a bath.
You're welcome to join me." As soon as the words came
out of her mouth, she blushed scarlet and Stared at the
ground. "That's not exactly what | meant," she stam-
mered.

"Too bad." Her invitation conjured up avivid picture of
adelightfully naked Faith Newlin soaking in atub of wa
ter.

She risked a quick glance, then bused hersdf with
straightening the papers on her desk blotter. "The guest
room has a Jacuzzi tub. It might help with any stiffness.”

"Thanks."
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"If you want to go get achange of clothing, I'll meet you
by the garage in a couple of minutes." She fled the room
without waiting for his agreement.

Cort rose and trailed after her. He could use a good soak
to ease the tightness from his muscles. More than that, he
wanted to talk to his boss. The missing pieces from his
memory were gradually being filled in. Jeff might be per-
suaded to give him a couple more. He had to learn the
truth. If he didn't, he couldn't go back. And he had to go
back. Fighting in the trenches was al he knew.



Chapter 6

Faith shifted her tote bag over one shoulder and bent
down to pull the roast out of the refrigerator. After col-
lecting afew potatoes and some vegetables, she put them dll
inaplastic b% and dropped them in the tote.

No doubt Cort was waiting for her by the Jeep. She
should go face him and get it over with. But just thinking
about what she'd said was enough to send hegt flaring on
her cheeks.

You're welcometojoin me. Oh! Shewanted to scream.
How could she have blurted that out? She hadn't been
thinking anything remotely sexual. She sghed and made
her way down the hall. She'd never been agood liar, espe-
cidly to hersdf. She had been thinking about how hand-
some Cort was, and how he seemed to fill her office, but
she certainly hadn't been thinking about having a bath with
him. Still, 1t was an intriguing thought. She wasn't a vir-
gin; she knew what went on between awoman and a man.

As she entered the foyer, she indtinctively glanced out at
the compound. Ken and Sparky were playing tug-of-war
with e?farky's favorite blanket. Sparky was winning. She
pushed open the door.
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"Ken?" shecdled.

He looked up. Sparky took advantage of the distrac-
tion, jerking his powerful head once and pulling the blan-
ket free. Ken promptly sat down on his butt.

"That's cheating,” he ydled at the victorious cat. He
stood up and brushed off his pants. "Y es?"

"Cort and | are going up to the Big House. Please fead
the cubs before you leave and make sure everything is
locked up."

"No problem." He tossed her a grin, then started after
the cat. "Come back here. | demand a rematch." Sparky
rs]pri nted up one of the telephone poles and looked down at

im.

Faith closad the door and stepped out the front. Cort was
leaning againgt the Jeep. His black T-shirt emphasized his
blond good looks and her heart started making a funny
thumping against her ribs.

"Thought you'd changed your mind," he said, stepping
forward to take her bag.

"Just giving Ken ingtructions. He'll teke care of the cubs
next feeding."

Cort lifted the tote from her shoulder and looked sur-
prised when he fdt the weight of the bag. "What do you
havein here?"

"Dinner." She climbed into the vehicle. "I have to count
glasses and plates, see what we have before | cadl the ca
terer. | thought 1'd cook aroast while | wasthere. The oven
a thekBig Houseisbetter, and | can keep an eye on it while
| work."

He settled in beside her and peered in the bag. "How do
| know you're not feeding me tiger or leopard food?"

"You'll just have to trust me."

"Not something | do easily."

She bdieved him. J&ff never talked much about hiswork,
but the few times he'd opened up to her, shed been ap-
paled by the horrors he'd seen. Cort would have shared
those experiences. She didn't understand these warriors
who risked their lives and fought ever-changing enemies.
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"Lucky for you the meet is il in the store wrapper. You
can read the labd yourself.”

“I'll risk it," he said.

When they reached the Big House, Faith parked in front.
She pulled the keys from her jeans pocket and unlocked the
front door.

"lt'sdwaysalittle musty,” shesaid. "The cleaners come
two days before the party and air the whole thing out. The
caterers arrive the next day and then the guests.”

He stepped into the house and gave alow whistle. "This
issome place."

She glanced around at the familiar high ceilings and pa-
pered walls. "L et meget theroast going, and I'll show you
around.”

In the kitchen, she turned on the oven and prepared the
meat. After she did the pan in the oven, sheturned to Cort.
"We can cook for about a hundred with this kitchen."

He stared at the two large stoves, theextrawidetriple snk
and the subzero refrigerator. A butcher-block idand stood
in the center.

"All the party dishes are stored in there,” she said,
pointing to the pantry on the right. "Through here is the
dining room." She led the way.

The rooms were large. Hardwood floors gleamed de-
spite a layer of dust. The wallpaper was subdued and de-
gant, with a cream-and-rose print. Smal couches had been
pushed up againgt the walls and covered with sheets. Chairs
stood in tall stacksin al the corners. Round tables had been
pushed together in front of the big stone fireplace. Vdvet
drapes covered the tall windows, rich brocade trimmed the
valances.

"We use the downdtairs for our fund-raisers. We have
conversational areas in these two parlors, then st up a
buffet here in the dining room. There's a study over there."
She pointed to closed double doors. " That's where we hold
the petting zoo."

Cort glanced at her and raised his eyebrows. "Some-
thing tells me you don't bring in lambs and baby goats."”
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She shook her head. "The friendliet of the cats. Sam-
son, that bobcat in the last habitat. He loves the attention.
His being declawed is a red plus. There are a couple of
panthers that like people, and of course, Sparky."

"Sparky ever take one of your guests down?" he asked.

"No. | told you, it means he likes you."

He rubbed the cut on his arms. "If anyone gets out of
Hand, well just tel him to go long and let Sparky tackle

im."

Faith grinned. "1'll keep that in mind." She shifted the
tote bag to her other shoulder and started up the stairs.
"The house was built in the early part of the century. Ed-
winas grandfather made his fortune in lumber and con-
struction.”

"It's a beautiful place. I'm surprised you don't want to
live here."

"It's exﬁ)ens've to keep the house heated. With the
westher mild, it's fing, but in the winter, this place is drafty
and cold." At the top of the stairs, she paused. "Edwina's
suite of rooms is over there." She pointed at the closed
door. "It's empty now. After she was gone it seemed eas-
ier to moveto the way station and live in the apartment. We
save alot of money on utilities, and I'm closer to the cats."

He moved past her to the glass caselining part of the long
dark hdlway. "What's this?' he asked, pointing at the
many ribbons and trophies.

She switched on the overhead light and stepped next to
him. "My secret life."

He opened the cabinet and pulled out one of the statues.
"Y ou're a sharpshooter?'

"One of my many talents." She amiled.

His brown eyes flickered over her face. "Jeff didn't tdl
me."

"“1'm not sure he knows."

He put the trophy back. "You ever shoot at anything
other than targets?’

"If | haveto."

He didn't return her smile. "1f someone shows up to take
the cubs, are you prepared to defend them?"
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She bit her lower lip. He was asking if she could kill a
man. She thought about the white tiger cubs, deeping
peacefully in their cage. And the snow leopards that had
been illegdly smuggled into the country, then mistreated.

She nodded dowly. "I would do my best."

He held her gaze. "Can't ask for more than that."

They were standing close together. She wasn't sure why
she hadn't noticed before, but suddenly she was aware of
his arm only inches from her breasts and the way his scent
drifted to her. The empty house was a welcome sanctuary
from her pressures a the compound. She knew she would
never enter here again without remembering how Cort
looked standing next to her.

She stepped back to break the spell. "The guest room is
through here," she said, walking around him and pushing
open adoor. A king-size bed stood against onewall. A rich
mahogany dresser and armoire matched the headboard.
She pulled atowd out of her tote bag and tossed it to him.
"Thetubisin the bathroom, over there." She pointed to a
half-open door. "I think it's big enough to snvim in."

He looked around. "There's no phone."

"I know. | have one in my room, and there's another
downstairs. They're extensions of the main number at the
way station, so wewon't miss Jeff's call."

He dropped the towd on the bed and looked around.
"It's agreat old place."

"Y ou'rewelcome to deep here, if youwant."

"No, Faith." He placed his hands on his hips and stared
aa\t her. "I take my responsihilities just as serioudy as you

o."

Faith leaned back in the tub and sighed. Hot water
lapped around her shoulders. The scented bubbles teased
her nose. Soft music from her portable radio filled the
bathroom. Thiswas her idea of heaven. Thetension in her
back eased, and she closed her eyes. She had a thousand
details to worry about with the upcoming fund-raiser. She
should be planning the menu or worrying about decora-
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tions, but she didn't care. Right now she didn't want to
think about anything.

Her eyes drifted shut. The music swept over and through
her, carrying her along on the svest melody. She moved
lower in the tub, until the water crept up the back of her
neck. Warm, she thought. It reminded her of Cort's hand
on her shoulder, and the fed of his body so close to hers.
The brief contact had shaken her to her toes. She'd tried not
to let him know how he &ffected her.

It was just because she lived out in the sticks and had
limited her contact with men, she told hersdf. It wasn't
anything to do with that man specificdly. He wasn't inter-
edted in her and she wasn't interested in him.

She hummed with the soarl? on the radio and thought
about how his bare chest had looked that morning when
she'd dressed his cut. Broad and strong and tanned. She'd
wanted to touch him, had thought about running her fin-
gersaong hisribs and—

She sat up suddenly, ignoring the water doshing over the
sde of the tub. Cold air stung her wet torso. She had it bad
for Cort. Faith drew her knees up and hug%ed them. There
wasn't anything she could do about it, either, except pre-
tend this—this attraction or whatever she wanted to call i—
didn't exist.

She stepped out of the tub and grabbed a towel. As she
dried off, she forced hersdf to think about the upcoming
party and the tiger cubs. She walked naked into the bed-
room, ignoring her reflection in the mirror over the dresser.

The entire room made her uncomfortable. From the pale
cream carpeting to the lacy bedspread and frilly drapes, this
was a feminine room. Edwina had decorated it for her when
she'd first come to live with the older woman. It had been
her welcoming present. Faith had never had the heart to tel
her friend that ruffles and lace made her fed awkward and
out of place.

She picked up the clean undergarments she'd brought
with her and dipped into the panties. Sengble cotton. She
fingered the plain white bra. No slk for her. As she fas-
tened the front closure, she sighed. What was the point?
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The cats hardly cared what she wore. It didn't make sense
to spend extramoney on lingerie no one but her was going
to see.

She glanced at the fresh clothes she'd brought, then
walked over to the closet and pulled open the door. A dozen
outfits hung on the rack. There was room for four times
that many. On thefloor sat three shoe boxes. The top shdlf
contained a bag of stockings.

These were her fancy clothes. The things shewore to the
fund-raisers. They were ﬁart of alifethat wasn't red to her.
She fingered the midnight-blue velvet of along dress. She
became someone dse when she wore these clothes. Rich
men spoke to her, but their eyes dipped to her breasts.
Wedthy matrons assumed she was one of them and whis-
pered confidentially about the best caterers and florists.
Wives squesaled at the beauty of the cats and conveniently
forgot about the fur coats they had waiting in the cloak-
room. Husbands cornered her to find out if she was ad-
verse to having a brief but torrid affair.

Faith shook her head and dosed the door. They weren't
dl likethat, she reminded hersdf. Many of the people came
because they genuinely cared about the cats. But the foun-
dation required money to keep it going, and that meant she
had to play her role.

She picked up the clean jeans and knit top she'd brought
with her. Sometimes she wanted to be more than she was.
Noat the woman in the velvet dress, not the competent gen-
derless careteker, but someone in between. A woman who
waore pretty things from time to time. She dipped into her
jeans. That wasn't true, she admitted. It wasn't about
wearing pretty dresses and shoes; it was about fitting in.
Just once, she wanted to be like other people who seemed
so naturaly tojoin up, two by two. Shewasn't likethat. She
could give her love away, but it was never returned. She'd
never been enough. She'd learned it was safer to give it al
to the cats. At least they needed her.

She dipped thewhite knit top over her head, then pulled
out a brush. After takin OIg the pins out of her hair, shelet it
fdl down her back an began brushing out the tangles.
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Shed just finished securing her French braid when the
phone on the nightstand rang.

She picked it up. "Hello."

"Tell metheresno crisis,”" J&ff said.

She laughed. "Why do you aways assume theworst?"

"lt'smy job, Faith. How areyou?"

He sounded weary, she thought, wishing he were here for
her to talk to. AIthou?h what would she say? There were
some things even Jeff wouldn't understand. She had a
feding that her attraction to one of his operatives fdl in
that category.

She quickly brought him up-to-date on the cubs and the
security measures Cort had aready installed.

"Hewantsto talk to you," she said.

"About what?"

"I'm not privy to that information,” she said, then
chuckled. "But he did want me to mention that the foun-
dation is having a fund-raiser a the end of the week. Were
expecting about a hundred and twenty guests. | think he
wants some extra people for that."

She hdld the receiver avay from her ear and listened to
him squawk. At regular intervals she brought the mouth-
piece closer and said his name. About the fourth time she
did it, he got quiet.

"| absolutely forbid it," he growled.

"l didn't permission.”

"Faith, those cubs are important. | don't want anything
happening to them."”

"I understand that, but you dumped them on mewith no
warning. I'm hap\oy to keep them for you. However, this
party has been planned for months. Unless you're pre-
pared to offer me a haf-million dollars, which is about
what welll beraising, | can't stop it now."

He didn't say anything.

"I'll go get Cort," she said.

Jeff sghed. "Fine."

She st the phone on the bed and crossed the hall to the
guest room. After knocking on the door, she waited. He
didn't answer, so she knocked again.
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"Cort, Jff is on the phone."

Could he have fdlen adeep in the bath? She knocked a
third time, then pushed the door open. As she entered the
room, the bathroom door opened and Cort stepped into the
bedroom.

He stood before her, naked. More beautiful than any of
the wild cats in the compound. The soft lamplight made his
tanned skin glow. Long, lean muscles covered his strong
frame Des%)lte the bandage on his cdf, he was the perfect

aman.

He held a towe over one shoulder. A single drop of
moisture dripped from his neck onto his chest and got lost
in the matting of hair. Her fingers curled into her palms.
Shelooked at histapered wast and narrow hips, then at the
wide thatch of blond hair surrounding the parti eo?/
pr(ojtlnésgf his gender. Bdow that, long legs stretched down
en :

She thought of how incredible he would look moving
through sunlight, each muscle bunching and rdeasing with

erful maleenergy. She could see the coiled strength just
ow hisskin. Her gaze trailed up his body. So stunning.
He took her breath away.

He pulled the towd down and Iet it hang from his hand.
The movement startled her. She looked at his face. In a
sngle heartbeat, everything changed. As she met his gaze,
e knew he wasn't like the wild cats she so loved. He was
aman, and she wanted him.

Sexud need snapped between them like the crack of a
whip. She swallowed nst the tightening of her throat.
Her breasts swdled as her nipples poked against her bra.
Between her legs, m0|sture ampened her sensble cotton
Pantles Shewatched an answering interest stir Cort's body,
ﬁangthenlng his maleness. She took a single step toward

im

He smiled. A very knowing, very satisfied mae smile.
Redlity crashed in around her. She had been staring a him,
practically begging him to touch and take her. Embarrass-
ment flooded her, and with it horror that she had com-
pletey lost control.
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"Jeff is on the phone," she blurted out, then turned and
ran out of the room.

Cort started after her. He'd seen the humiliation in her
eyes. "Faith, wait."

But she was dready hafway down the stairs. He paused,
torn between duty and desire, then cursed and made his way
across the hall to her room and the phone.

"What?" he barked into the receiver.

"Took you long enough," Jeff drawled. "What the hdl
have you been doing?"

Cort sat on the edge of the bed and ran his hand through
his damp hair. It was al bad timing. But the look on her
face... how was he supposed to resst that? Had any woman
ever looked at him with such appreciation and raw desire?

"Cort, are you listening?"

"No. What did you say?"

"Tell me about this party.”

Cort explained about the fund-raiser. He forced himsdf
to ignore what had happened with Faith and concentrate on
the business at hand. "I want you to send me ateam. I've
dready faxed the guest ligt to your office. To date, every-
one has been cleared.”

"1'll take care of it." Cort heard the scratching of Jeff's
pen, then his boss said, "How's everything dse going?"

"I've got most of the security measures aready in-
stalled. It'sbeen quiet. No one's made any kind of move."

"They might use the party as a cover."

"1've dready thought of that. 1'm going to make sure the
cubs are wdl guarded." He ran through the ligt of other
precautions he'd taken. "Could you rent me a tux? This
affair of Faith'sis formal.”

Jeff laughed. "Don't want the hired help standing out.
We're about the same size. I'll send up mine."

"You own atux?"

"Comes with thejob, buddy."

Cort grimaced. "You should never have gone inside,
Jeff. You gave up dl the action."
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His boss was silent for aminute. "I couldn't do it any-
more. Not after what happened to Jeanne and my son,
JJ."

"I know." Cort fdt like a hed. He'd spoken without
thinking.

"You could do worse," Jf said. "The fidd gets old."

"Sit behind a desk?" Cort switched the recaiver to his
other hand. "1'd rather be shot at dawn. | want to be out
there, face-to-face with the bad guys."

"Let me know when you change your mind. You're up
for a promotion.”

It was a familiar argument. Jeff offered him a promo-
tion and araise. The only problem was, Cort had to come
in from the fidd to get it. Not him. He wanted to bewhere
he could see the action. Great battles were never fought
behind desks.

"Anything else?" Jeff asked.

Cort drew in a degp breath. He had to know and Jeff was
the only one he trusted to speak the truth. "Did Dan diein
the explosion?"

Silence.

"I know about the warehouse going up in flames. | re-
member being there, but that's all." Cort waited, but Jeff
didn't answer. "Tell me, dammit. | know | went down there
to bewith Dan. Hewas my friend. | have the right to know
what happened to him." He redized he was squeezing the
recaver tight enough to crack the plagtic, and he forced
himsdf to rdax hisgrip. "Did | kill him?"

"1t realy matters to you, doesn't it?" Jeff asked.

Yes.

"You didn't kill him."

Cort dumped forward and rested his dbows on his knees.
"Thanks."

Before he could ask anything se, he heard Jeff shuf-
fling papers. "I'm glad you're getting better," he said.
"How's Faith?"

Cort thought about the look on her face when shed
gared at his naked body. The desre there had him re-
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sponding ingtantly. Then she'd become aware of hersdf, of
the situation, and she'd run off.

"She'sfine," hesaid.

"The way your memory is returning, you should be
reedy to come back to work as soon as the problem with the
tiger cubs is taken care of "

"Looksthat way," Cort answered, hoping he was right.

"Think about the promotion," Jeff said. ™Y ou would be
su(;prised what a difference you can make from the in-
side."

"“It's not for me."

"The offer stands. Teke care of yoursdf and Faith,
buddy. I'll bein touch." He hung up the phone.

Cort replaced the receiver. Rdief overwhemed him. He
hadn't killed Dan. Thank God. He leaned back on the bed
and stared up at the ceiling. How would he have handled
that? He'd killed before. In his line of work, that couldn't
be helped. But it had dways been a ssimple decision. The
bad guys had been the ones shooting at him. But Dan? Cort
sat up and rubbed hisjaw. Thisiswhy he didn't like rdla
tionships. Entanglements complicated everything.

Would he have done it? If Jeff had told him to kill Dan
because he'd gone over to the other side, could Cort have
iced his friend? He thought for a moment, then nodded. He
was a damn good operative. He followed orders. So what
the hell kind of human being did that make him?

He didn't like the question, so he rose to his feet and
walked back to the guest room. No answers awaited him
gg)e'e. He wanted— He paced restlesdy. Hewanted to talk

out it.

The nead startled him. He'd never been the kind to share
his troubles. But everything blurred together. Dan. The
parts of the mission he could remember. What he couldn't
remember. What the death of his friend meant. Why, given
the order, hewould have been able to pull the trigger.

He suddenly remembered Jeff hadn't answered the
question about whether or not Dan died in the explosion.

"Tricky devil,” Cort muttered. And wondered what
Faith would make of the whole thing. She—
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He cursed. He'd completely forgotten how she'd run out
on him. He started out of the room. Redizing he was il
wrapped in a towd, he pulled the ends tight around his
waist and hurried down the stairs.

He found her in the pantry off the kitchen, surrounded
by the caterer's menu and cupboards full of dishes and
glassware. She sat on a high stool, aclipboard rested on her
knees. The setting sun shone through a window, back-
lighting her ddlicate profile.

She didn't notice him. He leaned against the doorframe
and studied the way her nose tilted up dightly at the end,
how she moved her lips when she counted. A pulse flut-
tered at the base of her throat. She wore a clinging white
top, tucked into the waistband of stone-washed jeans. With
her hair pulled back in one of her fancy braids, there was
nothing to obstruct hisview of her torso. As she raised her
arm to push some wineglasses aside, he saw the curve of her
b;least. The size and shape looked to be a perfect fit for his
palm.

"Faith."

She jumped at the sound of his voice and spun on the
stool to face him. Color flooded her face. She raised the
clipboard in front of her chest, like a barrier. Her gaze
avoided his.

"Dinner will be another hour," she said softly. "I just
put the potatoes in to bake. | have to count the dishes, but
you'rewdcometo usethe TV in the study, or whatever you
want."

"Faith," he sad again.

She 4ill didn't look at him. He waked forward and
placed one finger beneath her chin. Sowly, he pressed un-
til she was looking up. Embarrassment clouded her blue

eyes
He hated seeing her like this. It was fine to make her
sguirm when he teased her. He liked the flush of color that
stained her cheeks when hewinked, or she accidentally said
something suggedtive like her invitation to join him in her
bath. But not this bone-numbing humiliation. Not for her.
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She was strong and capable. That's how he wanted—no,
needed—her to be.

"1 would have looked," he said.

Instead of smiling, she jerked her chin free and turned
her head away.

"You're an attractive woman. Why wouldn't | have
looked?"

"Just leave me alone. I'm fine."

He didn't beieve her. She would retreat inside hersdf,
and he would miss the—he tightened hisjaw, but dammit,
he couldn't hide from the truth—the friend she'd become.
He didn't have many friends. Only Dan and Jeff. Dan was
dead and Cort didn't know why or how. He grabbed her
shoulders. The clipboard clattered to the floor. She stared
up at him.

"You are a stubborn woman," he said.

Her lips quivered dightly. It was amost a smile. "l
know."

"Don't be embarrassed. | liked you looking at me."

Fresh color crept into her cheeks. Shetried to twist avay,
but he held her shoulders tightly and she couldn't dip off
the stoal.

"Don't," hesaid, and bent down to kiss her.

He'd only meant to reassure her. But at the contact of her
mouth against his, he redlized he'd made a tactical error.
She was soft, too soft, and the fed of it made him hard.

Hunger swept through him. He wanted to tell himsdf it
was dl about the amount of time that had passed snce hed
last made love to awoman. Any woman would scratch the
itch. But he wasn't thinking about any woman. He was
thi Eléhng about Faith. He squeezed her shoulders and she
sghed.

He brushed her lips once, then twice, and raised his head.
Wide blue eyes stared into his. She looked as shocked and
stunned as he fdlt. If he had alick of sense he would back
off now and make a Strategic retreat. A cold shower would
go along way to stopping this before it started.

"Cort?" shewhispered, and hewas lost.
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He moved close to her, pushing her legs apart so that he
could step between them. He brought his arms around her
and hauled her against his bare chest. Her breasts flat-
tened against him. Her hands touched his back. Her ten-
tative stroking on his skin contrasted with her normal
competence at everything else, and he groaned.

Before she could withdraw or protest or change her
mind, he bent down and claimed her mouth again. Hetold
himsdf to go dow, to move casudly and not frighten her
away. But when he touched her lips, rational thought fled.

Faith caught her breath at the sweet contact. Cort an-
gled his head so their mouths pressed more firmly to-
gether. She'd spent the last twenty minutes berating hersdlf
for standing there gawking while he was naked. Now, with
that vision fresh in her mind, it was easy to give hersdf up
to hiskiss.

He amdled of soap and male skin. Her hands brushed up
and down his back, then held on to his shoulders. Thetip
of histongue delicately touched her bottom lip. The damp
caress made her lips part ingtantly. She liked thefed of him,
theway he hdd her close. She liked—

His tongue touched hers. Her mind exploded in a con-
flagration of sensation, as if someone had st a match to
dry tinder. Fire raced adong her arms and legs. Need fol-
lowed, making her ache and hunger with a power that
frightened her. His tongue swept inside her mouth. Shere-
sponded to each stroke, surging againgt him, trying to pull
him closer. Her fingers clutched at him, touching his damp
hair, then moving rapidly up and down his spine. Her chest
grew tight and her breasts throbbed with each heartbest.

He moved to kiss her jaw, then down her neck to the top
of her shirt. He nibbled at her sengtive skin and bit her
earlobe. She gasped and arched her head back, needing
more.

Both his hands moved to her waist, then reached up to-
ward her aching breasts. Shetried to lean back to give him
room to move, but he bent down and clamed her lips
again. Thistime she was the aggressor, pushing her tongue
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ibnto hismouth. As shetasted hisheat, his hands cupped her
reasts.

She froze, unable to believe the glorious tingling that
swept through her. Her hips surged toward his, and she fdt
the length of his desire press against her jeans-clad core.
She rhythmically moved her hips. His matched the thrust-
ing as his fingers swept over and around her breasts. Her
nipples puckered in anticipation. Her hands gripped his
waist. He shifted, and she fdt histowe fdl away.

As she reached down to dide her hands across his bare
buttocks, his fingers brushed her hard nipples. She moaned
her pleasure. He gently squeezed the senditive points, then
Pressed dightly. Her head lolled back. He kissed her neck,
eaving awet trail from her jaw to her shirt collar.

It had never been like this, she thought hazily, as his
hands pulled her shirt from her jeans. She'd never been so
ready, so hungry for a man. There was an honesty to their
mating. No words or empty promises, no fase pretense.
Justeg man and a woman with a need too large to be ig-
nored.

He pulled up her shirt and deftly unhooked her brawith
one hand. She stroked and squeezed his firm buttocks. He
surged against her. As he cupped her bare breasts and his
thumbs teased her nipples, she shifted on the stool, bring-
ing her center more firmly against him.

He breathed her name. Supporting her hips, he drew her
legs around him. Fire burned in his brown eyes. The lines
of hisface tightened as he reached for the waistband of her
jeans. Sheld only had two lovers in her life. Each of the
physicd relationships had begun sJowIK, awkwardly, with
tumblings and bumped noses. Neither had been asright as
this primal mating.

He unfastened the first button. Faith leaned forward and
kissed his bare chegt, tasting his warm skin. She licked his
nipples, making him squirm. Inside, the wanting grew un-
til she knew she would perish from the need. She wiggled
her hips impatiently. He grabbed the zipper and tugged it
do(\j/\(/jn. IAs he reached his hand inside her jeans, he lurched
suddenly.
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Faith straightened and wrapped her arms around his
walst to support him. He grabbed for the counter. Their
eyes met.

"Guesstheleg isn't ahundred percent,” he said hoarsdly,
glancing a his bandaged cdf.

She nodded dowly. Sef-awareness returned, pushing
away the passion.

"We can continue this upstairs,” he said.

She bit her lower lip. Could she? Mate like one of the
cats, without thought or concern for anything save plea-
sure? Sheld never known how people did that. Both her
lovers had clamed possession of her heart before sheld
given her body. Unfortunately, after taking the latter, they
were no longer interested in the former. Shelooked a Cort,
at his nakedness, the proof of his need thrusting toward
her. Shewanted him. But was that enough? He wes like the
sow |eopards. Beautiful, wild. Something to admire from
afar, but never claim.

"I can't," she whispered.

He swalowed hard, then touched her chin, forcing her
to look at him. "I understand. No hard fedlings."

"Thank you. Maybe we can just forget it."

One corner of his mouth lifted up in a smile. "You go
ahead, Faith. | don't want to forget."



Chapter 7

@isis redly great," Cort said, dicing off another bite

Faith toyed with her food, but didn't bother looking up
or answering. It was the third compliment in ten minutes.
So much for forgetting about the kiss.

It was dl her fault. She shouldn't have kissed him back.
She shouldn't have let him know how he &ffected her. She
shouldn't have let him kiss her in the first place. She sighed.
She shouldn't have stared a him when she'd seen him
standing there naked.

“Theround oak table sat in an acove of the kitchen. Be-
hind her were the two professional stoves, the triple snk
and expengve refrigerator. She'd wanted to run back to the
compound and hide out in her office. With dinner aready
cooking and work she couldn't put off any longer, she'd
had to stay. An hour had passed and she was till shaken.

She glanced at him. Cort was looking at her. The fact
that he was dressed and sitting there as cdmly as if noth-
ing had happened didn't help. She wanted to turn away and
hide. She wanted to stop the blush she could fed heating
her cheeks. Instead she put down her fork and drew in a
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deep breath. They had to work together. He seemed to be
handling what had happened exactly as she'd requested.
Despite his daim to the contrary, he ssemed to have put the
entire event out of hismind.

"You must think I'm completdy inept," she sad at last.

He shook his head. "I don't think you're inept. | think
you'revery honest and you make a great pot roast."

She amiled dightly. "It'satri-tip."

"Whatever. Do you want meto apologize?'

"Doyou want to?"

"No. I'm not sorry." Heleaned forward across the table
and took her hand. "We're working in close quarters.
We're both without significant relationships in our lives. |
find you very attractive. It's perfectly natural."

She wasn't epecialy petite, but his wide pam and long
fingers dwarfed hers. He said it was pefectly natural. She
wished she could bdieve it was nothing more than hor-
mones and circumstances.

"You'reright," she said, withdrawing her hand from his
and picking up her plate. She rose and walked over to the
sink. "I know it didn't mean anything. |s Jeff going to get
you the necessary security people?’

He s his plate next to hers on the counter. "All taken
care of. He'll aso run a last-minute check on any changes
in a}pe guest list, along with substitutions in the catering
Staff."

She ran water and rinsed the dishes. After pouring them
each coffeg, she returned to the table. He picked up a pad
of paper and sat in the chair next to her.

Working quickly, he drew a rough floor plan of the
house. "Tell mewhat happens at one of these parties. How
are therooms st up?"

She leaned over the drawing and pointed. "We put chairs
and sofas in conversation groups."

He sketched them in. "Likethis?"

"Yes. The buffet isin the dining room. The big table
runs lengthwise. We have a wet bar in both parlors. The
cats are brought into the study through the French doors.
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That's why we use that room. They don't have to wak
through the crowd.”

He asked her questions about the party. As they worked
together, she fdt some of her embarrassment ease. Every
now and then their arms would brush, or his breath would
gtir a loose hair or two a her temple, and then her body
would quiver with awareness. She watched him speak, the
way his mouth moved, the flash of white teeth. She re-
membered the fed of that mouth on hers. Had it only been
an hour or two before? It ssemed longer.

"What about the guests themsdves? Everybody |
checked out was rich, right?" he asked.

"Weinvite a fen members of the press. A couple of old
friends of Edwina's. Otherwise, yes."

He leaned back in the kitchen chair and placed his hands
behind his head. He raised one ankle to the opposite knee.
"You could find yourself awedthy husband, and dl your
worries about the snow leopards would be solved."

She smiled. "We don't get a lot of single men at these
functions. All of them are married, most of them are ed-
ﬁrfly. Feisty executive types don't have much time for wild-

ife"

"Y ou've never been tempted?"

"By one of them?" She shook her head. "Not redlly."

"And you've never been married?”

"No. What about you?"

He folded his arms over his chest. "Never. | trave fas
test when | travel alone.”

"Where exactly are you going?'

She'd meant the question to be humorous, but he took
it serioudy. "Wherever they send me. It's not right to have
awife and kids in thisbusiness. Look at what happened to
Jeff. Losing Jeanne aimost killed him."

';IBUt while shewas dive, they had something very spe-
cial."

Heraised hiseyebrows. "Such as?"

"A relationship. A close bond between a man and a
woman. You've never been tempted?' she asked, repeat-
ing the question he'd asked her.



TemptingFaith 111

"Not my style. When | go out on assignment, that'sal |
can afford to think about.”

She leaned forward and rested her arms on the table.
"Why doyou doit?"

o 'Ht's my job. All I've ever wanted to do. Fight the good
ight."

"But it'snot awar. Don't you get lonely?"

He waved his arm to take in the large kitchen and the big
house behind that. "Y ou want to compare life-styles?'

That jab hit home. She stared at her hands.

"Faith, I'm sorry." He leaned forward and deliberately
bumped her elbow with his.

She looked up a him. The cut on his chin had amost
hedled. He would carry a scar as a reminder of that mis-
sion. Gold-blond hair tumbled across his forehead. She
wanted to brush it back, but she didn't. It wasn't her place.

He bumped her again. "l have a hard time answering
persona questions.”

"| understand. People ask me strange things, too. They
don't understand my commitment to the cats. | guess it's
similar to how you fed about what you do."

"Friends?" he asked.

Shenodded. "Friends."

Cort ressted the nead to tease her until she smiled. It was
the easy way out, and for once, he didn't want that with a
woman. There was something fundamentaly honest about
Faith. She didn't play games. When she made a decison to
do something, she did it without reservation.

Which made her reaction to their kiss al the more inter-
esting. He'd expected to be turned on by touching her. He
hadn't expected to be consumed by white heat. Even
thinking about his tongue in her mouth and her breastsin
his handswas enough to get him hard again. If hisbum leg
hadn't given out on him, who knows what would have
happened. He wasn't sure if he was grateful for the inter-
ruption, or mad as hell.

He looked around at the drinking glasses Faith had
gtacked on the counters. Sheld dready gone over the menus
and gpproved the liquor list. Setting up the fund-raiser was
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an incredible amount of work. She never even batted an

eye.

"I told Jeff we'd be keeping the cubs under guard dur-
ing the party," he said.

"That's a good idea. Too many people would upset
them. Even though most of our guests are aware of the
dangers with the cats, even the domesticated ones, most
can't resist wanting to pat a 'kitty."

He rotated his arm and looked at a healing bite. "Those
tiger cubs aren't close to domesticated.”

"They're sweet."

"They have very sharp teeth."

She smiled. He'd seen her smile dozens of times, but the
way it changed her whole face—brightening her eyes and
making her look pretty—never failed to surprise him.

"They're supposed to have sharp teeth. They're carni-
vores."

"Will they be rdlessed into the wild?"

She sipped from her coffee mug, then st it down. "They
can't be. Aside from the fact they won't have the skills to
feed themselves, we have taken away their very necessary
fear of humans. Besides, their white coloring would put
them at a disadvantage. They'll be safe in captivity."

"Y ou don't sound very happy about it."

"Areyou?"

He thought about the cubs, the way they were starting to
follow him around. They recognized his voice and were al-
ways willing to play. He had to admit they didn't look right
behind the bars of a cage.

"l guess not." He rose from his chair. "Come on. I'll
help you count plates."

Once in the pantry, he climbed up on the stool and be-
gan handing down dishes. Hetold himsdf he was crazy, but
he could swear he amdled the lingering scent of their de-
dgre in the smal room. If he closed his eyes, he would be
able to taste Faith's sweetness and fed her responsive body
trembling next to his. He banished the memories. If he
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closed his eyes he would fal off the stool and break his fool
neck. Then he'd be usdless to Faith and Jf.

But for once the thought of hisjob and what he couldn't
remember didn't tie him up in knots. It was coming back to
him. Sowly. And now he knew he hadn't killed Dan.

Faith took the salad plates and carried them into the
]Ic<_iftchen. "That's a hundred,” she said. "We nead another

ifty."

He passed her a stack of ten. She took them and set them
on the counter. Her arm muscles flexed with the move-
ment. Shewasn't anyone'sidea of an ornament. She'd been
vvild in hisarms. What would she be like in bed?

"How come you hever married?' he asked.

Shelooked up, obV|ous|y surprised by the question. "1've
never been asked."

"Was there anyone serious?’

"A boy in college. I'd thought—" She took another
stack of plates and set them on the counter, then counted.
"Ten more, please. 1'd thought we might, you know. But
after graduation, he sort of disappeared.”

"What do you mean 'disappeared'?"

"Left without saying goodbye. Packed up and moved
avay. We had a date and he never showed. | went to call
him and the phone was disconnected.” She picked up the
sdad plates and walked into the kitchen.

"I'm sorry," he said.

His initial flash of outrage made him want to find the
man and punch him out. He stepped off the stool and
picked up a stack of dishes. Who was he to cast stones at
the guy? He thought about his own past. Had he done any
better?

He was about to ask another question, but when she
came back she wouldn't meet his eyes. There was some-
thing sad about the sat of her mouth, asif remembering the
past was painful for her. Clumsy bastard, he told himsdf.

She cleared their mugs off the small table in the acove
and set them in the sink. "What about you?" she asked.
"You can't dways have traveled alone."
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He should have expected the question. Normally he
didn't talk about himsdf, but he owed her. "There was
someone once," he said, hoping it would be enough.

Faith leaned against the counter and looked expectant.

"We broke up,” he said, and went back for more plates.

Faith followed. "Y ou must have loved her very much."

Cort started pulling down dinner plates and damming
them on the counter without worrying about their break-
ing. Why did it dways come down to loving someone? For
once, hewanted to blurt out the truth. No, he hadn't loved
her. She'd been convenient. He'd been young and horny
and she thought the world of him. In the end, he couldn't
wait to leave her. He hadn't loved her, because he hadn't
loved anyone. Even then he'd known it was faster and safer
to travel alone.

He opened his mouth to finaly speak thetruth, "1 —"

Faith's blue eyes widened. In the muted light from the
kitchen, her skin looked smooth and soft as satin. He d-
ready knew how it tasted. She could control a three-
hundred-pound leopard and face down wild jaguars with-
out batting an eye. But he saw the wigtful expresson on her
face, and he knew that under the tough facade she was a
romantic dresmer who 4till believed in love and happily-
ever-afters. Her commitment to the cats proved it. He could
kill if it were required, but he couldn't destroy her dreams.

"Yes," hesaid. "I loved her very much." The lie tasted
heavy and bitter. He wanted to cal it back and spesk the
truth, but the moment passed as she nodded.

"You've never forgotten her. | know what that's like.
Not for me. If someone had loved me like that, well, he
would be here with me." She sounded sad. "My father
loves awoman like that. Not my mother. His second wife,
When | was growing up, my father traveled on business. He
was gone a lot, and we had to move with his job. My
mother and | begged him to find another line of work.
Something that would keep us al together." She leaned
against the pantry counter and traced acircle in the center
of the top dinner plate. "But he wouldn't."
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She looked up at him and smiled. "He was a little like
you. Hewanted to go his own way. When my mother died,
he put me in boarding school for a couple of years. | didn't
want him to leave me there. He told me it was the only
way."

Cort perched on the stool. "Then what happened?’

"He met another woman. She's different from my
moather, but nice." Faith amiled faintly. "I like her. Shetold
my father if they were going to get married, he would have
to change hisways. He did. They live in Vegas. He works
for acasino. They have three little girls and he's there for
them every night. He goes to soccer games and school
plays." Shedrew in adeep breath and tucked aloose strand
of hair behind her ear. "All the things he didn't have time
for with me."

"Faith, |-"

"Don't apologize," she said. "1'm not angry. | guess |
envy them. What my father has with my stepmother. What
Jeff had with Jeanne. 1t must be wonderful to be so spe-
cid to someone. To have that bond. | wanted to but I've
never been able to find anyone who could love me back. |
understand why you can't forget her, Cort. She must have
been an incredible woman.™

If held fdt awkward before, now hejust fdt aslow as a
snake'sbelly. He wanted to ease the hurt in Faith by telling
her most relationships weren't as wonderful as she made
them out to be. Love wasn't real. It was an excuse for sex.
He'd never loved awoman in hislife. But if he told her the
truth, he would make her fed worse. He stood up and
grabbed the stack of plates. Better for her to believe what
shewanted. Easier for both of them.

As he passed her on hisway to the kitchen, she reached
up and touched hisarm. "Cort?"

"Don't, Faith. Don't say a damn word."

She nodded once, then drew her hand away.

He could fed the hurt radiating from her. It burned in his
gut and there wasn't anything he could do about it. This
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was why he preferred to travel single, he reminded himsdf.
Relationships aways got in the way.
* % %

"Oh, gt still," Faith told Sparky.

The black leopard glared at her, his ydlow eyes little
more than dlits.

"You can bring down a good-sized deer. Why are you
afraid of alittle water?' She raised the bucket up to rinse
off the suds.

Sparky made a choking sound low in his throat, then
flattened his ears as the water cascaded off his back.

"He doesn't look happy," Cort said as he gtrolled across
the compound and stopped next to her.

"Heisn't. He hat&gettincj; abath. It's not being wet, but
the fact that he doesn't smell of mint and dirt anymore.”

Cort crouched down and patted the cat's face. "Could
be worse, Pal. | have to wear atux tonight."

Sparky looked unimpressed.

Faith unhooked his chain from the telephone pole at the
center of the compound. "Hold this," she said, handing
the end to Cort. When he took it, she stepped back about
fifteen feet.

Helooked puzzled. "Why do you want meto—" Sparky
rose to his fest and braced himsdf. Cort glared at her.
"Why, you little-"

Fath gtarted to laugh. "Too late." Sheydped and turned
away as Sparky dtarted to shake. Water flew everywhere.
When she looked back, Cort was drenched and Sparky was
licking his front paws.

Shewaked over and took back the chain. "Thanks."

Water dripped from Cort's face. The front of his blue
shirt clung to him. Drops formed a pattern on his jeans.
The devilish light in his eyes promised retribution.

"Y ou could have warned me," he said, wiping his face.

"And spoil the sug)rise?‘ She tugged on the chain.
"Come on, Sparky. | don't want you rolling in the dirt and
getting muddy." The big cat dowly followed her.

H V\(/j at about me?" Cort asked, holding his arms out to
issides.
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"I don't want you ralling in the dirt, either."

Hejogged after her, hislimp barely noticesble. When he
reached her side, he placed an arm around her neck and
squeezed gently, before releasing her. "1 should have done
you in when | had the chance."

"Try it. I'll Sc my watch cat on you."

Thelr eyes met and they both smiled. She was glad they
could il befriends. The first day A.K.—After Kiss, as she
thought of it—had been awkward, but she'd forced hersdf
to behave normally around Cort, however funny she fdt
inside. She 4ill had trouble looking at him without re-
membering how incredible he'd been standing naked, or the
fed of hismouth on hers, but if she concentrated, she could
push the memories aside. The upcoming fund-raiser had
redly helped. With athousand details to take care df, it was
essy to get lost in her work. In the last couple of days, she
and Cort had dipped into akind of teasing relationship that
made her wonder if she was going to fed londy when he
wasgone.

"When do the rest of the security people get here?' she
asked. A team of four had arrived yesterday.

He checked his watch. "Within the hour. The cubs will
be in the office and under guard &t dl times. Only you or |
will be dlowed in that part of the building.”

"Besureto tell the guards not to try to play with them.
Thlelz_ cubs will be upset enough by the noise from all the cars
pulling in."

Cort grinned. "1'll do better than that. I'll show them my
bites. That'll keep them in line. What about you? Are you
ready for tonight?"

They reached the main building. He held the door open
for Faith, then stepped in after her. She waked into her
office and led Sparky over to the blanket she'd stretched
out on the floor. "As much as | can be. The caterers fin-
ished setting up thismorning. The flowers are in place and
mogt of the food is prepared.” She grabbed a towd from
the stack on the chair and knelt in front of the leopard.
"Your favorite part, Sparky."
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Theleopard crouched down and closed hiseyesin antic-
ipation.

"Want some help?' Cort asked.

"Sure. Grab atowe. | rub him dry. It adds a nice shine
to his coat and kegps him from going to roll in the mint."

Cort settled on Sparky's other side, picked up a towe
and began rubbing the big cat. "You seem a little ner-
vous," he said, glancing up at her.

"It'sthe party. They always make me crazy."

"Why?"

Sheleaned forward and took one massive paw on her 1ap.
Wrapping the towd around his foreleg, she pressed out the
moisture. "Anything can go wrong. | worry about a guest
getting drunk enough to want to provoke the cats. | don't
like playing hostess. 1'm not gresat at small talk with peo-
plel don't know. It was easier when Edwinawas dive." She
patted Sparky's head and looked into his bright ydlow
eyes. "We miss her, don't we fella?' The leopard nudged
her hand and made a purring noise low in his throat. She
moved to Sparky's side and rubbed his shoulder. "Our
donors are serioudy rich." She smiled. "We don't have a
lot in common."

"The cats," Cort said, brushing the towe across Spar-
ky's flank.

"That's true. So | amile until my cheeks hurt, and an-
aver questions about panthers and leopards. And | re-
mind everyone how big cats are losng more and more
natural habitat every day, and they write me checks." She
wrinkled her nose. "Theworst part of it isthat I'm going
to have to do even more fund-raising if | start the snow-
leopard project.”

Heraised hiseyebrows. " 1f?"

"Thejury isgtill out on that one.”

"You can do it."

"Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

Sparky diffened suddenly and Faith looked up. One of
the security guards, atall bad man in hislate forties, stood
in the doorway.
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Faith wrapped the towd around Sparky's neck like a
collar. His neck wasn't dry enough to put his leasther one on
yet. "Sparky, you remember Andy," she said, kegping her
voice low and pleasant. "Andy, crouch down and hold out
Kour arm." Shedidn't bother looking at the man, but kept

er eyes on the leopard.

Nothing happened. Before she could repest her request,
Cort walked over to theman. "Doit," he growled. "Un-
less you want to be lunch.”

Andy obeyed. Sparky sniffed the offered hand, then
turned away In disinterest. The man rose. Faith relessed the
leopard and Sparky began grooming.

"What do you have to report?* Cort asked.

The older man looked a little shaken. "Jesus, | don't
know if I'll ever get usad to that thing roaming around here
loose." He grinned at Faith. "Great watchdog. You think
when thisis over | can get a picture of me and him to show
my kids?"

"Surething," she said.

The man was as tall as Cort, but heavier. He pulled a
walkie-talkie out of his utility belt. "Thisis for you, Boss.
Frequency is all set. Every unit has been tested.” He turned
to Faith. "The planking isdl in place over the dirt part of
the driveway. Two guards are posted there. They've been
logging in the catering people. All theextra lights are strung

working." He looked back at Cort. "So far, no sur-
prises.”

Cort took the walkie-talkie and stuck it in his pocket.
"Let's keiaI it that way. When do your kids arrive?' he
asked Faith.

The three part-time employees were working the party.
They were responsible for bringing the cats up to the man
house and showing them to the guests. "Any time now."

"And the guests start arriving when?'

"About seven."

"Then | guesswe're dl set," he said.

She followed the two men from the office and closed the
door behind her. "I'm going to go up to the Big House,"
ghesad. "l have to check on the food and then get ready."”
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"1'll seeyou at the party."

She left the men and drove up to the house. People
swarmed over the main floor, taking care of the last-minute
touches. The house glowed from its recent cleaning. The
c&ystal chandeliers glittered. Bright flowerslined the man-
tel. She spoke to the woman in charge, made sure every-
thing was going well, then escaped upstairs to her room.

She stared at the contents of her closet, at the dressy
clothes hanging there. These nightswere the only oneswhen
she became like other women. When she wore makeup and
curled her hair. The expensve gowns and jumpsuits made
her fit in with her guests. In the past she hadn't cared what
she looked like, as long as she was presentable. But this
night was different. She wanted to be ia. A foolish
dream, she told hersdlf. Cort wasn't for her. He wouldn't
care what she dressed in, because he saw her as little more
than a co-worker. But there was nothing wrong with pre-
tending, evgn*fgr anight.

Cort adjusted the gun at the smal of his back, then
shifted the walkie-talkie to his left jacket pocket. The house
was quiet. The catering daff had returned to the back
rooms to change into their uniforms. None of the guests
had arrived. Asit dways did at the start of any misson, a
cam came over him.

A whisper of sound caught his attention. He turned and
looked toward the staircase. Faith stood poised at the tolo.
If hewore atux, it made sense that she would be formaly
dressed, as well. But he wasn't prepared for the transfor-
mation.

The cream jumpsuit clung to her curves, outlined her
generous breasts, narrow waist and dender hips. Sequins
sparkled from the padded shoulders and angled down to-
ward her midsection. The deeves puffed out at her upper
arms, then fitted snugly from her edbows to her wridts.
Cream suede boots hugged her calves.

As shewaked down the dtairs, his gaze reached her face.
Makeup accentuated her blue eyes and highlighted the
shape of her mouth. Sparkling earrings dangled almost to
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her shoulders. She wore her hair SNeEt lé?l and away from
her face. Curlstumbled down her back. She was beautiful.

When she stood on the last step, he moved close to her.
Shetried to smile, but trembled too much.

"1'll take your sllence asacompliment,” she said, twigt-
ing her hands together. "1 you hate theway | look, please
don't tell me. I'm nervous enough." _

"You look terrific,” he said, not quite beieving the
transformation.

"Reajlﬁ?' She flushed. "Thanks. I'm so nervous.”

He took her hands in his. "Don't be. You'l do great."

She looked down at hersdf. "I think this color might be
amistake. What if | spill something? And I'm going to get
cat hair all—"

He cut her off. "Faith?"

"What?" Shelooked worried. "What'swrong? Isit my
hair? You hate—"

"Do you have more of that lipstick?"

She frowned. " Of course. But why do you—"

"Because I'm about to smeer it."

He leaned forward and touched his lips to hers. Her eyes
fluttered closed, and he fdt the familiar heat throbbing in
his body. He was about to draw her close to him when he
heard the faint scuffing of shoes on the front porch. He
stepped back.

Faith looked dazed. She touched her fingers to her lips.
He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, then
?rinned at the lipstick he'd brushed off. Ken opened the

ront door and stuck his head in the door.

"They're here," he said. "Show time."



Chapter 8

William Thomas tapped his fingers impatiently on the
steering whed of his dark sedan. He was next in line. The
limo in front was waved through. He eased his foat off the
brake and the big car rolled up to the guard posted at the
open gate.

"Good evening, sir," the amed guard said, and took his
invitatié)n. He scanned the thick, creamy paper. "And you
are...?"

"Johnson,” Thomas said. "Mark Johnson. From
K-NEWS."

The reporter and his producer, Mark Johnson, had been
invited to the event. A quick cdl to the station had con-
firmed Johnson was out of town. It was unlikely any of the
guards would know who the man was. Safer to imperson-
ate him than awell-known newscaster.

"May | sseyour driver'slicense?' the guard asked.

Thomas pulled out the forged ID. He loved Los An-
geles. You could buy anything you wanted if you knew
whereto go. The driver'slicense was genuine, if stolen. The
picture had been taken that morning.
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The guard looked from the photo to his face, then amiled
and handed back the ID. "Just follow the driveway up to
the main house, dr. En'o% your evening." He checked
Mark Johnson's name off the ligt.

Thomas waved and pressed on the gas. The sedan with
its tinted rear windows rolled aong the planking, then onto
smooth asphalt. As he moved up toward the main house,
he glanced over his shoulder. The big collapsible cage he'd
purchased was completely covered by a dark blanket. He
ﬁatted the gun concedled under his jacket and dlowed

imsdf a small smile. It was aimost over.

* % %

Faith greeted her guests as she circulated through the
room. She ressted glancing at her watch. Last time she'd
checked, only fifteen minutes had passed. The evening was
crawling by. Her forced smile became genuine. Why was
she Cs}l,urprised’? These evenings were aways long and awk-
ward.

She stopped by the bar and ordered another glass of club
soda. Asthe bartender poured, she leaned against the brass
railing and glanced around the room. Quiet conversation
filled the huge parlor, competing with the tinkle of glasses
and cutlery. Theexcited buzz was dready starting as it grew
closer to the time when they brought in the cats. Jewdry
sparkled, expengive fabrics gleamed. All in al, a beautiful
scene.

The bartender handed her the drink, and she nodded her
thanks. Acrossthe room, a pair of broad shoulders caught
her eye. Cort. Before tonight, she'd only seen him in ca
sua clothing. Or nothing at al. She'd liked him best in the
latter, but the tux hewore camein aclose second. The black
wool emphasized his strength and leen grace. He moved
through the room, watching, nodding when noticed, but
mosily staying in the background. Shetried to catch hiseye,
but he was intent on his work and hadn't once looked her
way. Gone was the passionate man who had kissed her un-
til she trembled. In his place was a handsome stranger in-
tent on doing hisjob. There was an air of danger about him
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that made women look twice and men step back to let him
through. She fdt safe knowing he was around.

"Faith, darling, you look fabulous." An older woman
swvept across the room and stopped in front of her, kissing
the air next to her cheek. Her husband trailed behind.

"Margaret, Milton. How good of you to come.”

Margaret was a carefully preserved woman of sixty who
gtill looked to be in her late forties. Her purple sk dress
showed off a figure that had defied gravity. Milton didn't
resst aging as stronglg. His white hair hung down to the
collar of his expensvely tailored forma wear. They could
be difficult at times, but Faith had aways liked the cou-
ple. They were two of Edwina's oldest friends and had a-
ways looked out for her.

"Where are those lovely cubs weve been hearing
about?" Margaret asked, then sipped from her cham-

pagne.

"1'm afraid they're not on display.”

Margaret made a moue of disappointment. "Oh, | did so
long to see them."

"We have them under guard. They would be upset by 4l
the people. They're till babies.”

Milton nodded sagely. "Sensible. Don't want any trou-
ble. You bringing out Sparky?' The old man had a soft
heart for the leopard.

She smiled. "Of course. He should be ready. Why don't
Ih_takgz you in the study now, so you can spend a minute with

im?"

The older couple glanced at each other. "We'd loveto,"
Margaret said. She leaned forward and whispered. "Mil-
ton has done very well in the foreign market. There's alit-
tle extrain your check tonight, dear."

Faith squeezed her hand. "Thank you."

She led them to the study and ushered them inside.
Sparky sat on ablanket, trying to chew the red bow around
his neck. Samson, the bobcat, quivered with excitement.
An older panther lay on asturdy meta table in the corner.

Margaret rushed over to Samson, who greeted her like a
long-logt friend. Milton let Sparky smel his arm before
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patting the leopard he'd known since the cat was a cub.
Faith backed out of the room and closed the door behind
her. She looked at her watch and decided she'd dip away
and check on the cubs.

The road from the way station wound around for al-
most a mile, but there was a narrow path that cut through
thewoods. It was about aten-minute walk. Lights had been
strung from the trees and al the overhanging brush had
been cut back. Later, she would lead the group over to the
compound to unveil the two new habitats paid for by some
of the guests.

"Where are you off to in such a hurry?" Cort asked
from behind her.

Startled, she spun to face him. "Where did you come
from?"

"l saw you leave."

"But | didn't ever see you looking a me," she blurted
out, then wished she could call back the words.

Cort didn't ssem upset. "1'm good at my job. Y ou're not
supposed to see me watching you. Where are you going?”

"To check on the cubs. | want to tell the guards that welll
be bringing people over in about a haf hour. A fewv will
wander into the main building. | wanted to warn them to be
firm but polite."

Cort took her arm and turned her around until she was
facing the Big House. "I'll do that. You go back to your
guests."

"But |-"

He squeezed her arm briefly. "You're doing fine. Ev-
eryone is having a great time and no one knows you're
nervous."

"You know."

"It's m?/job to know. Go on." He waved her dong the
path. "1'll s you by the habitats in a haf hour."

* % %

Thomas hovered at the back of the crowd. The woman
in charge, Faith Newlin, was making a speech about the
generogty of the family that had donated the big cage
sructurein front of them. He took a couple of seps to one
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sde and dipped into the shadows. This was his chance.
While everyone was busy, he would find the cubs.

A faw casud questions had told him the tigers weren't
part of the show. That would make his job easier. They
were, according to a plump but talkative matron, under
guard at the main building. He spun on his hed and stared
at the low, one-gtory structure in front of him. Lights shone
from several windows. That had to beit.

He waked dong the back of the building, counting
windows and trying to figure out where the cubs would be.
The dense undergrowth didn't dlow him to easily go
around the structure, so he headed for the glass doors and
pulled them open.

The shabby foyer was empty. In front of him stood an-
other set of doors. They were sturdy and looked new. He
pushed on one. It swung open to reved the parking lot
filled with expensve cars and limousines. Excitement
flickered in his belly. He could move his car close to the
building. That would make hisjob a lot easier. He would
have to carry the cubs out one by one. No way he could
wrestle the cage inside, take them, then carry it out with-
out being noticed. He easad the door shut and looked down
the long halls.

On hisright, overhead lights shone on sgns for the men's
and ladies restrooms. To his left, the hallway stretched
Id(:}(?vwn with closed doors on both sides. He stepped to his

t.

Thomas dipped his hand into his jacket and rested his
palm on the handle of his pistol. He dipped insde the first
door. A meta table attached to one wall and open shelves
containing bandages and medicine told him this was a
medical office. He continued down, opening the doors, one
after the other. On thefifth one, hewaked into asmall area
dominated by acage. He dlowed himsdf asmall smile. In
the center of the cage, the cubs lay curled up together
deeping. Perfect, he thought. They'd be easer to handle

"Excuse me, sir. Thisroom is off limits to our guests."”
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He turned toward the voice. Thankfully, he had the sense
to drop his hand to his side. The khaki-uniformed security
guard looked alittle startled at seeing him, but not unduly
alarmed. Thomas thought about taking out the man. The
guard wasn't much over gx feet. Before he could decide,
another guard joined him.

"What's the problem?’

"I was explaining to the gentleman that this room is pri-
vate."

"My mistake," Thomas said, figuring he couldn't take
both of them without a commotion that would dert the
other guards in the area. "l was looking for the rest-
room."

The firgt guard smiled and stepped back. "At the other
end of the hall, sir. It's marked."

"Thank you." Thomas adjusted thejacket of his rented
tuxedo and stepped past the guard and into the hall. Ashe
walked down the corridor, he counted doors so he'd be able
to find hisway in from the outside.

He went through the front doors and into the parking
area. Severa limo drivers clustered together talking. He
circled around the cars, found his rental and dowly ma
neuvered it as close to the main building as he could. He
climbed into the back seat and pulled the blanket off the

cage.

He'd rented this car specificaly because, athough it was
asedan, it was the executive modd with an extrawide back
seat. He worked quickly and in about ten minutes had the
cage up and secured. He tossed the blanket over the
gleaming metal so someone walking by couldn't see it, then
left the car and headed back to the building.

The cubs were in the second room from the end. He
closed his eyes and thought about the layout of the room.
There hadn't been any chairs. The guards werent sta
tioned with the cubs. Apparently they were patrolling the
halls. He would have to be prepared to take one or both
men out quickly, if he had to. He would come around the
building, through the bushes, and break the window. The
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cluster of trees would hide his activity from the parking lot.
That would make hisjob easier.

Asheentered themain building, he glanced at the screens
covering the windows, then patted his pockets. The tools
he'd brought with him would be enough. He adjusted his
tuxedo jacket and stepped through to the compound. It was
just a matter of time.

Cort cirdled around the crowd of people by the new
habitats. He kept an eye out for sragglers and anyone who
looked too curious for their own good. He wished therewas
away to keep people out of the main building, but Faith
had pointed out her guests would need access to a rest-
room. He waked over to Andy.

"Send two more guards to patrol the outside of the main
building," Cort said.

The older man pulled out hiswakie-talkie and spoke into
it. "Done," he said a moment later. "Seems to be going
well, boss."

"So far,” Cort answered.

He moved away, scanning the area. One guard had been
posted by the two jaguar cages to make sure no guest came
to any harm. Three couples stralled by Tigger's habitat and
spoke to the big cat. The situation wasn't as controllable as
he would like, but it fdt damn good to be working again.
Every sense was on full aert. His leg fdt a hundred per-
cent. He'd been at the way station long enough to become
familiar with the noises and smdls. It dl seemed right. He
glanced at hiswatch. Another couple of hours and it would
al beover.

He turned his back on the crowd and studied the main
building. Nothing moving there. He waked toward the
jaguar cages to make sure the guard was alert. As he moved
through the darkness, something flashed in his mind. He
froze. Not a memory. More of a picture. Of walking
somewhere dse. Where? The dock? He closed hiseyes and
tried to remember. Nothing.
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Cort swore. When was it going to come back to him?
Why couldn't he remember? He had to. He shook his head
and continued toward the guard.

"Anything?" he asked the man.

"Nope. A couple of old guys came by, but | told 'em to
move on, and they did."

"Good. |—" Cort paused. A sixth sense made him turn
toward the narrow road leading from the compoundsto the
Big House. He thought he saw something—or someone—
moving there. "I'll be back later," he said, waking to-
ward the main building.

He broke into ajog, trying to remember the people who
had been around amoment before. They weren't there now.
Some had gone inside, others had joined the main group.
Had one of them tried to dip around the building?

He saw a man silhouetted against the dense brush and
broke into a run.

"Youthere," hecaled. "Stop."

The man froze for a second, then dove into the bushes.
Cort raced after him, pulling his radio from his jacket
pocket. He was about to call Andy when he stepped from
the path into the underbrush. Instantly time tilted. He fdt
the sturdy floor of the dockside warehouse. The smdl of
the sea invaded him. He could taste the salt. Up ahead.
There. Dan! Cort crouched low behind a stack of crates.
His felow agent opened a briefcase filled with documents.
Cort strained to see what they were. The other men—there
were gx of them—stood with their backs to him. But he
knew them. Terrorists, arms dealers, working for no coun-
try, instead sdling to the highest bidder. He remembered his
mission. To get proof that Dan was sdlling out his country.
He stared in dishelief as he watched his friend take the
money. Dan's betrayal tasted bitter on his tongue.

The scene shifted, grew foggy, then cleared, but it was
later. The medting was over. Cort approached the open area
cautioudy. He heard a noise behind him and spun. Dan!

"What the hdl are you doing here?' Cort demanded.
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Dan flushed, then grabbed his arm and jerked him close.
;Wﬁ've got to get out of here. They're going to come

ack."

Cort started to resist, then a cold feding did down his
spine. He pulled free and started to run for the exit.

He was too late. The explosion caught him up in its
power and tossed him aside like a doll. He struggled to get
to his feet, to breathe, but he couldn't. Then strong hands
tugged on him, pulling him to safety. Where there had been
smoke, now he could breathe fresh, sdlty air. He coughed.

"Why?" he asked groggily, barely able to focus. His
head. What had hit him?

A branch snapped.

The sharp noise jerked him back into the present. Cort
blinked in the darkness of the forest and reached for his
gun. As he pushed aside the flashback, he scanned the trees
and bushes. The lights strung aong the walking path didn't
reech far into the gloom.

He circled to the front of the building, but couldn't find
any trace of the intruder. He collected two of the guards
and had them go around the building twice. They found
some footprints made by dress shoes. All the guards wore
boots. Cort stared at the tracks. They led from the main
compound into the bushes, then disappeared into a pile of
leaves. Maybe someone had gotten drunk and wandered off
the main path. Perhaps a guest was Ssmply trying to get a
look at the cubs, but that didn't mean he was going to kid-
nap them.

The two guards posted with the cubs had mentioned that
a half-dozen people had been near the restricted room. A
couple had been lost, but the others were obvioudy hop-
ing for apeek at the prized kittens. None of them, accord-
ing to the guards, had looked dangerous.

By the time the last of the guests left, Cort knew that
whoever had been stalking around the compound was long
gone. If the extra guards hadn't scared him off, the big
lights he had set up in the front of the main building would
have. While Faith said her goodbyes, he had Rob and Ken
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hci[() him move the cubs' cageto an interior room. Then he
locked the door, pocketing the key as he l€ft.

Hewaked into Faith's office and sat behind the desk. He
didn't bother flipping on the overhead lights. Tiredness
settled on him like a thick blanket, but he knew hewouldn't
deep much tonight. The cameras in the halway had re-
corded twenty guests entering the main building. Ffteen of
them had obvioudy been searching for the cubs. Aside
from that, he'd seen nothing out of the ordinary. He didn't
know who had been in the bushes or who he'd been chas-
ing.

But he had remembered. Not al of it, but enough. He
gill didn't know how Dan had died, but he'd recalled most
of the mission. Dan had been involved with dangerous
characters. What had possessed his friend to cross the ling?
Had there been money troubles at home? He rubbed his
forehead and tried to remember if Dan had a family. He
didn't think so. They'd shared a common belief that trav-
eling alone was dways safest. Which made their friend-
ship unusua for both of them.

Cort leaned back in his chair. The explosion and firein
the South American warehouse had been ddiberately set.
Someone had tried to get rid of Dan. Or him.

The thought made him sit upright. Wasthat it? All this
time he'd assumed the bomb in the warehouse had been
because of Dan's activities. Cort frowned. Had he been
fingered, as wdl? Was someone after him? How much of
the mission did Jeff redlly know?

He didn't bother glancing at his watch. He drew the
phone close and punched out the familiar numbers.

"Markum."

"Could someone be after me?" Cort asked without
bothering to introduce himsdf.

"Something happen with the cubs?"

"A guy was creeping around in the dark. Was it about
me or the cubs?"

Jeff exhded loudly. "As far as | know, you're clean. |
wouldn't have sent you up to stay with Faith if 1'd thought
there would be any danger to her or the cubs."
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"They killed him, didn't they? The arms deslers turned
on Dan."

"So you remember."

"Not dl of it." Cort leaned forward and rested his d-
bows on the desk. "Enough. Did the dedl go bad?"

Silence.

"You can't be sure they aren't after me."

"Not a hundred percent, but—"

"Then replace me."

"Y ou want to come out?" Jeff asked.

Cort fdt something bump his leg. He looked down.
Sparky sat next to him and butted his thigh. Automati-
caly he reached down and scratched the big cat's ears.

"If there's even a possihility that I'm endangering them,
then yes."

"l don't think you are. No one but me knows where you
are. Your requests for assistance are being handled outside
the agency."

Cort stared at the leopard. He glanced around the small
office, a the photos on the wall, barely visible from the
light in the halway. He thought about Faith and the way
he'd kissed her. He was starting to care about her and this
place. He couldn't afford the distraction.

"I want out, anyway," he said abruptly.

"Why?"

"1'm a hundred percent, Jeff. Put me back in the field."

"You're still on medica leave and those cubs need pro-
tecting.”

"There hasto be someone ese you can send."

"Sure." He heard Jeff flipping through papers. "Smith
:s avalable at the end of the week. Can you wait that

ong?"

Cort grimaced. "Smith? He's ajerk. Who else?'

"That'sthe best | can do.”

"It's not good enough. | won't leave until I'm sure Faith
and the cubs are safe.”

"Then stay where you are," J&ff snapped. "You're sup-
posed to be my best operative. Who can | send in whao's
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better? Or is there something you're not teling me? An-
other reason you want to come out?" _

Cort thought about how Faith had looked that night, a
beautiful woman in expensve clothes and makeuB. He
thought about how he preferred her in jeans and boots,
with her hair hanging straight down her back. He remem-
bered how he'd lied to her about higé)ast relationships and
the pain in her eyes when she talked about her father de-
serting her. He thought about how easy it would beto go to
her bed and share the passion lurking so close to the sur-
face. The fire between them would probably burn hot
enough to scar, but it would beworth it. He thought about
how, when thiswas over, hewould return to hisworld, be-
cause fighting was al he knew and bdieved in. Then he
thought about Jeff's questions. There were a dozen rea-
sons why he wanted to come out. He couldn't tell his boss
even one of them.

"No," he said. "There's no other reason to come out."

"Then stay put and do yourjob." He hung up the phone.

Cort sat in the dark listening to Sparky's breathing as the
black leopard dept at his feet. He knew he would pay abig
price for letting himsdlf like Faith. Caring could be deadly.
Look at what had happened to Jeff's family.

But his boss had been right about one thing. Cort wasthe
best. It was up to him to protect Faith and the cubs. No
meatter what, he couldn't let his fedings get in the way.



Chapter 9

Faith filled Cort's coffee cup. "You want to talk about
wtg you didn't deep much last night?"
ort took asip. "Isit that obvious?'

Only to me, she wanted to say, but didn't. "The dark
circles under your eyes give you away."

"I had alot on my mind.”

It was past noon. The day after a fund-raiser was usu-
aly dow. Beth and Rob had arrived a haf hour before to
clean cagha Cort had already been out patrolling the com-
pound when she'd gotten up shortly after eight.

Sparky came into the kitchen of her apartment, drag-
ging his blanket behind him. He walked over to Cort and
dropped it at his feet. _

N ?Ipefthlilnk he wants to play," Faith said as Sparky dared
opefully.

"Beast,” Cort said, then jerked his head toward the
door. "Comeon, Faith. Let'smakeit two against one."

She followed him outside. The bright sunshine promised
awarm afternoon. After al the planning and hard work,
it ft good to be out from under the party. She took hold
of the blanket at the middle. Cort stepped up behind her
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and held on. Sparky grabbed the dangling end. He shook
Pis head playfully and almost ripped the cloth from her
ingers.

"You got it?" she asked, not turning away from the
leopard.

"I'm ready," Cort said.

She could hear the smilein hisvoice and fed him so close
behind her. The nearness made her ingdes fed funny, asif
ajolt of electricitly had passed through them.

"Go!" shecdled.

Sparky immediately hunched down with his rear end
pointing skyward, and started to pull. She could hear his
grunts as he strained againgt them. Faith tightened her grip,
but the blanket was dowly being pulled through her hands.

"He'sstrong," Cort said from behind her, hisvoice tense
with strain. "No you don't, cat. Y ou're not going to get the
best of me."

Sparky's ydlow eyes glittered with excitement. He made
low growling noises deep in histhroat. The powerful mus-
clesin his shoulders bunched with the effort. Faith held on
tight. She fdt hersdf starting to dide forward.

"He'spulling us," she said.

g "That's not possible. Betwean us, weweagh more than he
oes."

"I don't care what you think. It's happening. Look."

ky backed up toward the play areain the center of the
compound. Faith's boots dipped in the dirt. From a habi-
tet, f)ne of the cats howled encouragement. She started to
ggge.

"Don't you dare laugh,” Cort ordered, bumping against
her. "You'll lose your strength.”

"I can't help it. They're rooting for him." The laughter
became louder, and shefdt her fingers dip. Shelet go of the
blanket and immediately sat down hard on her behind.
Cort jumped to avoid running into her. Sparky took ad-
vantage of his momentary loss of balance, jerked the cloth
free and sprang victorioudly onto the telephone poles. He
held the blanket between hisforelegs, asit it were hisprey,
and gnawed on one end.
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Cort placed his hands on hiships. "We amost had him."

She shaded her eyes and stared up a Cort. He looked tall
and strong and very handsome. He'd rolled his long-deeved
blue shirt up to hiselbows. Jeans clung to his narrow hips
and powerful thighs. Shetried to ignore the quivering in her
chest and the heat blossoming in her breasts. "We didn't
amost have him, Cort. He never loses in tug-of-war. Even
when hewas a cub, hewas strong."

Cort held out his hand. She grabbed it, and he pulled her
to her feet. As she brushed off her backside, he looked
around the compound. "How did you find this place? Were
you dways interested in big cats?"

"No." She gtarted back to the office. He moved into step
beside her. "I never had pets when | was growing up. We
moved too much. Then, after my mother died, | was sent
away to school. Besides, my father dways hated cats."

"l s that why you work with them?"

She grinned. "l never thought of it like that, but maybe.
| got asummer job here the year before | went to college. |
didn't know what | wanted for a career, but after that first
week, | knew thiswaswhere | belonged.”

He held open the door and she ducked inside. Cort hov-
ered in the foyer. He looked tired and out of sorts.

"Isit about last night?" she asked.

Heraised hiseyebrows. "l swhat about last night?"

"I heard we had a possible intruder. |s that why you're
sojumpy?"

He shook his head. "Whoever the guy is, he's long
gone."

"Then | know just the thing to make you fed better."

She'd expected him to be curious about her announce-
ment. Instead he took a step closer and she saw passion
flare to life in his brown eyes. The cut on his chin had
hedled. Suddenly she wanted to touch the scar, tracing it up
from his chin to the corner of his mouth. She wanted to be
closeto him, to inhale the scent of hisbody. To fed him on
her, and in her, tasting her, touching her, until nothing ex-
isted except the moment of their joining.
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Nead swept through her. She started to sway toward him.
He moved close, asif to catch her. She wanted to say yes.
But she couldn't. Her sdlf-respect had been hard won, and
she wasn't about to throw it dl away by giving her body
without her heart. Cheap affairs had never been her style.
She didn't know how not to care. And Cort had made it
very clear he wasn't interested in any kind of a relation-
ship. He preferred to travel light. At first she hadn't un-
derstood his reluctance to commit to someone, but now
that she knew about the heartbreak in his past, it dl made
sense. Oh, but he tempted her.

She deared her throat. "I was thinking of going shoot-
ing up in one of the canyons. Want to come along?’

o The passion receded. "Shooting?' He raised his eye-
rows.

"I haven't been in awhile. | mostly use my rifle. Come
on, it'll be fun."

He seemed to consider his options. She haf hoped he
would pick sex and smply pull into his arms. Once he
hdd her, she wasn't sure she would have the will to resst.
Instead he smiled. "Okay, et me get the Beretta and I'll
meet you by the truck."”

She coallected her weapons and ammunition and carried
them outside. Cort helped her load everything. She went
into the kitchen, grabbed a six-pack of sodas, then stuck
her head out the back and told Beth they would return in a
couple of hours.

They drove up the mountain in silence. Cort saw Faith
glancing a him every couple of minutes. He wanted to tell
Iher that he wes fing, but he knew she wouldn't beieve the
ie

He hadn't known how much Faith was getting to him
until he'd asked Jeff to take him off the case. Since then he
hadn't been able to think about anything dse. It wasn't
hard to figure out his concern. Jeff had said he hadn't killed
Dan, but J&f hadn't been in South America. Cort didn't
have to have been the one who pulled the trigger to be re-
sponsible for what happened to Dan. Was he putting Faith
in the same kind of danger?
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He leaned his head back and watched the passing scen-
ery. Lush growth spilled onto the narrow two-lane road. It
was too late in spring for many of the wildflowers to ill
bloom, but wild berry bushes were dready budding fruit.
Squirrels jJumped from tree to tree, and a rabbit crossed the
road a hundred yards ahead of them.

Faith dowed the truck, shifted into four-whed drive,
then turned off onto a dirt path. Branches dapped against
the cab as the vehicle dowly moved up the mountain. Ten
minutes later, they rolled into a small clearing. A locked
shed stood on one side.

She stopped the truck and smiled at him. "We're here."

He stepped out into the warm afternoon. Taking a deep
breath, he smelled wild roses and the soft grass under his
feet. "Thisisexactly what | needed."

"Good." Faith unlatched thegate on the bed of the truck
and lowered it. "L et's see how you do shooting arifle." She
picked one up and tossed it to him.

He caught it eedly, then collected three more. Faith lifted
the heavy case of ammunition. She wore jeans and a
T-shirt. As she picked up the case and st it on the ground,
the muscles in her arms bunched and released. She was
strong. She bent over and reached for the zippered case
containing her handgun. Her jeans molded to the firm
curves of her rear. Shewas dso very much awoman. In the
past he'd dways been attracted to ultrafeminine types who
would collapse at the first sign of trouble or physical activ-
ity that wasn't directly related to sex or their aerobic work-
out. Faith was different. She didn't need to pretend. Hell,
shedidn't have time. Working with the cats required total
commitment.

She unlocked the shed and J)ulled out paper targets. "It's
just through here," she said, pointing to a break in the
trees. She handed him the targets, then picked up the box
of ammunition and led the way.

The path ended in a narrow canyon. Brush had been
cleared back to the trees, creating a narrow corridor per-
fect for shooting. Frames for targets had been set up in
front of amuddy hillside. Most were stationary, but a cou-
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ple were on jointed sections that moved with every breath
of the wind.

For the firgt half hour, they shot using handguns. Faith
couldn't match him on speed or accuracy, but she was bet-
ter than most people he knew. The sound of the gunshots
gave him a sense of something familiar, and something
about hislast assgnment, but when the memory didn't fo-
cus, he tried to ignore the sensation. He'd finally learned
the best way to remember the past wasto let it cometo him.
Trying hard to recdl things only made the fog thicker. At
the end of each clip, they compared targets. He tried not to

loat, but couldn't help grinning when they took down the
ast one.

"You completely missed the bull's-eye," he said, dip-
ing off his ear ﬁrotection and pointing from the neat col-
edl on of bullet holes that punctured the center of his target

to the scattered spray on hers.

Faith shook her head disgustedly. "I never was much
good with a handgun.”

He took her target and held it up in front of him. The
bullet holes formed a pattern in the center of his chest. "I
don't think you have to worry about an intruder."

Her blue eyes widened. She stared at her gun and then at
him. "You asked me once before if | thought | could kill
someone.” She flipped on the safety and popped out the
magazine. "1'm still not sure. | hope | never have to find
out."

Cort remembered his own questions about Dan's death
and understood her fedings. He admired her ability to ad-
mit she wasn't sure. So many rookie agents talked about
wanti n%]their firgt kill, asif it were a badge of honor to be
}/\%on There was nothing noble in taking another person's

ife.

"1'll do my best to keep you safe," he said.

" Just what every woman needs. Her own warrior
prince." Shegrinned up at him.

The makeup from last night was long gone. Her hair

straight ?aln pulled back in aponytall. He could sse
the reckles on her nose, the faint lines by the corners of her
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eyes, and he could smdl her French perfume. Her shirt was
faded, and her jeans had seen better days. None of that
mattered. A powerful need swept through him, stirring his
blood and making him want to take her here on the spring
grass, surrounded by the trees.

She picked up arifle and handed it to him. "Prepare to
have your butt whipped."

He took the weapon and loaded it. The desire was as
controllable as any bodily function. He could fed it, but he
didn't have to do anything about it.

"Y ou sound pretty confident," he said.

"I am." She smiled smugly. "But doubt me al you
want."

She st up the targets. Two of them went on the swing-
ing frames. A light breeze gtirred the paper, rocking it from
side to side. Cort stepped up to go first. He was used to
following a moving target with a pistol, but not with ari-
fle. Every timehegot it lined up in hissights, it moved.

"Y ou have to anticipate which way it'sgoing to go," she
offered.

"Thanks," he said dryly, ashetook a breath, hed it and
squeezed the trigger.

The target fluttered as the bullet went through it, but he
could see he wasn't even close to center. He took severa
more shots, but didn't get any better.

Faith stepped next to him and gently pushed him out of
theway. "L et me show you how the pros do it, honey," she
ﬁ%red. Her sdf-satisfied grin told him he was about to be

She didn't disappoint him. She put a dozen bullets into
a space the size of a haf-dollar. By the time she was done
shooting, there wasn't anything left of the paper at the
center of the target. She put a second sheet in place and
kicked the frame 0 it wiggled wildly. Even with the addi-
tional movement, her shots al went in dead center.

Cort took the rifle from her. "I've been hustled.”

She nodded modestly. "You should have looked more
closdy at those trophies. | told you | was a sharpshooter."
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_ "I% this something you learned to do in your spare
time?"

"No. Actualy, | was forced into it." She reached for a
can of soda and tossed him one. Then she popped the top
of her own and sat down under atree. She dropped her ear
protection on the ground. "l learned to shoot a rifle be-
cause we use them to tranquilize the wild cats."

Cort settled next to her. They both leaned againgt the
rough bark of the maple tree. He dtretched hislegs out in
front of him. "Why you?"

She shrugged. "When | first came to work for Edwina,
| worked part-time, likethe kids | have now. Shesaw | was
interested and committed to the animals. When she men-
tioned a full-timejob after | had my associate degree, | was
more than willing to switch and study anima husbandry.
It's difficult for people to get jobs working with animals.
There aren't alot of openings at zoos, and private places
like this don't have the money to hire people. Edwina al-
ready had an older man working full-time, but he wanted
to retire and go live with his daughter | could do every-
thing he could, except shoot."

She took a swallow of her soda. "I remember the first
time he brought me up here." She smiled. "I couldn't even
keep my eyes open en er?h to am at the target. | was ter-
rified. 1'd never handled a gun before in my life. Plus,
tranquilizing a cat is complex. You have to know thebody
weight so you get the correct dosage. The dart has to land
in abig musclegroup. If it hitsbone, you'll break it. If the
dart passes throug?h soft tissue into the animal's internal
organs, you can kill the cat." Shepulled her knees up to her
chest. "That'swhy | am for the rear flank. If | miss, the
dart usudly hits the ground."

"That's a big responsibility.

"It's the one part of thejob | don't like."

"But you do it." He shifted toward her and studied her
face. A few strands of hair drifted around her cheeks. He
reached over and tucked them behind her ear. "You a-
ways find away to surprise me."

She glanced down. "What do you mean? I'm just—"
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"You're not 'just," he said, cutting her off. "l admire
the way you don't let being scared get in theway. That'sa
rare strength."”

"You're flattering me. | wish it were true. If you knew
how many times I've been afraid.”

He touched his finger to her chin and urged her to look
up a him. "Everyone is afraid. Most people let the fear
win. You don't."

He smdled her perfume. It mingled with the warmth of
her body, creating an essence that drew him closer. He
wanted to kiss her full lips and fed the passion that had
flared between them before. Instead, he traced the line of
her jaw, then dropped his hand.

"Bdieve me, Faith. You're ahdl of awoman."

She dismissed him with ashrug. "1f I'm so damn strong,
why am | scared of opening a snow-leopard breeding cen-
ter? | think about it every day. | know it'stheright thing to
do. | have dl the forms. | have the land. | can apply for
permission to import two breeding pairs. If | packed up and
moved today, | could be in business in less than gx
months."

"So what's stopping you?"

"Me." She sa her soda on the ground. "I've never done
anything like that. Edwina left me the foundation intact. |
just have to keep it running. It'svery different to start over
from scratch.”

He snapped off a blade of grass and toyed with it. "Once
you were terrified of shooting arifle. Now you're a marks-
man."

"I'm ill scared. Every time | shoot acat, | fed like I'm
going to throw up.”

"But you do it, anyway."

"I haveto. They're depending on me."

"You'll move when you're ready,” he said.

"I hopeyou'reright." Shewrapped her arms around her
knees and stared into the distance.

Cort drained the last of his soda. It was peaceful out
here. Faith didn't fill the quiet with chatter. She was essy
to be with. He could talk to her or be slent with her. She
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wasnt afraid of hard work. She was a good leader. She'd

gven him instructions as to the care and feeding of the

cubs, then left him to do thejob. He knew she checked on

(rjim occasionaly, but otherwise she trusted him to get it all
one.

Cort used the same management style when he had peo-
ple under him. Out in the field, there wasn't much chance
for dose supervision. He'd been alone when he'd been sent
to South America. Why had he agread to go? He grim-
aced. He knew the answer to that: Because it was hisjob.

"What'swrong?" Faith asked suddenly. "Y ou look—"
de leaned close to him and her mouth drew straight with
concern "—as if you'd logt your best friend.”

Hejerked his head back and started to stand. She placed
her hand on his arm. "Cort, don't turn away from me. |
wasn't prying.”

He hesitated, then settled back down. He hated to admit
it, but he wanted to talk. To her, specificaly. "I did just
lose my best friend. Except for Jeff, my only friend." He
looked at her. "Does that shock you? That | only had two
friends in my life?"

"No," shesaid amply. "Not with what you do. Jeff's the
sameway. It'sthejob. You learn not to trust people.”

"l guess you would understand. You live out here aone.
You know what it's like to be on your own."

She turned until she was facing him, then sat cross
legoed. "That's dl I've ever been." She paused, asif con-
Sdering her words.

He found it hard to volunteer information, but he wanted
her to ask questions. He trusted her. It was risky to trust
anyone, but Faith— It wasn't just because Jeff trusted her.
It was because she was honest and dependable and strong.
as;;glda\/e you remembered more of your last mission?' she
~"Some. | know where | was. | can't tell you the loca-
tion."

"l understand.” She smiled. "Classified. Can we nar-
row it down to a continent?’
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"No." He laughed, then sobered. "I was supposed to
check out an agent who might have gone bad."

"Had he?"

Cort stared past her into the trees. "Yes."

Ins1h sorr)g(‘j' H

He shrugged. "It happens.”

"Ishe dead?"

He looked at her. "Why do you ask?"

"l don't know. | just wondered." She spread her hands,
pamsup. "But hels, isn't he?"

Cort didn't answer.

She caught her breath. "Did you kill—"

"No."

"Then | don't understand why you're so troubled.”

"I could have," he said sharply. Heroseto his feat and
started to pace in the clearing. "I could have been the one
to kill him. | «ill don't remember enough."

"Did they tell you to kill him? Was that the mission?"

He hadn't wanted to admit it to himsdf, but he'd fig-
ured out the truth. "Yes."

"I've aready tolddyou | don't envy you your job," she
said, standing up and leaning againgt the tree. "1 wouldn't
want to make choices about life and death, right and
wrong. | know you've talked about fighting the good fight,
but | don't understand the rules of your war. How do you
know the enemy?"

He shoved his handsin his pockets. "Y ou don't dways.
But | can't give up. That would mean they would have
won."

"Who are they? That'swhat | don't understand. | guess
I'm naive, but | like things to be black and white, or even
in color. | couldn't live in your world of gray.

He stood in front of her and looked down at her open
face. There were no secrets in her blue eyes, nothing arti-
ficid about her life. She lived in aworld of defined choices.

Maybe that'swhat waswrong with him. Ma?/be it wasthe
lack of color. Gray was cold and empty. It left him very
much alone. He reached out to her, then dropped his hand.
She saw the appeal and stepped close to him, wrapping her
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arms around his waist, burying her head in his chest. He
hugged her tightly.

"I'm sorry | don't know how to help," she murmured.

"Y ou've done more than you know."

He absorbed her warmth as if the heat itsdf would hedl
him. How long had it been since he'd dlowed himsdf to
hold another person? Not for sex, but because he liked the
fed of her body next to his. He'd closed himsdf off be-
cause he couldn't let himsdlf trust.

For what? He didn't know the who's and why's any-
more. He didn't know anything. All he'd ever had was the
ﬂood fight. Even that had been lost. He'd been sent to kil

is friend. Circumstance had rescued him, but he knew he
could have pulled the trigger. He had become thejob.

He closed his eyes againgt the past and wondered if once,
anywhere, he'd ever matie&damn bit of difference.

William Thomas sat in a booth near the rear of the fif-
ties-style diner. He'd barely had time to order coffee when
a battered pickup pulled into the parking lot and a tall,
bearlike young man stepped from the cab. Thomas al-
lowed himsdf asmall smile. Right on time.

Ken waked into the diner, looked around, spotted Wil-
liam Thomas and approached the booth. "Good to see you
again," he said, holding out his hand.

"Young man." Thomas shook his hand, then indicated
the empty seat opposite. "Please. Would you like any-
thing?" he asked as the waitress returned with his coffee.

Ken did in and amiled a her. "A cola, please." When
she'd left, he turned to Thomas. "1've been redly excited
about what you told me. Isthejob ill open?"

"Of course. That's why | wanted to meat with you."
Thomas amiled at the young man. "You're exactly what
I'm looking for."

He wanted to reach across and grab the kid by the lapels
of hisill-fitting sports coat and shake the information out
of him, but he forced himsdf to go dow. Security had been
tight a the party three nights ago. Too tight. He hadn't
been able to get back into the building. Beween the men
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patrolling and those bright lights they'd st up, he hadn't
had a chance. But hislife was on the line, so he'd come up
with anew plan. And it al revolved around this college kid.

"Y ou'veworked at the way station how long?* he asked.

"Two years." Ken handed him a folder containing sev-
erd typed pages. "Here's my resume. As you can see, |
have alot of responsbility there. | know about the care and
feading of al the cats. Faith, uh, Faith Newlin—she's the
lady who runs the way station—depends on me when she
goes away. I'm sure I'll be right for you. Where did you say
you were setting up your facility?”

"Texas," Thomas said, mentioning the firg state that
cameto mind. Heflipped through the pages without really
seeing them. Before held Ieft the party, he'd circled the
compound one last time. He'd seen Ken putting a small,
mean-looking cat into a cage and had struck up a conver-
sation with the boy. The dternative to failing to get the cubs
back was a .45 in the back of his head, so it wasn't too dif-
ficult to come up with a story to draw the kid out. He'd told
Ken he was opening a way station of his own and was
looking for someone to run it. The college student had
taken the bait.

"I graduate in another month," Ken said, trying to hide
his eagerness. "'l was going to stay and work for the sum-
mer, but I'm sure Faith wouldn't mind if 1—"

"What about security?' Thomas interrupted. "l no-
ticed alot at the party. Is al that necessary? It was an ex-
pense | hadn't considered."

"Don't worry about it." Ken leaned back in the booth.
"The extra security was for the party. Usually there's no
one there but staff."

"Usually?"

Ken draightened his jacket. "Yeah, well, there's a guy
there now, but that's because we have—" He stopped sud-
denly and looked uncomfortable.

Thomas was silent. He learned long ago that most peo-
ple couldn't stand silence. They would blurt out the first
thing that came to mind just to fill the empty air.
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"There's some rare tiger cubs staying for a couple
months," Ken said. He paused. "1'm helping another guy
with %curlgl."

Thomas didn't even have to look at him to know he was
lying. One man. He smiled. Easy enough to take care of.
Hewould smply drive in tonight and take the cubs.

Heturned his attention back to Ken. He would continue
with this mock interview. He didn't want to make the boy
suagz)luous A casud glance at his watch told him that he
had plenty of time until nightfall. He would play out the
game, then make hismove.



Chapter 10

The absence of sound woke him. Cort sat up on his cot
and listened. Normally the cats were active at night, play-
ing, cdling out to each other, roaring into the blackness.
Nothing dtirred outside his window, not even the wind.

Hereached for hisjeans and pulled them on, then dipped
on boots and grabbed his pistol. The hdlway was dark.
First he checked on the cubs. They were deeping in a bun-
die in the middle of their cage. Since the party three days
ago, he'd kept them in the windowless room. He fdt better
knowing someone couldn't break in through awindow. He
backed out of the room, then secured the lock. He moved
quietly to Faith'sroom and pushed open the door. She dept
in her bed, her brown hair spread out on her pillow. He d-
lowed himsdf a heartbeat of appreciation, then eased the
door shut and went to her office.

Sparky stirred restlesdy at his entrance and padded over
to greet him. His chain stretched taut from its hook in the
wall. Cort bent down and released the animal. Instantly
Sparky raced into the hallway and toward the door leading
to the compound.
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Cort followed him. He wished he could ask the animal
what he heard or smelled. He checked through the glassin
the door, but couldn't see anything. In the faint moon-
light, Tigger paced in his habitat. The other cats seemed
equaIIK resless, but slent. Sparky butted him, then
scratched at the door. Cort opened the lock and let the cat
dip into the night. Before following, he chambered around
of ammunition, leaving the safety on. He cracked the door
and went outside. As soon as he stood in the compound, he
could fed the presence of someone. He crouched down and
moved swiftly to the cover of the trees. Sparky had disap-
peared, and he didn't dare call out to the animal.

Cort closed his eyes and forced himsdf to concentrate.
Could it be a four-l %ged predator, rather than aman? No,
Faith had told him the scent of the cats kept any other an-
imals avay. Someone was &fter the cubs. He crouched low
in the brush. He could circle around the building, but that
wasn't where he sensed his enemy. Why would anyone hide
out around the compound? He thought about the clearing
they'd found a haf mile up the mountain. Were thety try-
ing to come in that way, rather than through the front?
Damn. Since his last mission, he didn't trust his instincts.
He paused, torn by indecision, then moved dowly toward
the habitats.

It took him thirty minutes to circle through the facility.
He moved slently around the cages, trying to stay down-
wind of the more vocal cats. Twice Sparky appeared a his
sde. The leopard seemed to be hunting, as well, and hav-
ing as little luck. Neither found any sgns of an intruder,
and Cort never heard a car or atruck. When he reached the
main building again, al feding of someone being there had
disappeared. He put S(Farky inside, but didn't chain him,
then got the Jeep and drove it down to the main entrance.

He stared at the closed gate. A light mist of dew covered
the ground. He bent down and touched the dirt by the road.
It clung to his finger. No one had driven this way tonight.
They would have left tire marks. He stood up and brushed
his hand on hisjeans. Was he crazy? J&ff had told him to
day and do his|job because he was the best J&ff had. Wes
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that dill true? How much of his edge had he lost in South
America?

He got back in the Jeep and jerked the steering whed
around. When he'd parked the vehicle, he took one last
look around the compound. The cats were stirring now,
behaving normally. A couple played with the bowling balls
in their cages. The familiar thunk of the heavy balls hitting
ged bars should have made him relax, but it didn't.

He opened the door to the foyer, then blinked at the
lightsin the halway. Faith appeared at the doorway to her
office. The sight of her caught him like a fist to the bely.
She stood in a pool of light, naked beneath her cotton
gown. The thin fabric hung to her ankles but concealed lit-
tle. He could see the shape of her breasts, the darker color
of her nipples and the small triangle of shadow &t the goex
of her thighs.

Long hair tumbled over her shoulders. Her fest were
bare. She wore no jewelry, no ornamentation save her fant
smile. Sparky sat at her side. The black leopard contrasted
with her white nightgown. Cort understood why ancient
men had worshiped women. Primal femde power called to
him, and every part of his body longed to respond. Be-
tween her thighs he could forget al that troubled him.

"What happened?" she asked.

"I though | heard someone. | didn't find anything. Ne-
ther did Sparky."

She nodded. "He would have treed a stranger. He's done
it before. Hewon't, asarule, attack." She rested her hand
on the cat's head. "What dse iswrong, Cort?"

He forced himsdf to look away from her. "What if no
one was there? What if I've lost it?"

"If you've logt it, well find it for you. | bdieve you're
right. Someone was there, but now they're gone. Come
on." She hed out her hand. "1've warmed some milk."

He ignored the outstretched hand. "1'm not some child
you can coddle after a bad dream." The sharp tone of his
voice had often made green agents tremble with fear. Faith
simply looked a him. Sparky yawned. Cort stuck his gun
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in the smdll of his back and wondered when he'd stopped
being intimidating.

"1'd planned to put rum init," she said, turning away.
"You look like you need adrink."

She hadn't shown her fedings, but he knew he'd hurt her.
"Dammit, Faith." He hurried after her, stepping over the
leopard who had settled in the hall. "I didn't mean—" He
grabbed her arm and forced her to stop. "I didn't mean it
like that."

He held her firmly, yet without bruising. Faith stared at
his hand, at the scratches from Elayi ng with thetiger cubs,
then looked at hisbare chest. There was a scar from a bul-
let on his right arm, and the scratch she'd treated over a
week ago. Had he been here that short a period of time? It
fdt asif he'd dways been in her life

Taking a deep breath, she raised her eyes to his. "I know
what you meant," she said. She pulled her am free.
"Comeinto the kitchen. You could use adrink."

When he'd sdttled into one of the straight-back chairs,
she poured warm milk into two mugs and added a hedlthy
dose of rum. After sprinkling nutmeg on top, she handed
him one.

"Cheers."

He touched his mug to hers. "l shouldn't drink on the
job. It clouds judgment." He laughed without humor.
"He(ljl, | don't have any judgment left." He sipped. "It's
good."

"Thank you." She flipped off the overhead lamp and
took the seat opposite him. Light filtered in from the hall
and eglowed from above the ancient stove. "What hap-
pened tonight?"

He shrugged. The movement caused muscles to erg)
across his bare chest and down his arms. She clutch
cup to keep from reaching out to touch him.

"Something woke me up. It's crazy, but it was the S-
lence that made me think there was a problem. You know
how loud the cats are at night."

She nodded. "If they were dl quigt, there was someone
or something out there."

le
er
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"Whatever it was, it's gone now." He took another sip.
"| checked the gate. No one had touched it. Maybe it was
just some camper who got lost. He took one look at the
Jaguarsin those end cages and headed back for the hills."

"1'm sure you're right."

"Am | ?" He sat his mug down and leaned toward her.
"I dill can't remember everything. It's driving me crazy. |
know forcing my memory only makes it harder to recal
exactly what happened, but I'm tired of waiting."

A strand of gold-blond hair fel over his forehead. She
wanted to push it back into place. It was difficult to Sit here
and carry on a conversation while he was half-naked. She
glanced down at her thin nightgown and smiled. Shewasn't
much more dressed than he was, but Cort didn't ssem to be
noticing.

"You don't want to hear this," he muttered, staring at
the Formicatable.

"Of course | do." He looked at her. The haunted ex-
pression in his eyes made her want to cry out in pain. In-
dinctively, she reached for his hand and covered it with
hers. "Tell me anything you want. It won't go past these
walls. | promise."

He turned his wrist until their fingers entwined. She
squeezed tightly, trying to tell him she would hold on as
long as he needed.

"I ill don't know how the mission ended. | only have
Jeff'sword that | didn't kill my friend." He shook his head.
"It doesn't matter if you know his first name. Dan. His
name was Dan."

"Why do you doubt Jeff?"

"He may think I'm not ready for the truth." He leaned
toward her. "I didn't have to pull the trigger to have killed
him. There are a lot of ways to die on an assignment. A
misspoken word. A route not changed quickly enough. Did
| do or say something to tip the bad guys of f?"

"Stop making yoursdf crazy," she said. "You have to
put it behind you and go forward."

"l can't."
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He stared out the window into the black night. She fdt
his pain as surdly as if it were her own. She looked at his
strong profile, a his straight nose and firm jaw. The pang
ingde her shifted and she redized it wasn't dl about his
hurting. She had a few wounds of her own to wrestle with.

He made her lonely. Asthey sat herein the quiet, baring
souls, he made her ache with awanting that would never be
eased. She'd convinced hersdf shewould never find a man
who could understand her life-style and love her enough to
say. But being with Cort, sharing things with him that
she'd always done alone, caring about him, made her vul-
nerableto hope. It was futile, she knew. But that didn't stop
her from dreaming.

When the misson was over and the cubs were in their
new home, hewould leave her. His good fight required that
he travel without excess bag%age. He wouldn't have the
room or the desireto carry her heart along. Even if she tried
to tuck it in his pocket unnoticed, he would figure out the
truth and cast it aside.

She listened as he spoke hdtingly about Dan and their
fird meeting at the academy. He mentioned J&ff and the
good times they'd shared. She could resist the warrior. He
intrigued her, but didn't cdl to her innermost sdf. But this
man, the one who exposed his wounds, swept through her
barriers. She could not resigt his vulnerability. His strength
hed ;]irst attracted her. His weskness made her care too
much.

"The hdl of it was," he was saying, "Jeff went ahead
and asked meto be best man at hisw ding?]." He shook his
head. "At first, | didn't understand why he got married.
Then | saw him with Jeanne. | don't know." He rubbed the
bridge of his nose. "Loving that woman amost killed
him." He shook his head. "That's not right. Losing her
amog killed him. Loving her..." He trailed off. "It was
dl awagte of time, if you ask me."

Loving her made him strong, Faith thought, slently fin-
ishing Cort's sentence. She stared at their dasped hands, a
his long, powerful fingers curling around hers. The truth
swept through her, with al the power of a hurricane.
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She understood Cort's reluctance to get involved. She
knew he believed emotions weighed a man down. She rec-
ognized his confusion about love and duty because she
shared it. For days she'd thought she fdt attracted to him
because he reminded her of the cats. All wild, unholy
beauty with an amoral heart. Now she knew the truth.
She'd s/en more than the cats in Cort. She'd seen hersdif.
They were, in the most basic of terms, soul mates.

"I need to go back," he said.

"Why?" she asked, trying to keep her voice from shak-
ing. Her discovery shocked her to the core of her being.

"l have to know | can make a difference. It's dl that
matters." He looked at her. "Does that make sense?
You—" he swept his arm across the table "—you make a
difference every day. Every time you save a cougar or send
a snow leopard back into the wild, it changes the future.”

She ached for him, for hersdf and what she had to say.
"If fighting your battles makes the world better, then go
back and fight."

"Does it matter adamn?"’

"I don't know. Does it?"

He drained his mug and squeezed her hand. "Some-
times," he admitted. He hunched over as if the weight of
his responsbilities were too heavy to bear. "When | know
who the bad guys are, like now, yes, it matters. Other
times—"

"You mean, when the enemy might be your best
friend?"

"Y ou see too much." He looked at her. His lips curved
up in a faint smile. With his free hand, he stroked her
cheek. "You are so beautiful."

The compliment surprised her. She knew what she
looked like, and while she didn't have to run around with a
bag over her head, she wasn't anyone's idea of a beauty.
She covered the hand on her chesk with her own and
pressed his large palm againgt her skin.

She saw it deep in his gold-flecked eyes. He wanted to
forget. And she was the easest road to oblivion. He didn't
love her; he never would. His heart had been given avay
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long ago to awoman who hadn't bothered to appreciate the
gift. Faith wanted to find the woman and demand she re-
turn Cort's heart so that someone dse—someone like ha—
could haveit.

Not likely. She knew her failings aswel as her looks. She
wasn't the kind of woman that men stuck around for. But
the wanting in his eyes was a temptation. It would be easy
to dlow him to forget, if only for a night. She didn't give
her lightly, but thiswas Cort, and she could deny him
very little.

Cort didn't regret the compliment. He'd spoken without
thinking, but now, looking at Faith, he knew hiswords to
be true. In the evening light, with compassion filling her
eyes and her hair down on her shoulders, she was beauti-
ful. It wasn't about the shape of her face, or her breasts al-
most visble under her gown. It was about the woman
hersdf. All catswere gray in the dark, he'd told himsdf. But
with Faith, he wanted to keep the lights on and know he
was with her.

The itch that needed scratching, the desire to get lost,
required a specific cure. It wasn't about woman. It
wasn't about the heat in his groin. It was about her. He
needed her.

The redlization scared him more than any sniper's bul-
let. He pulled away from her and stood up.

"Cort?" she asked quietly from her place at the table.

"This doesn't make sense," he grumbled. He walked
over to the counter and leaned againgt it. "1'm sorry."

"Don't be." She rose to her fest. "I understand com-
pletely."

"I wish | did." He looked at her, a the shape of her
body, at her honest face. " Go back to bed, Faith."

"l don't mind talking." She hovered beside her chair, not
moving closer, but not going away, either.

"Maybe | don't want to talk."

She took a deep breath and moved to stand in front of
him. "Maybe | don't mind that, either."

Her cdm gdatement made his mouth water. His gaze
swept over her. He told himsdf she couldn't possibly mean
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it. It wasjust the night or the circumstances. She was Jeff's
friend and he'd promised his boss he would take care of her.
Sex wasn't part of the package. Sill, that didn't stop him
from wanting her. He deliberately tortured himsdf by ex-
amining the shape of her generous breasts and watching her
nipples pucker under the thin fabric of her gown. He fdt
the heat of her body so close to his. When he looked down
at her feet, he aimost groaned aloud.

She painted her toenails. Bright red. A completely, use-
lesdy feminine flaunt in an otherwise utilitarian life. How
the hell was he supposed to resist that?

He grabbed her by the arms and hauled her close. Her
soft curves flattened against him, making his ache harden.
"I need you," hesaid. "You'redl | haveto kegp me sane.”

She gtared up at him and licked her lips. Deep inside, a
powerful hunger snowballed through him, blocking out al
rational thought, al pretense, leaving only the need.

"Cort, |—" She reached up to touch his face. Her fin-
gers dipped against the stubble on his cheek, making a
rasping sound. Her thumb brushed across his mouth. He
touched her sengtive pad with the tip of his tongue and
made her gasp. She tasted sdty and sweet. Her blue eyes
darkened, and she nodded asif coming to a decision.

"l fed it, too," shemurmured. "And | don't mind if you
pretend. | know it's about her."

Hejerked his head away from her touch. "What are you
talking about?"

"The woman. The one who broke your heart. | know
you're remembering her. You can pretend she's the one—"
She broke off and glanced down. She seemed to gather her
strength together. She shook her hair awvay from her face
and smiled faintly. "You can turn the light off."

Passion turned bitter and made him sck to his stomach.
He'd told himsdf he'd lied so he wouldn't make Faith fed
badly, but the truth was he'd lied to hide the blackness of
his soul. Now it was coming back to haunt him.

He stared at her. She was the most open, honest person
he'd ever known. He had, through the twisted hollowness
of his life, turned her into a replica of himsdf. She was



Tempting Faith 157

willing to let him pretend. But a woman like her wouldn't
give hersdf lightly. Hewould go to aspecid placein hdl for
having reduced her to thinking she could only be a substi-
tute when, in fact, she would have been the best thing that
hed ever happened to him.

"I'm so sorry,” he said, knowing the words weren't
enough.

She amiled. "Don't be. | couldn't help but notice how
you were feding. It makes perfect sense.”

"No, it doesn't. I'm not the ri%ht one for you."

She flinched asif he'd dapped her. Her eyes flashed with
the pain of regection. "You don't want me." It wasn't a
guestion.

"It's not that."

"Never mind. | understand.” She stepped back and
folded her arms over her chest. He recognized the protec-
tive gesture and wished held never started this particular
game. There was no woman for her to remind him of. She
would assume he was thinking of someone ese, while he
would only be thinking of her. But he couldn't tell her the
truth without hurting her more.

"Y ou can do better than me," he said, trying to ease her
discomfort.

"Funny, that'swhat they al say."

"Faith." He reached out to her. She took another step
back. "1'm just some guy who can't remember his past.
You need to look beyond this to something better."

She walked over to the table and braced her arms against
one of the chairs. "Y ou mean someone better."

That one stung. "Yes."

God, he wanted to tdl her the truth. He wanted to ex-
plain there never had been another woman, never would be.
He didn't have relationships, didn't know how. Faith was
the closest he'd come to caring. But telling her would mean
admitting the lie, and the blackness in his soul.

"Faith, I—" He ran his hands through his hair. "Good
night." He walked out of the room.

He was willing to admit he cared about Faith. But that
wasn't hisjob. He was supposed to protect her. Better for
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him to remember that and not try to be her friend. Dan had
been his friend, and look what had happened to him.

In the hdlway he paused long enough to wonder when
he'd changed. He wasn't the man he used to be. If only he
could figure out if that was good or bad.

* * %

Cort blinked at the braight sunlight and bit back a groan.
Last night, after Faith had gone back to bed, he'd taken the
bottle of rum and finished amost hdf of it. Not only
hadn't he been able to forget the accusing look in her eyes,
he'd woken up with the mother of al hangovers.

By the time he fed the cubs and cleaned their cage, the
pounding had subsided to the rhythm and volume of a
Jackhammer. His stomach lurched every time he thought
about food, and he wondered if he could ask Faith to am-
ply shoot him and put him out of his misery.

Just the thought of her made him fed worse. After last
night, she would probably enjoy taking a shot at him, but
she wasn't likdy to make the end merciful. He dumped
down against the building and shaded his eyes from the
sun. Hewould sit here another minute, then he would crawl
S tOkhiS ppesred at his side. The black leopard sriffed

Sparky appeared a his side. The black leopard s
his face, gave him a rough lick on the cheek, then settled
down next to him, laying his massive head on histhighs.

"Just don't purr loudly," Cort muttered, stroking his
large, rounded ears.

"Hey, Cort!"

Cort flinched at the call, Ken jogged over and squatted
in front of him. "You feding al right?"
he;(lj\lo," Cort answered, being careful not to shake his

"Can | talk to you for aminute?"

There was something in the kid's voice that sounded a
warning bell. Cort straightened. "What isit?"

Ken shifted and sat on the ground. "It's ﬁrobably noth-
mﬁ but | got to wondering, and what with the cubs and
a - n

"The point," Cort said, then rubbed his head.
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"I met aguy at the fund-raiser. He asked me about the
cats and offered to interview me for ajob." Ken looked up
at him. "1t'stough to get any work with big cats. The zoos
don't have alot of openings, and private facilities like this
don't usualy hire."

Faith had told him much the same thing. "So you're
leaving?"

"No. Not yet." Ken shrugged. "l met with him yester-
day and gave him my resume. Only last night | redized I'd
left out a letter of recommendation. So | cdled the hotel
where he was staying. They didn't have anyone under that
name registered there. Bowmund only has two hotéls. |
cdled the other one, then phoned around a few of the lo-
ca motels on the mountain.”

"And?" Cort asked, but he dready knew the answer.

"Nothing."

"What's the guy's name?"

Ken flushed. "John Smith."

"Y ou have abusiness card?"

The kid shook his head. "Guess he wasn't offering me a
job, was he?"

Cort pushed Sparky out of the way and stood up. He ig-
nored the pain in his head and looked at Ken. "Doesn't
sound like it. Did he ask about the cubs?*

"I think so0." Ken rose and shoved his big hands into his
jeans pockets. "1 know he asked about security. Cort, I'm
sorry. | didn't mean—"

"I know you didn't. These people are pros. There's no
way you could see what was happening. You were just
looking for ajob. Did you recognize the guy? Has he been
a other fund-raisers?”

"He didn't look familiar, but | don't spend that much
time with the guests."

"We'd better go talk to Faith." Cort led the way into the
building.

Faith sat a her desk poring over officid-looking forms.
She glanced up as they entered the room.

"We may have trouble," Cort said.
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g She looked from him to Ken. "You'd better both st
own."

Ten minutes later she was going over the guest list. "l
know most of the people personally,” she said. "The de-
scription could fit acouple, | suppose, but there were about
thirty guests 1'd never seen before. There was no John
Smith at the party, which means he probably used a fdse
nameto get in. Y ou've seen the tape of everyone who came
in the building the night of the party. Did you recognize
him, Ken?"

Ken looked miserable. "1 don't think so. It's dark and the
Lape only shows people from the back. Maybe. Oh, | don't

now."

"Don't sweat it, kid," Cort said. "You did the right
thing by telling us. If this guy approaches you again, be
polite, but kegp your distance. Tdl him you can't talk now,
and let me know right awvay. Whatever you do, don't play
the hero."

Ken nodded.

Faith amiled at him. "Try not to think about this. Why
don't you exercise Tigger for awhile?"

"Okay, thanks." He l&ft.

Faith closed the folder in front of her and sighed. "Was
it one of the men after the cubs?" She didn't dare glance up
at Cort. He looked awful and she didn't want to know why.

"Yes. I'm going to put a cdl in to Jeff. Apparently
they've found out we're holding the cubs here. We ned
extra security around, and | want him to get those tigers
moved as soon as possible.”

"I don't like the idea of strangers—"

He cut her off. "You don't get avote. I'm the security
expert. | wasn't kidding when | warned Ken not to play the
hero. Don't you be one, either. We need ateam of at least
sgx guys."

"Six!" She made the mistake of redly looking at him.
He hadn't shaved. The dark stubble made him appear even
more dangerous. His eyes were red and had dark cirdes
under them. "You look like hell."
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"I fed like hell." He picked up the phone and punched
in the number.

While he spoke with his boss, she toyed with her pencil.
She would have to say it. Last night sheld lain awake and
gared at the ceiling. The words had cirded around and
around in her head. She had to thank him.

He hung up the phone. "All set." He perched on the
corner of her desk. "Th%/'ll be here by tonight."

"Thank you," she said.

"Just doing my job." _

"No." Shebit her lip. "Thank you for last night."

"Faith, | didn't mean—" _

"| redly appreciate your not taking advantage of me. I'm
not promiscuous, and | might have regretted it later."

He dsared a her oddly for a moment, then nodded.
"Y ou're welcome.”

That wasit? That was dl he was going to say? She fdt as
deflated as a po;%ped balloon. Somehow she'd hoped for a
little more from him. Something about how he'd lain avake
wishing she were in his bed. Even a flicker of regret. She
tossed her pencil on the desk and glared at him. He didn't
seam impressed. As she studied him, she fet her body start
to quiver. Deﬁﬁite his rgection and the other woman in his
life and everything that was happening with the cubs, she
dill wanted him.

"You'reabravewoman," hesaid.

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"1t doesn't. The thought just occurred to me."

Gresat. She didn't want to be brave. She wanted to be ir-
resigible and feminine and dl those things she would never
be. She laced her fingers together on the desk and dlowed
hersdf to think the truth. For once in her life, she wanted
to be enough.

He rose and waked to the door. Before leaving, he
turned back to face her. "Courage is a learned behavior,
Faith. Who taught you yours?"

She frowned. "1'm not especidly brave.”

"That's the whole point. It's facing the fear that makes
you strong."



Chapter 11

Thomas eased his dark sedan to astop in front of the en-

trance to the university parking lot. He was not having a
0od day. He'd been awakened by a phone cal informing
im he had one week to complete hismission.

"Or we will be forced to discontinue our association."

Thomas grimaced. He knew what that meant. Associa
tion, hell. It was him they would be discontinuing. Damn.

He stared at the college students walking toward their
cars. A quick cal to the registrar's office had given him
Ken's schedule. He knew what time his classes ended and
had decided to wait by the entrance to the parking lot and
intercept the student as he was leaving for the day.

He needed away into thecompound. Last night had been
acomplete failure. The gate had been too sturdy for his car
to break through, and a study of the equipment used to
open and close It had convinced him any tampering would
result in an darm sounding somewhere up a the com-
pound. He'd been forced to drive up the mountain and hike
Into the facility.

Thomas grimaced as he shifted in the seat. Hisarms and
legs were a mass of scratches from the underbrush and
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trees. With only a quarter moon and a flashlight to illumi-
nate theway, it had taken him amost two hours to get near
the place. Before he'd even gotten close to the main build-
ing, the security guy had been out walking around. Thomas
would have taken him out, but then he'd seen the black
leopard patrolling the cages. Jesus. A shiver rippled
through him. What kind of crazies kept something like that
for awatchdog?

To add insult to injury, his car had gotten a flat. He'd
had to roll it down the mountain in neutral. He'd barely
made it back to his room by dawn. He had to find a better
way inside.

He was going to get the kid to let him in the gate. It was
the only approach that made sense. If the kid didn't want
to cooperate, he would force him.

The flow of students had subsided some, but now alarge
group of young people were making their way toward the
Barkl ng lot. Thomas watched intently. There. Behind the

londe with the big chest. Thomas eased the sedan for-
ward until he blocked the main path. Kids moved around
the car, giving him dirty looks.

When Ken passed in front of him, Thomas opened the
door and stepped out.

"Igen," he called, forcing himsdf to smile. "How are
you?'

Ken froze in his tracks. He looked startled, then scared.
"You? What are you doing here?"

Thomas didn't like the expression in his eyes. He had a
bed feding about this. He casualy reached under hisjacket
for Qis gun. "l had a fev more questions. You got a min-
ute?"

The last of the students walked toward their cars, leav-
ing Thomas and Ken alone a the edge of the parking lot.
Ken shook hishead. "Leave me alone.” He started to walk
anay.

Thomas sprinted two steps and caught him by the arm.
"Not so fadt, buddy."

Ken jerked free. "Don't 'buddy' me. Were on to you,

man. You're not going to get away with it."
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Thomas felt the fury build up inside him. Thislittle piece
of trash had ratted on him. He grabbed Ken again and
pulled him close. They were amost the same height.
Thomas eased the gun out of its holster and pressed the
barrel against Ken's stomach.

"Don't make a sound," he growled. "Y ou hear me?"

Ken glanced down at the gun and caught his breath. He
made a strangled noisein histhroat. "Don't hurt me."

Thomas pushed him toward the door. "Get in."

Ken's face paled. "What are you going to do with me?"

"Just ask you a few questions.”

The kid had nailed him, he thought with disgust. The
whole facility was probably on aert. He cursed. Could it
get any worse? He shoved Ken in the back seet, then
reached in the glove box for a pair of handcuffs. When the
kid was secure, Thomas started the car and drove off
around the parking lot.

"Where's your truck?" he asked.

"Over there." Ken nodded in the direction.

Thomas stopped behind the truck. The kid would have
aremote control device to control the gate. He could make
use of that. It would take a couple of daysto come up with
a foolproof plan to get the tiger cubs. Before he made an-
other attempt, he had alot of work to do.

First hewas going to find out everything Ken knew. Then
he was going to ge*t Lici of his problem.

Faith dammed down the phone. Two days. Ken hadn't
shown up for two days. Sheld put acal in to hisdorm room
but no one had seen him. Any worry she'd felt disap-
peared when Ken's roommate informed her that Nancy,
Ken'sgirlfriend, had gotten an assgnment in LasVegas. No
doubt Ken had taken off with her and was currently hav-
ing the time of hislife.

She dowly turned her chair until she was facing the win-
dow and could see out into the compound. For the last few
months, Ken had been completely irresponsible. The inci-
dent with the reporter had the final straw. But Snce
she'd warned him to straighten up, he'd been doing a good
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jr?_b. What had happened? When she got her hands on
im...

She clutched the arms of her chair as a cold ribbon of
fear curled up her spine. John Smith, or whatever his name
was, had approached Ken and talked to him. Was it possi-
ble something had happened to the young man?

She watched Beth playing with Samson. The bobcat
chased after her, catching her essly and %ently taking her
arm in his mouth. No, not that, she told hersdlf. Ken had
to be fine.

"You look pensive," Cort said.

Sheturned her chair until she could see him. He held the
gmdler of the tiger cubs in hisarms. Little crawled up his
chest and nuzzled his neck.

"I'mjust cranky," Faith said, wondering why on earth
she envied the cub's place in Cort's arms. She'd put her
desire behind her the night he'd turned her down. She
wasn't interested in him. She didn't care about Cort Hol-
lenbeck at all. She sighed. Yeah, right.

"One of those days?' he asked.

She shrugged.

He came into the office and sat on the chair in front of
her desk. Thecub sat in hislap and blinked at her. Sparky
trailed in, took one look at the cub and walked over to
Faailth, deliberately turning his back on the younger ani-
mal.

"You'rejealous, aren't you?" she asked softly, scratch-
ing his ears. He humphed at her. She pointed at the cub.
"How arethey doing?’

"Eating, playing." He held up his arm, showing her a
long rled scratch from his ebow to hiswrist. "Learning to
wrestle."

She shook her head. "I told you to wear gloves when you
play with them. They do require socid Interaction, but
there's no need for you to pay for it with apound of flesh."

He grinned. "Social interaction? Faith, these are tiger
cubs, not children.”

"They gill have needs. Asthe surrogate parents, we have
respongbilities that can't beignored. If we don't take care
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of their socia needs, they won't bewd| adjusted enough to
spend time with other tigers and breed."

He scratched Little under the chin but stared at Faith.
There was something about the expression in the gold-
flecked eyes that made her want to squirm.

"Why areyou looking at melikethat?" she asked.

"I was thinking that the snow leopards are very lucky
cats."

She busied hersdf adjusting Sparky's collar. "Don't be
maudlin.”

"1'mvery serious. Y ou're a dedicated woman."

"I'm still not sure I'm going to be able to pull this off."

He dismissed her with a shrug. "You'll open your cen-
ter. You'll find away to get the money and handle the per-
mits. | have every confidence in you." Little nibbled on the
buttons of his shirt. He pushed her away. Shewigg?led to get
comfortable on his lap and shifted onto her back, expos-
ing her white bdly. Cort rubbed her soft fur and skin,
making her squirm with pleasure. Bri%ht blue eyes blinked
deepily. She grabbed his hand in her front paws and
gnawed on his thumb.

Faith stared at the smal cub and fought down fierce
jealousy. Cort handled the baby and her needs with a com-
bination of competence and afection that left her breath-
less. She wouldn't have thought one of Jeff's warriors
would so easily adapt to the ways of the real world.

She amiled and glanced around a her dilapidated of-
fice, a the compound visible through the window and the
black leopard sitting at her feet. Okay, so maybethiswasn't
anormal situation, but it was much more domestic than he
was used to. Perhaps his ability to adapt was what made
him so good at his job. To think about tying him down
would be ascruel and inhuman as caging awild panther or
show leopard. Only domesticated crestures belonged in

olite society. Even if he had been emotionally availableto
er, she couldn't, in good conscience, chain him to alife of
mortgage payments and dinner at six.

Foolish dreams. He wasn't available to her. And she
wasn't the kind of woman who could hold a man. Her own
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father hadn't loved her enough to stick around, and she'd
been hisonly child.

Sparky flicked histail and stared into her eyes. "Y ou love
me, don't you, baby," she said softly. He rumbled deegp in
his throat and shot the cub a malicious stare.

"Where's Ken?' Cort asked. "l haven't seen him in a
co&le of days." _

e hesitated. "It's probably nothing, but | just got off
tne phone with his roommate. They haven't seen him, &-
ther."

Cort draightened in his chair. The quick movement
caused the cub to roll onto her side. She mewed her pro-
test, but he didn't notice. "What do you mean they haven't
sen him? He's misgelzjg?'

Faith shook her head. "No. Nancy, hisgirlfriend, had an
assgnment in Las Vegas. His roommates think Ken went
with her, and | agree. It's not the first time he's taken off
without saying anything to me."

Cort reached forward and grabbed the phone from her
desk. He pulled it toward him.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"Calling the police."

She bit her lower lip. "Jeff had aready checked out the
guest list, and everyone was cleared. The guards checked 1D
at the gate. No one tried anything funny. | find it hard to
believe one of the guestsisinvolved with steding the cubs.”

"Maybe one of your guests wasn't who he pretended to
be. There was no John Smith at the party, but we don't
know the guy'sreal name. Or if he used a Stolen invitation
togetin."

She hadn't thought of that. "1s Ken in danger?”

Cort's cdl connected and he didn't answer her. He spoke
to the local police and explained Ken might be missing.
They agreed to contact the authoritiesin Las Vegas and try
to locate Ken's girlfriend.

"Now what?" Faith asked when he hung up.

"Now wewait. | want—"

A knock on the door interrupted him. One of the secu-
rity guards stuck his head in her office. "Cort, Andy told
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meto let you know the trailer's arrived. They're setting it
up beside the Big House."

"That'sfine." He motioned for the man to come in the
room and handed him hiswalkie-talkie. "I want to change
the frequency on these today. Tell Andy when he'sdone, |
want to see him. We may have amissing employee.”

The man stepped forward cautiously. Hewas in his late
twenties, shorter than Cort by severa inches and not nearly
as muscular. He kept his pale eyes fixed on Sparky. When
he reached out to take the equipment, theleopard raised his
nose and sniffed. Before Faith could grab him, he spun on
his huge paws and roared at the security guard. The man
turned white and started to run. Thetiger cubjumped at the
sound and tried to bury hersdf in Cort's belly.

"Freeze," Cort commanded.

The man froze.

Sparky flinched dightly, and Faith cuffed him on the
shoulder. "Mind yourself,” shetold the leopard.

The cub stared up at Cort, not surewhich way to run. He
picked her up in one hand and pulled her against his chest.
"Sorry, Little," he said, petting her reassuringly. After
studying him for severa seconds, she mewed and nestled
againg this chin.

The guard stood trembling by the door. Cort rose and
faced him. "Never run from the leopard. He won't hurt
you unless you provoke him."

The guard nodded, looking unconvinced. Cort handed
him the walkie-talkie. "Y ou can go now."

The man left without saying aword.

Cort took his seat and shook hishead. "Y ou're going to
have to keep Sparky chained up."

"l won't."

. "Faith, if I hadn't been here, the guard would have shot
im."

She touched Sparky's back protectively. "How do you
know?"

"Hishand was resting on his holster. It'san instinct. The
men here are trained to react to danger. They perceve a
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large black leopard as danger. If nothing dse, letting him
roam free distracts them.”

"I can't keep him chained up twenty-four hours a day.
That's cruel."

"Let him roam this building at night, if you want. But
other than that, he can only go out on aleash."

"I hate these changes,” she said. "There are too many
strangers here. There are cars running around the com-
pound. The cats are restless. It's not good for them. This
morning when | spoke to J&f, he said he'd have the cubs
moved by the end of theweek. That's only four more days.
What can happen between now and then? Is al this neces-
sary?'

Cort leaned forward and placed the cub on her desk.
didn't question you about your instructions re%ardmg the
cubs. Trust me to know my job and to do it right. I'm go-
ing to keep you and them safe."

She sat back in her chair and drew one leg to her chest.
"But 9x men? Is that necessary?"

"Two men Per eight-hour shift isn't excessive."

The cub sniffed at the papers on her desk, then batted at

en. It went flying off onto the floor. Little raced to the

and looked down. Sparky turned toward the Kitten.
Their eyes met. Little arched her back, her hair raising on
end, and spitwildl?/ at the leopard, then ran to the In-basket
and dove into a pile of papers.

Cort moved around the desk and stood in front of Faith.
He held out his hand and pulled her to her feet. "What's
redly the problem?' he asked.

She shrugged. "1'm out of sorts. Don't | get to have a
bad day?"

But it wasn't theday at al, shethought glumly. It wasthe
man. Time was ticking awvay. Her phone conversation with
Jf had upset her more than sheld redized. Only four more
days until the cubswere gone, and Cort with them. Hewas
hedthy now. He'd remembered most of hislast mission. It
was probably enough to get him deared to go back to the
fidd and do what he loved. But inside, deep in the place
where dreams hid, she fdt a restless longing. It was about
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more than being with him physicdly, although she wanted
that, too. It was about caring for someone and having him
care back.

"Areyou sure there's nothing wrong?" he asked, star-
ing into her eyes.

Shereached out and touched the scar on hischin. The cut
had headled completely, but the line from the corner of his
mouth down across his chin till looked raw. He'd gained
weight since he'd arrived and the hollows in his cheeks
didn't look so gaunt. Hewaked without alimp. Truly there
was nothing to keep him with her.

"Faith?" His gold-flecked brown eyes filled with con-
cern. A lock of hair tumbled onto his forehead. Broad
shoulders blocked out most of the overhead light. He was
every inch apowerful alphamale, and shewanted to be his
mate.

"What are you thinking?" he asked.

Something incredibly foolish, she told hersdlf.

A loud squawk cut through the silence and drew her a-
tention away from him. Thetiger cub had jumped from the
desk onto Sparky'sback. She clung tenuoudly, digging her
claws into his fur. Sparky shook like awet dog, trying to
didodge her, but every jerk of his body made her dig in
more.

Faith started to laugh. Sparky glared at her and growled.
Cort leapt toward the pair. Little howled. Cort acciden-
taly snagged the chair with his foot and started to go down.
Faith grabbed his arm with one hand and the chair back
with the other. She fdlt hersdf being pulled forward, but
couldn't stop laughing. Sparky jumped toward them,
knocking over the trash can in his haste. The metal con-
tainer fdl right where Cort stepped.

"Dammit, cat, get out of my way," he grunted, jerking
sideways to avoid the container and losing his balance.
Sparky spun in a circle, trying to pull the cub from his
back. Faith rdeased her grip on Cort and fought to hold on
to her balance. The chair fel to the ground. Sparky's rear
caught her behind her left knee and she went down, hitting
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her leg on the trash can and landing across Cort's midsec-
tion.

The "ooph" of his sharply exhaled air whistled bK her
ear. As Sparky circled by, desperately trying to pull the ti-
(11er off by grabbing her tail, Faith reached for the cub. Lit-
tle dug in one more time, then released her claws and
scrambled againgt Faith. Sparky made a bedine for the
corner and curled up in atight ball beside the file cabinets.

Faith was dill laughing. She pushed hersdf into asitting
position, using Cort's ssomach for leverage. He groaned as
she pressed down against him. The cub dipped from her
?rm and fdl on Cort's chest. There she promptly col-
gpsed and mewed in his face.

"You okay?"' Faith asked, gasping for breath. She
moved off his legs and onto the floor.

"No."

He sat up dowly, grabbing the cub by the scruff of her
neck. Little ingtinctively curled up her back paws and
looked expectantly a him asif saying, "Where are we go-
ing, Mom?"

Cort shook her gently. "You're apest." Little meowed
happily, and he dropped her onto hislap.

Faith leaned against her desk and surveyed the damage.
Only the chair and the trash can had hit the floor. Not bad.

"Fedling better?' Cort asked.

"Yeah, | am. Aregou going to tell me you planned that
just to make me fed better?"

He shook his head. "No, but I'm glad you're smiling

ain."

She stared sAf-conscioudy at her lap. Cort leaned for-
ward and placed his hand on the back of her neck. "For-
ot about all this," he said. "Ken, the cubs, the security.
You've done dl you can. I'm going to put this monster in
with her brother, then take Sparky for a lesurdy wak
around the compound. You head up to the Big House for
along, hot bath. | don't want to see you back here for at
leest a couple of hours."

He kneaded the tense muscles in her neck, and sheleaned
into the relaxing pressure. "I sthat adirect order?"
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"You bet. And | expect it to be obeyed."

She told hersdf not to, but she couldn't helﬂ looking at
him mouth. Those firm lips had once claimed hers with an
amazing passion. She still remembered the fiery need that
had r. through her at the first touch of histongue. Her
fingers curled toward her palms as she recdled the fed of
hishot skin and the tight curve of his buttocks. Would he
join her in her bath?

Before she even thought about collecting the courage to
issue an invitation, she pushed the fantasy aside. He'd d-
ready turned her down once. She wasn't going to be fool-
ish enough to ask a second time.

She stood up and reached for the cub. "1'l1 put her away.
You see to Sparky. Can you check hisback and make sure
she didn't break the skin?"

"Not a problem.” He looked at the black leopard glar-
ing at the tiger cub. "We're buddies."

She held Little close to her chest as she left. The small
bundle of fur wasn't enough to fill the ache she had inside.
It would take aman in her life to make that need go away.

"Lifeis never fair," she murmured to the kitten before
tucking her into her cage. "And loving someone can be
very dag%e£ous."

It was past midnight when Sparky padded into Cort's
room. Cort sensed more than heard the animal as he g-
mslipped through the blackness. Cort raised up on one

"What isit, boy? What do you hear?"

The leopard grunted low in his throat and Ieft the room.
For the second time in a week, Cort pulled on jeans and
boots, then reached for his gun. After making sure the cubs
werein their cage, he backed out of theroom and locked it
behind him. Sparky hovered close by, following when he
went to wake Faith.

He pushed open her door. "Faith, | think |—" He dared
at the empty bed. Where had she gone? He glanced down
a the leopard, but Sparky simpIP/ sared back. After
checking the other rooms in the building and making sure
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they were empty, he verified that the front door was locked,
then stepped to the rear door leading out to the com-
pound. Sparky butted his knee.

"No you don't," hetold theleopard. "Y ou're staying in
here. 1t would be too easy for one of the guards to acciden-
tally shoot you."

The leopard growled and tried to dip past him. Cort
dragged him back to the office and secured him to the
chain. Sparky glared his anger. Cort ignored him. "No-
body's dying while I'm in charge,” he muttered. He col-
lected hiswalkie-talkie as he moved past his room.

At the rear door, he looked through the glass before
stepping into the night. Asthey had before, the cats paced
dlently in their cages.

He scanned the compound. Thejeep wasn't whereit had
been parked when he went to bed. One of the guards must
have taken it on patrol. The rulewasthat thetwo guards on
duty were never to leave the area together. Someone wasto
stay by the main building at all times. But he couldn't see
the second guard, or Faith. Yet someone was out there. He
could fed it.

He spoke softly into the radio. The unit crackled, but
there was no response. Low in his gut, a sense of unease
grew. He spoke again. Still nothing. Cort chambered a
round into the gun and put histhumb on the safety. He be-
gan moving toward the cages on the far side of the road to
the Big House. He crouched low as he walked, constantly
looking for signs of the intruder.

He was amost to the firs cage when a flash of white
caught his eye. He glanced up and saw Faith coming out
from behind the habitat at the end, the one that housed the
firg of the two wild jaguars. He inched toward her and
gpoke her name. She turned toward him.

She wore black jeans and boots, but her white T-shirt
meade her visble in the night. He motioned for her to get
down. She didn't see the gesture and continued walking
toward him. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled. He
didn‘rt] dare cal out hisinstructions and aert whoever was
out there.
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Cort broke into ajog. A sixth sense caused him to look
u? ahead, where the compound bled into the trees. A glint
of something metal made his heart pound in his chest.

"Get down," he caled, not caring that the man behind
her could hear him.

Faith stopﬁed walking toward him and stared. "Down,"
he yelled as he jumped toward her. She hesitated a second,
then hit the ground. He landed on top of her, just as he
heard the disti nC[IVEpOE_Of adlenced gun firing. He didn't
bother waiting to catch hisbreath; he smply got to his fest,
g:gabbed her arms and pulled her along with him, between
the second and third habitats.

He counted six more shots fired at them as he and Faith
came to a stop between an emepéy czage and one of thejag-
uars, The flat-faced cat growled and stuck its paw out by
the front corner. Cort pulled Faith out of the way. He
scrambled on his belly toward the walkway and fired into
the bushes where the intruder had been.

“The sound of his Beretta cut through the night. In the
distance, he heard the trailer door bang open and the four
other security guards run out toward the compound.
Nothing stirred in the brush, and he knew the man was

one. Only then did he realize Faith hadn't said aword to

im. He returned to her side and touched her face. "Faith.
Areyou hurt?"

She didn't answer. He pulled a penlight from his jeans
pocket and shone it on her boo%/. Blood segped from her
arm and collected in a pool on the ground.
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Faith's eyes fluttered open. She blinked severd times, then
rased her hand to push the light away.

"Don't move," Cort said, grateful she was conscious. "l
think you've been shot."

"What?" She glanced down a her left arm. "Oh my
God, I'm bleeding?."

"Is that the only place that hurts?* He began to fed
aong her legs, then moved up to her torso.

While he was running his hands along her thighs, she
rased hersdf up to a tting position and stared at her arm.
"I can't be shot. It doesn't hurt that badly."

"Shock,” he muttered, dipping his hands under her
T-shirt. When his palm brushed her bare midsection, their

es locked. D(g)lte the danger, dectricity raced between
them. He for himsdf to ignore the sensations and
quickly explored her chest and back. "Seems to be the only
injury," hesaid, sitting back on hishedls. "Thebleeding is
dowing.”

The guards ran into the compound. "What hap-
pened?’ Andy asked. "The Jeep is gone and neither of my
men are answering."
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"l know." Cort stood gp "Have Mike take her inside
and stay with her. Tdl R Ph to take a truck down to the
gate and stay there. Don't let anyone out. You and Tom,
come with me. | want to catch the bastard who did the
shooting." Helooked down at Faith. "Areyou going to be
al right?"

One of the guards stepped forward and gave her a hand
up. "I'mfine. Go." Shewaved Cort off.

He drilled her with one more hard look, then gave direc-
tions to the men and jogged toward the bushes.

Once in the foredt, 1t was difficult to find a path. He
paused to listen. The two guards with him fanned out.
Within five minutes he knew they didn't have a prayer of
finding anyone tonight. Not unless the shooter tried to
make a break for it. With only a quarter moon for light,
and al the trees and leaves blocking that faint glow, he
could barely see two fegt in front of him. He pulled out his
radio and told the two security men to head back to the
main building. One of them was to guard the structure, the
other was to join Ralph down at the gate. Cort turned
around and took a step forward.

Time bent and ripped with an amost audible wrenching
sound as he was flung into the past. An explosion roared
through the night. He fdt it lift him up and toss him aside
like a rag doll. He hit the floor of the warehouse. Smoke
and hest filled his lungs. And something else. Sdlt air. He
could sméll the ocean. but i body refused

He tried to move, tried to escape, but his ( to
obey his commands. His head throbbed. Someone tugged
on his arms, pulling him away from the flames. He wes
dragged from the burning building and tossed into the back
seat of a car. He blacked out for severa minutes and re-
gained consciousness on a bumpy dirt road. The vehidle
drove on, speeding through the night without even head-
lights to show the way.

Who was driving? Where were they going? Who had
saved him? He forced himsdf to sit up and lean forward.
There was only one other man in the car. The driver. He
squinted his eyes and peered into the darkness. "Dan?"
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His friend didn't turn around. "1'm glad you're awake.
There's a nasty bump on your head, buddy. | was afraid
you were out for good."

"What the hell happened?"

"Someone blew up the warehouse."

He had a hard time concentrating through the pain.
"Wasit you?"

Dan didn't answer for along time. "Why are you here,
Cort? Have you come to take me back?"

Now it was Cort's turn to be silent.

"I get it," Dan said at last. "1'm not supposed to come
back. Don't worry, buddy. Going home to the good old
U.S. of A. wasn't part of my plan, either."

He turned into a long, narrow fidd and cut the engine.
Cort gingerly stepped out of the car and stared around him
at the familiar landing sight. "What are we doing here?"

"Getting you home. The gentlemen I'm doing business
with are onto you." Dan came and stood beside him.
;Iljlave been since the day you arrived. You're lucky to be

ive"

Cort sure didn't fed lucky. With one hand, he held on to
the car for balance. He had moments of clear vision, fol-
lowed by sensations of vertigo. With his other hand, he
reeched under his sports coat and pulled out his gun. The
meta finish gleamed in the light of the full moon.

"You sold out," Cort said. "Why?"

"I would tdl you it was for the money, but you wouldn't
bdieve me."

"You got that right. What happened? Blackmail ?"

Dan turned toward him. Cort dowly raised his gaze and
dared at the familiar crooked smile of his friend.

"That would be easiest, wouldn't it?" Dan asked. Helit
acigarette, then blew out the match and dropped it on the
ground. "Y ou would like to think | was being forced into
this. Anything dse would upset your tidy idess of right and
wrong."

"Damn you." Cort raised the gun toward his friend.
"I'm taking you back with me."
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Dan shook his head. "That's not what your baoss told
you to do, Cort. You're supposed to get the proof, then
make sure I'm never aproblem again." He waved his cig-
arette toward the heavens. "Here comes your ride."

Cort turned and looked up. A fast-moving plane ssemed
to drop from the sky like arock. It dove down toward the
narrow fidd, the sound of its engine growing as it ap-
proached. When it was seconds from landing, Cort jabbed
Dan in the sdewith hispistol. "Move."

"No." Dan took one last drag on the cigarette and
dropped it to the ground. After stepping on it, he looked at
Cort and smiled. "Y ou can kill me, or you can let me go,
but I'm not coming back to the States. | wouldn't like
prison.”

From behind them, headlights swept across the fied and
focused on the car. A low, dark four-door car raced to-
V\_/grd them. Cort recognized the vehicle and the men in-
sde.

"Looks like your friends found us," he said.

Dan surprised him by laughing. "Nothing goes right in
thiscountry. Comeon.” He started toward the plane, which
was bumping itsway across the rough field.

Cort ran after him, keeping low to the ground. He was
about ten feet away from thewing when abullet caught him
in the leg. He went down.

Instantly Dan backtracked and crouched at his side.
"Y ou're not having agood stay here, areyou?"

Cort grinned, despite the pain. "Hell of avacation. Get
me on board that plane, you lazy bastard."

Dan hoisted him up over his shoulder and carried him to
the open door. From inside, someone reached out to pull
him to ssfety. Cort grabbed Dan, but his friend jerked free.

"I meant what | said. 1'm not coming back." Dan had
to ydl to be heard abovethe plane'sengine. The men on the
ground started shooting at the plane.

"They'll kill you," Cort shouted.

"Better them than you. I'm not coming back." The plane
started moving forward, gathering speed for takeoff.
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"No! Youcan't stay. Stop!" Cort screamed to the pilot.
"We've l&ft one on the ground." But no one listened. He
tried to jump out, but the men inside started hauling him
away from the door. He leaned out and stared back at Dan.

His friend gave him ajaunty salute, then spun to face the
men racing toward the plane. They were dl firing at the
small craft. Dan pulled out his gun and shot at them. Two
went down. The remaining three turned their weapons on
him. Cort stared in dishdief as they pumped Dan's body
full of bullets. His friend hit the ground without a single
scream of pain.

The plane rose above the fidd and the surrounding trees,
then angled north for the trip home. Cort let himsdf be
ﬁulled inside, and the door was secured. The pain in his

ead increased with each heartbeat, and he fdt the blood
flowin(f; out his leg. Then he closed his eyes and willed
himsdf to forget.

The sounds of the past receded dowly, the plane engine
fading until dl Cort could hear were the night creatures and
an owl in anearby tree. He sank to the damp ground just
outside the way station compound. He'd remembered it all.
'I;]he hell of it was hejust wanted to forget the whole damn
thing.

Dan had known Cort had been sent to verify that he'd
betrayed his country—and if Dan had, Cort was to keep
him from being a problem again. Yet Dan had saved Cort,
sacrificing his own life in the process.

Why? It didn't make any sense. Why had Dan sold out
in the firg place? It wasn't about the money. Dan had never
cared about that. He'd claimed it wasn't blackmail. Cort
fought the memories. He'd gotten what hed wanted
most—he was fit to return to duty. But for what? Did any
of it matter anymore?

He stood up and started walking back to the compound.
Evecr}/ step made him more aware of what he'd amost done.
He'd accepted a mission that meant killing his friend. What
kind of man had he become?

He stepped into the clearing. One of the guards rushed
up to him. "We've heard from the missng two men."
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"What happened?"

"The Jeep's tires were dashed. When the second guard
on went to go get help, he was knocked out and left tied
up."

"Anyone hurt?"

"No. Andy put acdl into the police. We haveto report
the intruder and the shooting."

"Good." Cort shook off the memories clinging to him
and jogged toward the main building. He needed to make
sure Faithwas ggi Qg*to bedl right.

Thomas pounded on the steering whedl of the sedan and
cursed out loud. Every damn thing that could go wrong
Egg If he'd believed in luck, he would swear his was dl

He easad up on the gas as he negotiated arough patch of
ground and headed for the paved driveway leading out of
the compound. He'd left the gate open when he'd come
through two hoursbefore, in case he had to leavein ahurry.
He reached over and grabbed the remote-control device
he'd solen from Ken's truck, fingering the open button.
Someone might have closed it.

He hadn't even gotten close, he thought with disgust.
Even going up the driveway and parking a couple hundred
yards downwind of the compound hadn't helped him get in
without being seen. Those damn cats had begun acting
funny, spooking him with their silent appraisal. He hated
animals. He'd have to come up with a better plan. Time
was—

He rounded the last bend and cursed when he saw the
two trucks parked in front of the closed gate. Two men
took up positions on either side of their vehicles and pulled
out guns. One reached for something. Thomas punched the
"open" button on the gate remote at the same time he hit
the gas. The dark sedan jumped forward. Just in time, he
remembered the asphalt gaveway to abumpy dirt road that
would destroy the underside of his car. He jerked the
steering whed hard to the left and bounced off the road.
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The rear end fishtailled on the soft ground, but he didn't
ease up on the gas.

Oneguard raised agun in hisdirection. Thomasignored
him. The gate continued to swing open. Tree branches
scratched againgt his windows. He smiled. The jerks had
parked their trucks too far avay from the gate. They hadn't
planned on anyone going around. He would be ableto dip
through easly.

A bullet hit the passenger door.

"Amateurs,” Thomas muttered. He jammed on the
brakes as the car rolled onto the bumpy road. Turning
shaply to the right, then left, he drove between the gate
post and the trucks. The rear of his car just grazed the
gndler vehicle. Two more bullets hit his car. One popped
through the rear windshield and stopped in the passenger
Sedt.

Sweat popped out on Thomas's back. Maybe he'd been
too quick to dismiss them. Then his front wheds rolled
onto smooth public road. He floored the gas pedd and
went screaming down the highway without looking back.

Fifteen minutes later he pulled into an abandoned barn
and turned off the engine. If the guards had followed, he'd
logt them when he'd left the highway and turned onto the
backroads. But he couldn't keep playing around like this.
Obvioudy he wasn't going to be able to sted the cubs
without someone seeing, so why worry about subtlety? It
was time to bring in reinforcements.

* % %

"Anything €se you can add, ma'am?" the police offi-
oer asked.

Faith shook her head. "No. I'm sure they were &fter the
white tiger cubs, but | don't know the name of the people
interested in them. I've given your detective the phone
number of the man in charge of this case." She reached up
and rubbed her eyes. They, dong with amost every other
part of her body, hurt. "Jeff didn't bother to tell me names,
and quite frankly, | didn't want to know who they were."

"Thank you." The officer smiled politely and Ieft.
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Faith leaned forward and rested her arms on her desk. It
was amost two in the morning. The police had arrived an
hour before and had combed the compound, searching for
clues and asking everyone questions that couldn't be an-
swered. Of course the man had been after the tiger cubs.
But Cort and his team had handled the situation. Shejust
wanted the police gone.

"How are you holding up?" Cort asked.

She raised her head and saw him standing in the door-
way of her office. Sometime in thelast hour he'd pulled on
asweatshirt. But his hair was till rumpled from deep, and
he needed a shave. He looked wondertul.

"I'm surviving," shesaid. "Arethey amost done?"

"Yeah. Look at this." He moved into the room and held
out a small plastic bag. A flattened dug rested in one cor-
ner.

"What isit?"

"A bullet. They found three atogether."

For the firg time since ky had awakened her with his
restless pacing, she smiled. "You'll have to forgive meif |
don't share your enthusiasm. Finding bullets is rarely the
highlight of my day."

"1'm having the police forward Jeff one of the bullets.”

"What does he make of dl this?"

"He's out of the country for the next two days. Nobody
knowswhere heis. | can't get ahold of him."

"Don't look so grim. Well be fine."

He settled on the corner of her desk. "I would like to
ﬁack you and the cubs UE and get the three of you out of

ere until Jeff gets back and can make other arrange-
ments."

She shook her head. "Don't even think about it. | can't
leave the other cats. If it makesyou fed any better, I'm go-
ing to cal the kids and tell them not to come in to work
until Saturday. That way there are fewer of usto guard. It's
only a couple more days until Jeff moves the cubs. With
you and your security team here, well makeit."

"I wish | had your optimism." He shook his head. "Be-
cause this isn't an officia operation, 1'm going to have
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trouble getting more security. In the morning | can call in
afew favors and see what happens. | just wish | knew where
Jeff was."

"There's nothing you can do about it now." She reeched
up to touch him, then winced as pain shot through her arm.

Cort glanced down at the blood on her T-shirt. "Y ou get
anyoneto look at that?"

"It's just a scratch. | think a piece of wood or some-
thing caught me. I'm fine."

He grabbed her good arm and pulled her to her feet.

"Where arewe going?" she asked.

Instead of answering, he led her into the examining
room, placed his hands on her waist and lifted her onto the
high mgtdal table. "Wait right here," hetold her, then dis-

peared.

She heard him ushering the police out of the building and
giving instructions to the security guards. The back door
cllosed, and she heard the sound of a lock clicking into
place.

"Iseverything dl right?" she asked.

"Yes. I've left two men on for the rest of tonight. Noth-
ingisgoing to hafpen for the next few hours." He frowned.
"1'd fed better it | knew where J&ff had run off to."

After washing his hands and collecting supplies, he stood
next to her and gently tried to push up her T-shirt deave.
Pain shot through her as the dried blood peded off her
skin. She flinched.

"We'd better take this off,” he said, fingering the T-shirt.
"Oneway or the other, you're going to have to pull it over
thewound. Might aswel be now."

She fouc})wr(l‘tr the instinct to cross her arms over her chest
to protect hersdf. With the rush to figure out what Sparky
was S0 upset about, she hadn't bothered to put on a bra.
Wes this how Cort had felt when she'd told him to take his
shirt off? She hit back a smile. No, she didn't think he'd
hed quite the same reservations.

She pulled up the hem and dipped her good arm out of
its deeve, then tugged the shirt over her head. He took it
from her and gently peded it down the wound and dropped
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the T-shirt on her lap. The air felt cool on her breasts and
she knew her nippleswere puckering.

She glanced at Cort, but he was looking at her with al
the interest of avet looking at a sick cat. He stared at her
wound and nothing else. She'd redly impressed him with
her feminine charms. Casudly, she drew the shirt up in
front of her and covered her bare chest. He didn't notice
that, either.

"I don't e any fragments,” he said. "Looks like a degp
cut. I'll clean it up and bandage it."

He reached for the cleaning fluid and thoroughly doused
her arm. She studied his familiar face and the focused ook
in his eyes. There was something about the set of hisjaw.
Lines of pain straightened his mouth. He looked like aman
who had gone ten rounds with the devil and lost.

"1s something wrong?" she asked.

"No, why?"

"Y ou look—" She paused, not sure how to explain it.
"Did something e se happen tonight? Something you're not
telling me?"

Cort moistened sterile cotton with antiseptic. She took a
deep breath and nodded. The flare of pain in her am
caused her muscles to stiffen. She forced hersdf to relax.

"Nothing to worry about," he said. "Whoever was out
there made arun for the gates."

"Andy told me. I'm glad no one was hurt."

Cort peded the protective covering off the bandage and
pressed the dressing firmly against her wound. "Good as
new."

She glanced down. "First you get hurt in the arm, then
it happens to me. Does that mean I'm going to take a bul-
let in the leg next?" He didn't smile at her attempt at hu-
mor. Therewas something bothering him. "What isit?"

"Nothing." He collected the medicines and put them
avay.

"Cort, what's going on?" She dipped off the table,
clutching her shirt in front of her.

"| told you everything is fine. Go to bed, Faith."
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He stood with his back to her. She could practically see
the pain radiating from him, but she didn't know how to
make him talk to her. What had happened to him tonight?

"1'm going to take a shower," she sad at last. "If you
need me, I'm—"

He cut her off. "Good night."

She |eft because she couldn't think of any reason to Stay.
She took a quick shower, careful to keep her bandage dry,
and changed back into the oversize T-shirt she was deep-
ing in. Then sheturned off the light and crawled into bed.
But instead of lying down and trying to deep, she leaned
againgt the headboard and stared into the dark.

She could hear Cort pacing restlesdy up and down the
hall. 1t stopped long enough for him to take a shower as
well, then resumed. She heard him spesk softly to Sparky,
then agrunting "humph" asthe big cat settled down in her
office. The minutes ticked by.

Ten minutes, she thought. She would give him ten min-
utes, and if he didn't stop pacing and go to bed, she was
going to demand he tell her what was going on.

She actualy waited fifteen because she chickened out
twice before finaly throwing back the covers on the queen-
Sze bed and stepping onto the floor. Her bare toes curled
againg the cold wood. She opened her door and stepped
into the hall.

She found Cort in her small kitchen. He stood beside the
Formicatable, leaning against the window, staring out into
the dark forest.

He'd brushed his hair away from his face, and the
dampness made the gold-blond strands look darker. Jeans
covered the lower half of his body, but his chest and back
were bare. His muscles bunched under his skin asif hewas
deding himsdf against whatever troubled him. He hadn't
bothered to shave, and stubble outlined hisjaw. He braced
one arm up high on the window frame, the other hung at
his sde. Both hands were clenched into fists.

"Why aren't you asleep?" he asked without turning to-
ward her.
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He didn't sound angry. That gave her hope. She risked
moving closer to him. She hovered by the counter before
stepping toward the table and chairs. Do you want to talk
about it?" she asked softly.

Sowly he lowered his arm and turned to look at her. She
amogt cried out at the raw anguishin hiseyes. "You don't
want to know, Faith. Go back to bed and leave me alone.”

"I can't,” she said.

"1'm dtill just like one of your cats, aren't I? You can't
bear to see any of us suffering.” He shrugged. "1'm not
bleeding anywhere for you to patch me up. Sorry."

Hewasn't like one of her cats. He was far more danger-
ous. A man like him could leave her battered and broken,
without ever touching her. That's because it was more than
her body that was at risk; it was her heart. But hewasright
about one thing—she couldn't turn her back on his pain.

"Don't apologize," she said. "l heard you pacing and |
want to do whatever | can. Would you like adrink?"

"I till haven't recovered from the rum."

"Oh." She twigted her hands together, not sure if she
should leave. Obvioudy he didn't want to tell her what was
wrong. "If you'resurel can't..." Hedidn't say anything.
Shedrew in abreath. "Good night." She turned toward the
hallway.

"Wait."

He'd spoken the words so softly, she wasn't sure sheld
heard him. "What did you say?"

He pulled a chair back and invited her to sit down.
"Don'tgo. Please. You'reright. Something did happen.”

She walked over to the chair and sat. He took the sest
next to her. His elbows rested on his knees as he clasped his
hands together. Cort studied hiswhite knuckles and rubbed
ascar at the base of his thumb.

"I remembered the rest of it," he said abruptly. "I got
my memory back."

It took her a minute to figure out what he was taking
about. "Your last misson? That's terrific. Now you
can-"
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"No." He cut her off. "It'snot like that. | - " He swore.
"l told you | was sent in to take care of arogue agent? That
he'd turned?’

Faith shifted in the hard-backed chair and pulled her
T-shirt down until it reached her knees. "Yes, but you
didn't kill him. You told methat, too."

"I was prepared to. When he refused to come back with
me, | had my gun out and was ready to get it over with."

She swallowed the sudden bitter taste in her mouth. She
was sorry now that she'd pried. She knew whatever he said
was going to haunt her for along time.

He raised his head and looked at her. Despair and sdf-
loathing swirled in his brown eyes. Pain degpened the lines
by his mouth. "He died for me. To save my usdess butt.
And | don't know why."

"Why heturned in the firg place, or why he saved you?"

"Both. Either. | don't care. | want answvers and | can't
tany.”

"How did it happen?" she asked.

"The bad guys showed up just as our rescue plane
landed. | took a bullet in the leg." He jerked his head to-
ward his hedled wound. "Dan hauled me out to the plane,
but refused to come on board. He stood there like some
hell-bent hero and shot a them. While they pumped his
body full of lead, we got away."

She leaned toward him and gently touched his cheek. He
didn't pull back. She stroked the warm skin, her pam
rasping against the stubble. "Maybe he knew he had no-
whereto go. If he came back here, hewould have been tried
and sent to prison.”

Cort laughed without humor. "Dan would rather have
died than go there." He stopped suddenly. "That bastard.
Hedied anyway."

"But this way, he gave his life for something good. He
sved you."

He looked up at her. "Hardly a fair exchange." He
graightened up. Her hand fdl away and she clutched her
amsto her chest.
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"It used to be easy," he said. "We knew who the ene-
mieswere. Now the lines are blurring. J&ff keeps telling me
to comein. Maybe| should. Maybeit's clearer if you have
the big picture. Maybe it's too late for any of it. All the
good guys are dead."

"Was Dan one of the good guys?'

He leaned back in his chair. "Y ou like asking the tough
questions, don't you?"

She shrugged. "Just trying to be afriend.”

"Arewe friends, Faith?"

"1 hoped so."

"1'm not sure you need a friend like me."

She wanted to tell him that she needed a friend exactly
like him. More than that, she needed aman like him. This
night, the trouble with the cubs, the passage of time, Cort's
leaving getting closer and closer, al reminded her how ten-
uous everything had become. In afew short days, her life
would revert to normal. Cort would be nothing but a
memory.

His pain was as tangible as the man himsdf. It radiated
out from him and surrounded her, seeping inside until she
wanted to weep for his suffering. It wasn't because he re-
minded her of her cats and she wanted to heal hiswounds.
It was more than that. She had come to care for this man.
More than was safe.

She wanted to blurt out that fact, but knew he wouldn't
take comfort in her fedings. Instead she risked spesking a
smdler truth.

"I do need afriend likeyou," she whispered.

His brown eyes glowed asif lit with afire. "Not as much
as| need you."

The flame of his desire stirred her own to life. His un-
characteristic admission gave her courage. Without giving
hersdf time to think, she rose to her fest and held out her
hand.

He stared at her. "I don't think thisisagood idea."
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"Don't think anymore," she told him. She bent down,
took his hand in hers and tugged him to his feet. He rose
dowly, towering over her.

"Y ou tempt me," he said, hisgaze locking with hers.

Her knees trembled; he made her week and yet at the
sametime, incredibly strong. "Good. | want—"

She never got to say what she wanted.



Chapter 13

Even ashis mouth came down on hers, she clutched at his
shoulders for balance. His skin was hot beneath her fin-
gers. The anticipation of their kiss left her dizzy. She re-
membered the passion that had flared between them before.

The moment his lips pressed againgt hers, she fdt asif
her bones were dowly melting. Firm lips, soft pressure and
hard, hard heat molded to her. Instantly, she parted to ad-
mit him. Histongue swept inside. She tasted the faint mint
of toothpaste and something else. Something heady and
sweet that could only be Cort himsdlf. She met his caresses
with dow sweeping strokes of her own. His stubble prick-
led her skin, adding to the deluge of sensation. She dung
to him as her world narrowed to this moment. Her muscles
quivered, and she feared she might collapse right there on
the kitchen floor.

His hands moved up and down her sides, each passras
ing her oversize T-shirt higher and higher until her miariff
was exposed. He caressed her bare stomach down to her
l|gantiels(, then moved behind and cupped the curve of her

uttocks.
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She angled her head to deepen the kiss, and at the same
time pressed her hips against him. His jeans fdt rough
aga HSt her belly, and his hardness strained againgt his but-
ton fly.

She moved her hands up his neck to the silk of his gold-
blond hair. The short strands dipped through her fingers,
their coolness a ddlicious contrast to the heat flaring be-
tween them.

He raised his head dightly and gazed down at her. Pas-
gon drew the lines of his face taut. His mouth was moist
from her kiss, his lips dightly parted. His bare chest rose
and fdl with each breath he took.

"Faith." He spoke her name softly.

The sound whispered against her skin. She lowered her
hands until they rested on hisarms. Beneath her fingers, his
musdles tightened, the sinewy length defined and power-
ful. Their eyes met. She saw the wanting there, and the &-
fection. In hisway, he cared for her. 1t was enough.

He squeezed her derriere. The need between them rose to
an unbearable pitch. She could hear it filling the room,
pressng against her until she could barely breathe. Shefdt
asif she had wanted him forever. She'd needed him for even
longer. She had been waiting for the right moment, the
right man, to risk sharing her heart and her body again.
And now shewanted to be apart of him, joining in the an-
cient ritual of love.

At the exact moment he bent down to kiss her again, she
reached up to pull him close. Their mouths joined in a
conflagration of tastes and pressures. She licked his lips
franticdly as if he were her only source of sustenance. He
gragped the hem of her T-shirt and ﬁulled. They parted long
enough for him to draw it over her head. He paused to dide
it gently over the bandage on her arm. When he'd freed the
garment, he tossed it asde and reached for her breasts.

She swdled under the ondaught of his tender touch.
Strong hands cupped her curves, weighing them in his
pams, moving across her hard nipples. She moaned her
Bleasure as he swept his fingers over and around her

reasts. He bent down to take her in his mouth. Sensation
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shot through her, reaching to her fingertips and toes, then
collecting between her thighs.

He stepped back enough to pull her panties down to the
floor, then grabbed her by the waist and lifted her onto the
kitchen table. The tabletop fdt cold on her bare derriere.
She gasped at the contact. He grinned, then moved be-
tween her legs and urged her to lie back. His strong ams
protected her from the table, while her position raised her
exposed chest to him and thrust her breasts forward. He
nibbled at her jaw and neck, moving lower, leaving a wet
trail across her throat and her chest. His stubble rasped
delightfully. His hands supported her head as he took first
one, then the other nipple in his mouth. He duded with the
puckered tips, sucked them deeply and raised up far enough
to blow on the trembling, damp skin. He rubbed his fin-
gers through her long hair, massaging her scalp, essng
tension even as his mouth sought to increase it.

She arched against him. Her bare femininity brushed
againgt his jeans and his hardness. She rocked her hips
gently, teasing him aswel as hersdf, but it wasn't enough.
Thewanting grew. She stretched her arms out to undo the
first button, but couldn't reach it, so she brushed her hands
on his arms and continued to move hersdf against him,
trying frantically to ease the ache. He groaned softly with
each flexing of her body.

He pulled her upright and kissed her hard. Their lips
pressed together. Her heart pounded and her lungs burned
for more air, as her blood surged through her body. Pres
sure and hunger built inside her. Therewas no timeto think
or andyze. She could only fed. Spreading her legswide, se
urged him closer. His jeans stood between them. Se
reached for the buttons and quickly popped them open. His
hands clutched at her shoulders. His fingers bit into her as
she freed him. She pushed the jeans to the floor ad
touched him.

Hefilled her hand. All long, hot maleness. Soready. Se
stared up at hisface. He stood with his eyes closed, hisex-
pression savage. There was no pretense in their mating. It



Tempting Faith 193

was primal and necessary. If she didn't have this man, if he
didn't ease the ache within her, shewould perish.

She stroked his length. He groaned, then his eyes
and looked at her. His gaze dropped to her hands holdin
him. Immediatel?/ she started to become aware of hersd
and began to pull away. He put his hand over hers and re-
fused to let her go. Their eyes met. He kept his hand over
hers and urged her to move back and forth. Beneath her
hand, he fdt hot and smooth and hard. Above her hand,
the calluses of his palm rubbed her knuckles, and his fin-
gers dipped between hers.

With each stroke, the fire in his eyes grew brighter. The
pulse a the base of his throat thundered in time with her
own. Between her thighs, moisture collected in anticipa
tion of her release. She rocked her hips, wanting to ease the
ache. At last he pushed her hand away and moved closer to
her. He probed her moist center, rubbing histip against her
mogt sendtive place. She arched her back and let her eyes
drift shut.

Up and down, yet barely moving a al, he teased her
until she could do little but writhe a his command. She
drained forward, toward her peak. At last, when the re-
leeewas asinevitable asthetide, he plunged insde of her.
Her breath escaped with an audible sound. He pulled her
legs tightly around his hips and began to plunge back and
forth. Her hands clutched a him; his reached for her
breasts and touched her hard nipples. She became lost in
thejourney, focusing on nothing but the sensation of him
driving in and out of her. Deep insde, the pressure built
and built until she had to give hersdf up to his rhythm.

He let go of her breasts and hauled her up against him.
As his mouth claimed her, as she touched his tongue with
hers, she plunged into the madness. It swept her aong,
rippling her muscles around him, as he surged deeper and
hisrdeasejoined hers.

The fires faded dowly, and she returned to normal. The
night was dlent except for the sound of their ragged
breathing. When Cort tried to ease her back, she clung to
him, burying her face in his chest. Now that she'd been
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sated, sanity returned. She didn't want to look at him and
see what he must think of her. She'd acted like an animdl,
mating with him like that. She'd had no time to question
her actions, she'd smply reacted. She squeezed her eyes
shut. They'd done it on the kitchen table!

But he refusad to be put off. He drew her arms from
around his neck and brought her hands to his mouth. Af-
Ler I|<i$ing each of her palms, he dipped out from between

er legs.

She kept her eyes tightly closed. "Cort, [—"

"Hush," he murmured. She fdt him reach under her
thighs and behind her back, then hewas lifting her.

Her eyes opened. "What are P/ou doing?"

"Taking you to bed." He smiled down aI her. "It'salit-
tlemore civilized, don't you think?"

He didn't look shocked by what they had done, she saw
with some relief. Maybe, just maybe, he'd fdt the incredi-
ble passion, too.

When he placed her in the center of her mattress, she
tensed, waiting to see if he would leave her. She need not
haveworried. He dipped in next to her and pulled the cov-
ers up over both of them. She turned on her side, and he
snuggled up behind her, fitting his body around hers. One
of his arms rested on her waist. She pulled it between her
breasts and laced his fingers through hers. She fet soft
kisses on her shoulder.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"Y ou're welcome. Thank you."

Shegmiled. "It'snever been that.. .that wild before.” She
bit her lip. "Y ou probably think I'm silly."

"Never." Heraised up on one elbow and pressed on her
shoulder until she haf turned to look at him. His gold-
flecked eyes till glowed from their inner fire. He touched
her swollen mouth with his finger. "It was extraordinary
and extremely powerful." He gave her arueful grin. "Too
powerful. | never thou%ht to ask about protection. | know
it'salittle like closng the barn door after the horse has I€ft,
but were you protected?"

"Yes."
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"Good."

Cort lowered himsdf back down onto the bed. He waited
for the tidal wave of rdief to swegp over him. It had been
stupid as hell to make love with Faith without checking to
seif shecould get pregnant. For once, though, the thought
of being tied down with a relationship and a child didn't
send him reaching for hisjeans and car keys.

It wasjust exhaustion, he told himsdf. That and the fact
that Faith's bed was alot more comfortable than hiscot. Or
maybe it was the scent of her body. He leaned close to her
back and sniffed. She smelled of sex and French perfume.

The lights he'd st up in front of the building shone
through the window blinds. He could just make out the
four parallel scars on her shoulder and down her arm. He
touched his mouth to those puckered lines. She wiggled
againg him. Her round derriere brushed againgt hisgroin,
dtirring him back to life. Sowly, he traced the scars with his
tongue. The contrast of textures, rough and bumpy on the
scars, smooth and silky on her skin, intrigued him. He
licked them again.

"] knew it would be like this," she murmured.

"Why?"

"The alpha male dways makes the best mate.”

He amiled againgt her. "Am | the alphamale?" he asked,
then trailed kisses down her back.

"Uh-huh." She sounded distracted.

He ran his tongue up every bump in her spine, then
pushed her long hair aside and nibbled on the back of her
neck. She moved her hips back toward him. Need surged
between hislegs and he fdt himsdlf growing harder.

"What makes me the alpha male?" he asked.

"Size, courage. The a-ah—"

He sucked on her ear lobe. "Go on."

"The ability to lead the pack. Acceptance by others.”

"Including the female?'

He leaned over and kissed her throat. Shetilted her head
to expose hersdf more. "Especially the femae.”
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Her eyes were closed. She looked as relaxed and pliable
as acat getting her ears scratched. But hewasn't interested
in her ears.

He trailed more kisses down her spine, then tossed back
the covers exposing her bare buttocks and legs to view. She
gasped when he nibbled the sengtive skin behind her knees.
She parted her thighs when he dipped his hand between
them and stroked her damp center. Sheraised her hips back
toward him when he nibbled the round curves of her rear.
He was dready hard and throbbing. He could fed her
moistness.

He bent over her back and kissed her neck. Then he bit
her, hard enough to make her jump. A shiver ran through
her. With one hand, he reached between her thighs and
found her waiting wetness. He touched her sengtive core,
and she spread her legs farther. He bit her again, then
pressed his hardness against her and plunged inside.

She moaned and pushed against him, until the backs of
her thighs pressed against the front of his. He continued to
rub her center, matching the rhythm of his strokes. With his
other hand, he reached around to fed her breasts. They
bounced with each thrust, the hard nipples brushing against
his hand. He squeezed gently. She cried out, and he fdt the
quick pulsing of her orgasm.

When her contractions had stopped, he withdrew, turned
her onto her back and thrust into her again. Her eyes were
wide and unfocused. She grabbed at his shoulders, pulling
him down close, then kissing him hungrily. She bit hislower
lip, sucked it in her mouth and soothed the hurt. She
grabbed his buttocks and pulled him so close he thought he
might explode inside of her. She dawed & his back and
tossed her head from sde to side.

He fdt the pressure building inside him. She moved her
hips faster and faster. Asall hisenergy collected between his
legs in preparation for that moment of release, he fdt her
contractions begin again. She lifted off the bed and
clutched at him. Her eyes met his. He saw the pleasurein
her face even as he fdt her body quiver around his.
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And then he couldn't think at all. He could only fed and
dtare at her, knowing she saw the same ecgtecy In his ex-
pression. The climax went on and on, draining him of al
thought, al coherency, until he could only collapse on the
bed and pull her down next to him. Tremors shook their
bodies. Swesat-dicked skin did on the cotton shests.

She touched his face, then leaned close and kissed the
bullet wound on hisarm. He touched hislipsto thescarson
her arm. They stared at each other in silent understanding.
He had never fdt this contentment, this connection, and it
scared him to death. He pulled her close and shifted so she
could rest her head on his shoulder. He didn't want her to
se the fear in hiseyes.

* * %

Cort held her in his arms until she fdl adeep. He brushed
her hair from her brow and stroked her cheek. Unfamiliar
tenderness wdled up inside of him, gretching his heart into
new and painful vulnerability.

When Faith 9ghed and rolled away from him, he dipped
out of the bed and looked down &t her. The light from out-
dde illuminated her long hair which flowed over her bare
shoulders. He could make out the four scars across the back
of her arm. The scent of her perfume mingled with the
pleasing aroma of s and animal heat. He pulled the cov-
ers up around her and waked dlently out of the room.

In the kitchen he found hisjeans and dipped them on.
While he made coffee, he put on boots and a sweatshirt.
Then he filled amug and carried it to his bedroom, where
he collected his gun and made hisway to the foyer. He sat
on the worn vinyl couch by the door and waited.

His muscles ached pleasurably from their lovemaking.
He was tired, but he wouldn't deep. Not until he knew
Faith was safe. Pictures filled his mind. Pictures of her and
the way she gave hersdf completely to him. Of naked fe-
male flesh, full breasts, long legs. Of the expression on her
faoe as she lost hersdlf to pleasure and forced him to do the
same.

He amiled dightly and sipped his coffee. The amile faded
asthe pictures changed, mingling past and present, and he
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remembered how Dan had died in a fidd, shot down by
arms deders in the dead of a South American night.

Hewould never know why Dan had decided to go to the
other side. Just as he would never know if he could have
killed his friend. He'd been so sure at first, confident he
could have done what was asked of him. He'd told himsdif
it was just another mission. Now he knew better.

The comfort of ajob donewdl mattered little in the cold
hours before dawn. He suspected blackness had filled his
soul many years ago. It was aprice of his occupation, one
he'd paid without question. The state of his soul had never
mattered before. But Faith had reminded him to look past
the obvious to what was important.

Cort chambered around into his Beretta and checked to
make sure the safety was on. Sparky padded down the hall
and sat down beside him. The large black leopard rested his
head on Cort'sthigh. Cort scratched the animal's ears and
listened to the sounds of the night. The big cats outside
ﬁaced and called out; all was wdl in their world, if not in

is.

Yet, if given the chance to do it dl again, he would
change nothing. Not the suffering he'd seen, not the ques-
tions, not even what he had tried to forget. Sparky leaned
heavily against him and huffed out a sigh. Cort rested his
hand on the animal's powerful shoulders.

Better to have seen hell and survived, he told himsdf,
better to have a dark, empty soul, because he knew what he
was capable of. Heknew dl the variations of the game, and
he trusted his ahility to keep Faith and the cubs safe. In the
past, his missions had been a battle of wits—him againg
the enemy. Thistime the stakes were much higher.

Sparky stretched out and rested his head on his paws.
Cort welcomed the company on his vigil. He knew the
leopard shared hisdesire to protect. Whatever it took, Cort
would pay the price. Hewasthe best at what he did, and he
wouLd give hislife before he would let anything happen to
Faith.
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* * *

At first light, Thomas backed the car out of the aban-
doned barn and returned to the main road. He drove past
Bowmund and on to the next town. There he left the rental
parked on a side stret, walked to another car renta
and got a good-sized van using one of his fdse IDs. The
police would find the black sedan and notify the other
rental company, but Thomas didn't care. He hadn't used
hisreal namethere, either.

He drove back to Bowmund, collected his belongings and
checked out of themotel, paying the bill with cash. He got
in the van and started driving.

He'd had alot of time to think about what went wrong
lagt night. His goal had been to collect the cubs without
anyone knowing. But why was that necessary? All the
stealth was getting in hisway. Last night, those damn cats
had spooked him. So much so, his shots amed at the
woman had gone wide.

He was no closer to getting the cubs than he'd been a
wek ago. Timewas running out. The people guarding the
cubs weren't stupid. Now that he'd shown himsdf, they
were probably making plans to move the cubs. He had to
oet thejob done tonight. But he couldn't do it alone.

Hedroveto aliquor storenext to an aley. The storewas
dosed. Parking thevan dlose to the building, hewent to the
public phone on the outside wal and dided a number.

"Y es?" aman answered.

"It's Thomas."

"You have the cubs?"

"No."

The man on the other end was silent. Thomaswould have
preferred him to get angry. Despite the cool morning, swesat
collected on his back and his upper lip.

"I need men and supplies," he said quickly. "I want to
take the cubs tonight."”

"I'll send what you need," the man said. "But thisplan
mugt work the firgt time. Our mutual employer returns to-
morrow."
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Thomas fought down a flash of panic. "He'searly."

"Hewould have arrived today, but there has been some
unpleasantness with the federal government. It will be
strgightened out by the end of the day. You must get the
cubs."

"l understand." Thomas quickly explained his needs and
made arrangements for a meeting a four o'clock that &-
ternoon. By thetime he drove up the mountain it would be
dark. He would wait until around ten, and then go in and
take the cubs.

"Do not fail," the man told him.

"I won't," Thomas promised, and prayed he wasn't ly-

ing.



Chapter 14

Faith shifted in her bed. Her hand bumped something
hard and flat, and she heard the rattle of slverware. She
opened her eyes and saw Sparky leaning over the bed, eat-
ing off a tray beside her.

"What on earth...?"

The leopard looked up briefly, then reached over and
lapped up a pile of scrambled eggs with asingle swipe of his
tongue. The toast followed in aquick gulp.

Faith grinned and pushed hersdf into a sitting position.
e leaned againgt the headboard and brushed her hair out
of her face.

"I don't think that's for you," shetold the cat. He didn't
look chastised.

Faith heard footsteps in the hadlway. She pulled the sheet
up to her shoulders. Sparky grabbed al three strips of ba-
oon and made a bedline for the door.

"What the hell?" Cort said as the leopard sprinted past
him. He entered the room, took one look at the tray and
goun around to chase the animal. "You bring that back
here." His voice faded as hejogged down the hall.
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Faith giggled and used the moment to duck into the
bathroom. With every move, unfamiliar muscles re-
minded her of what had gone on the previous night. She
didn't regret what had happened. How could she? Cort had
shown her things, made her fed sensations, she'd never
imagined. Their bodies had reacted asif they'd been e
cidly formed to bring each other pleasure. The trick was
going to be whether or not she could keep Cort from fig-
uring out she'd given him more than a night of pleasure.
Sometime between hot hungry kisses and swegt-dicked
thrusts, she'd aso handed over her heart.

She stared at her face in the mirror. She didn't look es-
pecialy different. Her eyes seemed a little brighter this
morning, her mouth smiled easily. Her lips were still swol-
len from his kisses and the abrasion from his stubble, but
_ott|1er than that, she had no outward evidence that she was
inlove.

Love. She leaned against the sink. A big mistake. Cort
was like dl the other men she had known: He would leave
her. This time however, she had only hersdf to blame for
her heartbreak. She'd known from the beginning that his
day in her life was temporary. So why had she let hersdf
care?

She heard him enter her bedroom and knew she couldn't
hide out in the bathroom forever. Better to face him and get
it over with. When she'd washed her face and brushed her
teeth, she pulled her robe from the back of the bathroom
door and dipped it on. She paused with her hand on the
doorknob and reminded hersdlf Cort had admired her for
her courage. She couldn't let him down.

She drew in a deep breath and opened the door, then
breezed across the hall to her bedroom. Cort was stretched
out on the bed, on top of the covers, his arms folded be-
hind his head. Worn jeans and a white shirt outlined his
lean body. His tanned skin accentuated the gold flecksin
his brown eyes. One lock of hair tumbled onto his fore-
head. After last night, she probably had the right to st on
the edge of the bed and brush it back with her fingers. No
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doubt he wouldn't even blink if she then leaned forward
and kissed him. He might even respond.

But as she hovered by the foot of the bed, shyness
gripped her. It had been along time since she'd had to face
the awkwardness of the morning after. It hadn't gotten any
easer with time,

"I meant to surprise you," he said, pulling back the
covers and patting the bed. "That cat ate your breakfast.
I'm sorry."

"Don't be." She gmiled hesitantly. "l appreciate the
thought.”

"Come here." He motioned for her to come closer.

Shetook asep in hisdirection.

"No, here." Hetouched the sheet. "I want to say good
morning."

She moved forward and gingerly sat on the edge of the
mattress.

He raised himsdf up on one ebow. "Don't," he said,
taking her arm and pulling her close to him. "Don't regret
last night."

"l don't. It'sjust-"

He didn't let her finish. He drew her closer and then
damed her mouth with his. The kisses demanded little
from her. He pressed his lips fully on hers, then did them
back and forth until she parted to admit him.

Histongue swept over hers, gently, dowly, asif thisswest
contact had nothing to do with the tempest from the night
before. Without breaking contact, he lowered her onto the
bed. She let her eyes drift shut and gave hersdlf up to the
fed of him.

It was different this morning. In the light of day, after
admitting her fedings to hersdlf, she fdt raw and exposed
in his presence. And yet she needed to be with him, to be
hdd by him. The one man who would cause her heartache
wes the only man who could comfort her.

But it was more than comfort. He moved closer to her
and loosened her short cotton robe. He tugged on the belt
until it gave way, then parted the edges. She fet the cool
morning air on her bare skin. Before she could open her
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eyes or even think about protesting, he cupped one breast
in hishand.

She moaned. Their loving last night had left her tender.
He seemed to know that ingtinctively, for he cupped her
curves with the gentleness of a man handling priceless
crystal. He barely grazed her nipples with hisfingertips, yet
electricity shot through her.

She reached up to dip her fingers through his hair, then
moved down to grip his shoulders. He kissed her lips once
more before moving to her neck, then lower to her breasts,
where he sweetly sucked her into mindless passion, then
lower across her bdly. Hisfingers led the way, seeking her
most sendtive spots. His mouth followed, loving the places
that made her tighten and writhe and toss her head from
sdeto side. Closer and closer, until he kissed her most s=
cret place. He touched her with the tip of histongue, mak-
ing her jJump. She drew her knees up and parted her thighs.
He tasted her fully, then cupped her buttocks and gently
assaulted her center, moving in adow rhythm that threat-
ened to drive her mad with passion before dlowing her to
sk her release.

It built dowly &t firgt, like a single spark beginning afire.
The embers caught and grew, glowing hotter and hotter.
Her skin burned asiif lit from within. Her breasts swelled,
and between her legs the flames enveloped her. Her heart
pounded in her ears. From outside, she could hear the
guards talking, the cats as they played and cdled to each
other. Yet that world wasn't real. All that mattered was
Cort and themagic he plied between her thighs. The flames
grew and grew, pushing her higher with each flick of his
tongue, yet the explosion surprised her.

She found hersdlf tossed to the wind, carried doft by the
heat, then brought back to the real world, caught safdy in
Cort'sarms. He held her tightly in his embrace as her body
quivered in aftermath. Oddly, her eyes burned and she
fought the nead to cry. Shewasn't sad or in pain. It waan't
her natureto givein to tears. Shewondered why hewas able
to reduce her to such raw, exposed need.
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He shifted until her head rested on his shoulder. "That
was because Sparky ate your breakfast," he said as he
stroked her hair.

She sighed in contentment. "What do | get if he eats my
dinner?’

He chuckled. She heard the sound and fdt the vibration
in hischest. "You'll just have to wait and see."

She reached down and cupped the hardness straining at
the button fly of hisjeans. "Y ou desarve a reward for go-
ing to dl the trouble of cooking my breakfast."

He lifted her hand and brought it to hislips. "Later," he
promised and kissed her fingers one by one.

She pulled her arm back and gazed at him. "Cort?"

"It's dl right." He smiled. "I pleased you. That's dl |
want right now."

"Elaut you, ah—" she glanced at his crotch "—obvi-
ously-"

He cupped her chin in his hand. "Yes, | am aroused.
Yes | could make love to you right now and it would be
great. This was a different kind of pleasure. Let me enjoy
it."

The tears she'd fought moments before threatened again.
She blinked saverd times, then nodded and rested her head
back on his shoulder.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"Y ou'rewecome. How do you feel ?"

"Are you fishing for compliments?”

"I don't have to,” he said smugly. "How's the arm?"

. She rotated her shoulder. "1'd dmost forgotten. It feds
ine"

"Maybe you should try taketo it easy. You didn't get a
lot of deep last night.”

"Neither did you."

He shrugged. "With everything that's going on, you
ned your rest.”

Something in his tone caused a vague feding of discom-
fort to stedl over her, disspating the lingering glow of their
lovemaking. She raised hersdf on one ebow and looked
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down at him. "If | didn't know better, 1'd say you were
trying to keep mein bed thismorning."

"Isthat so bad?"

Yes, because it was completdy unlike him. "What's
wrong?'

Cort hesitated long enough for her ssomach to lurch.
"Nothing specific," he said at last. "I don't like the fact
that Ken is still missing and | can't get ahold of Jeff. I've
cdled a couple of friends and well have a few more secu-
rity people here t;?/ nightfall."

"Arethecats al right?"

"Fine. | fed them earlier and | was about to start on their
cages."

"I can do that," she said, sitting up and reaching for her
robe. "They're my cats. I'm responsible for them."

"I wish you'd consider spending a couple of daysin L.A.
or San Francisco.”

"No." Sheroseto her feet and tied the belt at her waist.
"Thisiswhere| beong. I'm not afraid."

Cort shrugged as if to say he'd done the best he could,
then he stood up and started toward the door.

"lsthat—" She stopped taking long enough to clear her
throat. She didn't want to ask, but she had to know. When
she spoke again, she forced her voice to come out level, so
hewouldn't know she was trembling. "I sthat what thiswas
about?" she asked, glancing at the bed. "Were you trying
to distract me?"

"Faith, no." He crossed the room in three strides and
gathered her closeto him.

She hated hersdf for the weskness that invaded her body,
knew shewould regret clinging to him asif she was drown-
ing and he was her lifdine, but she couldn't help hersdf.

"Never," hemurmured, touching her hair, her back, her
arms, then cupping her face and tenderly kissng her
mouth. "1'd never hurt you."

Deliberately, she thought, mentally voicing the unspo-
ken word. Because he would hurt her—he would leave.

"And I'll never abandon my cats," she said, disentan-
gling hersaf from his embrace. "Go on, get out of here so
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| can get dressed. I'll meet you at Tigger's cage in ten min-
utes."

He kissed her once more, then Ieft the room. She stood
there, alone. By the end of the week, the cubs would be
gone and Cort along with them. Shetouched her fingers to
her mouth. She could almost taste the heartbreak.

* % %

Faith stared at the pile of forms on her desk. She'd sorted
them by category, dividing them into federd, state and lo-
cd agencies. Severd had to be sent off to her attorney.
About athird of them werefinished. Those shesliﬁped into
envelopes and put in an empty box. The rest ill had to be
filled out. She fingered the two-inch-high pile. Could she
doit? Could she not?

Sparky strolled into her office, followed by Cort. De-
pite spending the morning helping her muck out cages, he
ill looked good, she thought, staring at his face. His hair
had grown since he'd been here, and reached about a half
inch past his collar. She liked it longer. Faith shook her
head. Who was she trying to kid? She liked everything
about him.

"Now what are you working on?" he asked, plopping
down in the chair in front of her desk.

"More forms."

"So you've decided to go ahead with the snow-leopard
project?"

"l guess."

He grinned. "That doesn't sound too enthusiastic.”

"1'm not convinced I'm going to make it, but I've real-
ized | havetotry."

His gold-flecked eyes flickered with something that might
have been respect. "1 dways knew you would."

She leaned forward and grabbed the top form. "While
you're expounding on your precognitive powers, why not
gveme alittle peek into the future and tel me how it'sal
goirp]g to turn out? You could save me dozens of deepless
nights.”

"I have every confidence in you."
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She tossed the form into the air and watched it flutter
back to her desk. Sparky settled in the corner and yawned.
She envied the big cat his simple, boring life. Right now,
boring looked pretty appeaing.

"Why areyou so sureit's going to happen?* she asked.

He crossed his ankle over his opposite knee. "Because |
know you. | know what you're capable of. Remember when
we went shooting?"

She nodded.

"You told me you used to be afraid of guns, but you
learned how to handle a rifle. Now you're a marksman.
You're the best kind of team player, Faith. You're not
afraid to get thejob done.”

His compliments made her want to do something fool-
ish, like blush and ssammer. Or worse, tell him how she fdt
about him. Shetook a deep breath and did neither.

"1'm dill afraid," she said.

"What do you need that you don't have?"

"Aside from these forms and permits, | need—" She
stood up and walked over to amap she'd pinned up on the
wall. It showed the northeast section of North Dakota re-
duced to a two-foot sguare. She'd highlighted the land
she'd bought. "1 need aroad from the state highway up to
where | want the breeding center to be. | need to find avet
who wants to learn al he or she can about snow leopards.
| need habitats and buildings and a source of food. | nexd
gx breeding pairs, but 1'd settle for two. | need employ-
ees." Shetouched the map, trying to remember how beau
tiful and rugged the land had been when sheld visited it last
year. "l need a house to live in and a room of some kind,
big enough for fund-raising parties." She looked back at
Cort and smiled. "Not much, huh?"

He raised hiseyebrows. "What's your bottom line?"

"How much money?' She shrugged. "Interesting. I'd
need enough for al that I've mentioned, plus the svow
leopards. Of course, getting them is a lot more about gov-
ernment forms and legdlities than it is about money. Alto-
gether?' She did a couple of mental calculations. "Fve
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million dollars. That would keep me up and running for a
year."

Cort let out alow whistle. "I was going to offer to float
you aloan, but the spy business doesn't pay that well."

"Thanks for the offer, but | wouldn't have accepted,
anyway." )

"Why? | thought we were friends."
"Weare, it'sjust—" She paused. " What do spies spend
their money on?"

He stood up and grinned. "Life insurance." He walked
over to themap. "How much have you already raised?"

Faith leaned againgt the wall. "Once | st uF my own
chljpdation, the way station will give me a million and a

"So you're athird of the way there."

"If | getit dl together." Shelooked at him. "I only have
a two-year college degree. | know cats, but | don't know
business.”

"That'swhat lawyers are for, Faith. And business man-
agers. Hire someone."

"Edwina dways did it hersdlf."

"Y ou're not Edwina. You have other goals."

"I know you're right. I'm just—"

"Scared." He reached out and touched her cheek.

"Yeah. See, I'm not the strong woman you thought |
was." Shetried to smile, but she could fed her lips quiv-
ering and shelet it die. Cort stared a her with an intensity
that made her uncomfortable. She wanted to lean on him
and let him tdll her that she could do it, but she knew she
would be foolish to. start that particular habit.

"What about you?" she asked brightly, stepping away
from him and returning to her desk. She perched on the
corner.' 'When Jeff has the cubs moved on Friday, areyou
going back in the fidld? Fight thegood fight and al that?"

He surprised her by shaking hishead. "I'm not sure | can
go back."

"Why?"

"What's waiting for me there? Another situation like the
one with Dan? How many more friends am | going to be
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asked to kill?' He laughed harshly and without humor.
"Who am | kidding? Except for Jf, | don't have any
friends."

"1'm your friend," she said softly.

"It's arisky proposition. You might want to rethink it,
Faith. 1 could be after you next." He walked across the
room, turned and paced back.

"I don't plan on doing anything illegal ."

His dight smile gave her hope. She had aways been so
good at reading her cats when they were in pain. She con-
centrated and tried to do the same with Cort.

"I belong out in the field," hetold her, shoving his hands
in his pockets.

"There are other options.”

"Come in, you mean? Take that promotion Jeff's been
offering me? You think | haven't consdered that? But I'm
afidd man. Jeff had a reason for comingin. | don't.”

Jeff's reason had been his wife. Cort had no one. Faith
told hersdf she was foolish to hope, and yet she remem-
bered how tenderly Cort had held her and made love to her
last night and this morning. He might ill be in love with
that other woman, the one who had stolen his heart, but
maybe, just maybe, hewas starting to care about her, too.

"Maybeyou don't have to have areason to comein,” she
sad. "Maybe it's just the best thing for you to do. You
can't punish yoursdf forever. You have to let go of the past
and try to recover. It's been long enough for you to for-
get." If only he would forget.

He cameto stop in front of her. "L ong enough? It's been
less than amonth.”

"A month? You said it had happened years ago."

Cort's eyebrows drew together. "Dan died on my last
mission.”

"Dan? | was talking about that woman you loved. The
one who broke your heart."

Cort turned away and swore.

"I'msorry," she said quickly. "1 didn't mean to bring up
the past. | respect the fedings you had for her. Shewas a
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big part of your life, and it's never easy to let something like
that go. It'sjust that | was thinking, youand I ..."

He started to walk out of the room. Faith swalowed and
told hersdf she'd made a huge mistake. Of course he hadn't
recovered from his past. Of course he wasn't interested in
awoman like her. 1t was stupid to imagine otherwise. She
wasn't the kind of woman who made men want to stay. She
wasn't the kind of woman men loved.

"| shouldn't have said anything." She stared at her hands
and twisted her fingers together. "I'm sorry."

Cort dammed his hand againgt the half-open door. Faith
jumped and Sparky haf rose to his feet before peering
around the room, then settling back down.

"Why do women do this?' he asked, turning to face her.
She could seetheragein hiseyes. "Why? Can you explain
it? | respect you. | care about what happens to you. | had
a hdl of a good time in bed with you. Why isn't that
enough?’

Embarrassment flooded her body, and her cheeks
flushed. "I didn't mean-"

"Yes, you did. You want to know about my past, Faith?
You want to hear every detail ?' Hewaked over and stood
directly in front of her. "I met thisgirl in college. A few
laughs, nothing long lasting. | knew what | wanted, and it
wasn't a wife. So one day she says she's pregnant.” He
planted his hands on hiships. "Great way to mess up alife.
Turns out she was just late. As soon as | found out she
wasn't pregnant, | took off." He shrugged. "No mess, no
broken heart."

Her horror grew with each word of his story: Dear God,
sheld ached for him, for a heartbreak that had never ex-
iged. "Why did you lieto me?"

"Because you wanted meto. You said you wanted to hear
the real reason why | wasn't married or involved, but you
didn't really. You wanted the femde fantasy. Thetruthis,
Faith, loveisalie. | never cared about that woman or any
woman."

"Y ou never cared about me," she said numbly.

"You'reajob. | do myjob damn well."
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"Especialy in bed. I'll have to mention that in my thank-
you note to Jeff," she said, then pushed past him. Sheran
down the hal and out into the compound. Once in the
bright sunshine, she paused to catch her breath. Her chest
fdt tight, asif she'd been running for miles.

Funny how he'd amost made her cry this morning. His
tender words and gentle embrace had |eft her exposed. But
thisugly truth didn't make her want to cry. It hurt too much
for tears. The holeinside, the place that had been formed
by years of her father's abandonment, and later by the man
who had left her in college, doubled, thentripled in Szein
the face of Cort's betrayal.

It was worse this time, because she had known better.
Life had taught her the redity of relationships. Shed
stopped believing. But Cort had caused her to hope. He'd
lad it dl out for her to see, dl the ugly scars of hispast. By
spinning his convincing tale, he'd made her think he'd truly
loved before. And knowing he had loved once had made
her hope he could love again. That wastheirony of the sit-
uation. He had reminded her of how much she had to give.
But it was a gift he didn't want.

She stumbled along the path in front of the cages. Be-
hind her, she heard Cort cdl her name. She couldn't face
him now. She ducked between the two wildjaguarsin their
cages, narrowly missing being clawed by one of them, and
doubled back through the trees. She came out behind Cort,
ran into the building and locked hersdlf in her office.

Sparky looked curioudy at her as she took Cort's place
pacing the room. She wanted to lash out at someone—at
the man who had caused this ache. It fdt as if her ingdes
were twisting together into atight knot. She wanted to be
comforted and held, but the only person who could make
it dl go awvay was the one person who had caused the
problem in the first place.

As she approached the wall, she saw her map and the
shaded area of her land. She saw the carefully sketched
drawing of the habitats and the house. She glanced at the
forms piled up on her desk.
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With acry of despair, she ﬂicked up her meta trash can,
and with one long sweep of her arm, she pulled the forms
into the trash. Then she jerked the map from the wal and
balled it up. It would never happen. She didn't have the
Sxperience or the education. She had nothing but a stupid

ream.

hShe collapsed to the floor and pulled her legs up to her
chest.

"Faith!" Cort pounded on the door. "Let mein.”

She rested her head on her knees and ignored him.
Sparky waked over and nosed her. She ignored the black
leopard, too. He bumped her on the shoulder, asif telling
her he would dways be there, then he laid down next to her
and began to purr.

It hurt, she thought, barely able to breathe through the
pain. It hurt more than she'd imagined anything could. It
wasn't just knowing she'd logt Cort. It was that he wasn't
the man she'd thought him to be. She'd lost something that
had never existed. The death of a dream. Of hope. He'd
played her for afool, handing her aline he used on al his
women. That'swhat she was, just another woman in along
line of broken hearts. Nothing specid at all.

Sparky sniffed her arm. She leaned down and cuddlied
the big cat, listening to his heartbeat. Cort continued
pounding for a few more minutes, then he went away.
When the ache in her chest became manageable, she let her
gaze drift over the small room. She could be happy here,
shetold hersdf. She had been in the past. She could go on
with what she was doing, keep the way station success
fully. No one expected more.

She looked up at the photos on the wdl and saw the two
of the snow leopards. She remembered her joy when she'd
found out they'd survived after she'd rescued them. She
?hifted and pulled the trash can close and stared at the

orms.

No. She couldn't give up and walk away just because her
heart was broken. She couldn't take the coward's way out.
She was stronger than that. Due to God or fate or what-
ever controlled the world, she was in a unique position to



214 TemptingFaith

make a difference. Shemight fail, but she had to do her best
first. She had to try.

Faith collected the forms and stacked them back on her
desk. She smoothed the map flat and pinned it on the wall.
Then she took her seat and picked up the top paper. For a
second, she couldn't figure out why the lines and words
seamed to be blurring, then she touched her cheek and fdlt
the tears. She blinked them away and bent over to com-
plete what she had begun.



Chapter 15

Cort stood beside the police car and watched the en-
trance of the main buil |n?. Faith followed the security
guard out into the parking lot. She glanced around at the
two police cruisers, searching through the small crowd col-
lected next to the vehicles, until she found him. Their eyes
met briefly. She stopped in midstride.

She'd pulled her hair back in a pony tail, exposing her
face to view. The blue T-shirt she wore clung to her torso,
outlining her breasts, bressts that he had touched and
tasted. The haunted look in her eyes and the quick steding
of her backbone was the on_Iﬁ s%n she gave that not two
hours before he'd behaved like the worst kind of bastard
and had deliberately hurt her.

If it had been in his power to do so, hewould have called
the words back. He would gladly have paid whatever price
to forever erase the look of pained humiliation on her face
as he'd blurted out the ugly truth of his past. He had no
right to treat her that way. Not just because Faith was his
responsibility or because he respected her, but because no
one deserved that kind of slap in the face. In amoment of
anger, he'd Hfishly dlowed himsdf to lose his temper.
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He'd wanted to lash out at her specificaly because she was
the one who had made him question the very fabric of his
existence. She was the one who asked about the good fight
and hisroleinit. Shewasthe onewho made him wonder if
doing hisjob well was enough to show for hislife.

He was no better than her father and the other men who
had hurt her. He shook his head. That wasn't right. He was
worse, because he'd known what he was doing as he'd spo-
ken the deadly words, and he'd gone ahead and said them,

ay.

His only excuse was that in the moment of her confes-
sion, when she'd hinted that their relationship didn't have
to end just because his assgnment was over, he'd wanted to
say. The need to put down roots scared the hdll out of him.
Sometime when he wasn't looking, Faith had burrowed her
way into him. Cutting her out would leave a hole insde.
Fear of the pain had made him lash out to scare her avay.
The excuse was meaningless in the face of what he'd done,
but it was al he had.

Cort waked around the uniformed officers to where
Faith hovered on the edge of the crowd. He saw her swd-
low as he approached. She glanced a the ground, then
tossed her head back and stared straight at him.

"What'sgoing on?" she asked, her voice cdm and even

She looked pale. He couldn't tell if she'd been ¢
and the knot in his stomach jerked tighter. He
knowing he might have made her cry. Not Faith. Not be
cause of him. He'd dways loved her strength best. Damn
his sorry soul to hell.

"I'm sorry," he said.

She glared up a him, her blue eyes flashing rage. Se
motioned to the police officers around them. "This is
hardly the time. What are they doing here?"

"I am sorry about before," he said. "But that isn't what
| meant. Faith—" Hetook her arm. Shetried to pull avay
from him, but he wouldn't release her. "Ken isdead.”

Her eyes grew wide. She made a strangled noise in her
throat and covered her mouth with her hand. He started to
pull her closeto him, but shejerked away and stood done.
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"What haﬁpened?' she asked.

He tilted his head toward the officers talking together.
"They found his b earlier today. He'd been shot.
Th glre checking, but they think it's the same gun that was

here last night."

"Someone kllled Ken because of the cubs?"

He nodded.

"Oh, no." She folded her arms over her chest as if to
ward off the bad news. "That poor boy. Not Ken. He was
findly getting it al together." She glanced around wildly.
"He has no family. And now he's gone? That's not fair.”

"Faith, I'm sorry." He reached for her.

"Don't touch me."

He shoved his handsin his pockets and fought to ignore
the bitter taste on histongue. "The police have a fev ques-
tions."

"Arethey sure?' sheasked. "Maybeit'snot redly him.
Maybeit's aguy who looks like him."

"Hisgirlfriend, Nancy, identified the body."

She seemed to fold in on hersdf. Her hands clutched at
her arms and her shoulders bent forward. He wanted to
comfort her, but she didn't want to have anything to do
with him. He couldn't blame her.

She turned away and waked over to the police officers.
The detective in charge pulled out a notebook and began
asking questions. Cort had aready told them what he
knew. He'd asked the cops for extra protection for the way
gation, but they didn't have the manpower to do morethan
patrol the area.

He looked at Faith one more time. She stood with her
back to him, speaking softly. The detective asked another
question, and she nodded. Cort hovered nearby for severd
minutes. When it became obvious she wasn't going to ac-
knowledge him or accept his offer of help, he went into the
building to try and contact Jeff.

He entered her office and was greeted by an irritated
Sparky. With dl the activity around the compound, the
leopard was chained up during the day. Sparky walked to
the end of the chain and tugged, then sat down and
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humphed in disgust. Cort scratched the cat's ears and
turned toward Faith's desk. A flat white box sat on the
chair he normally used. It was stacked with mail. He picked
up the top letter and stared at the address. Then he looked
at the second and the third. He fdt the weight of the en-
velopes. Every piece of correspondence was addressed to a
government agency. He saw the stack of forms on her desk
had been reduced considerably. There was a large pile
rubber-banded together with a big note reading ''Ask At-
torney." A notepad contained alist of contractors. The area
code next to the phone numbers was unfamiliar to him, but
he would bet money it was for North Dakota. She was go-
ing to do it. She was going to open the snow-leopard
breeding center.

Pride weled up inside of him. Pridefor her and her gutsy
nature. There weren't many people, male or femae, who
would bewilling to risk it al for an endangered species. It
wasn't just that she might face difficulties in handling red
tape and funding and the unique problems of raising the
leopards themsdlves. She was giving up so much. A nor-
mal life. Home, family, things most women wanted. She
was willing to put her needs aside for the greater good.

He cursed under his breath. He had to forget about what
had happened with Faith and get on with hisjob. Hesat in
her chair and picked up the phone. After punching in the
familiar number, he waited.

It was answered after the fird ring. "Markum."

"Where the hell have you been?"

"Hello to you, too, buddy," J&ff said, sounding weary.
"1've been chasing the bad guys."

"Did you catch them?"

"No. He dipped through our fingers at the last min-
ute." Jeff exhaled wearily. "What can | do for you?"

"We've had a shooting up here. Faith was injured. And
one of the kids working here turned up dead."

Jeff was quiet for aminute, then he said, " Start from the
beginning."
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Cort brought him up to date. He finished his story b
telling him about the police showing up that afternoon wit
news of Ken's murder.

"The men after the cubs will make their move soon,"
Jeff said.

"I know. That's why | was trying to get ahold of you.
YOlé have to get the cubs out of here. We can't wait until
Friday."

"You'reright. Ironicaly, | was chasing the %uy respon-
sible for buying the cubs in the first place. That's why |
took off. | didn't havetimeto let you know, but | knew you
would handle it. How's Faith doing?"

For a second, Cort thought he meant because of what
hed hﬁpened that morning. "She seams fine, but Ken's
desth shook her up.”

He heard Jeff tappin%;/is pen on his desk. His boss
ceared his throat. "I'll have ateam in there firg thing in
the morning. The cubs will be moved, but I'll leave the se-
curi}gly in place to protect Faith. Can you hold out for the
night?"

"Yeah. | made a few phone calls of my own while you
were gone and called in some markers. 1've dready got four
extraguys here.”

"That's why you're the best, Cort,” Jeff said. "I
couldn't have left Faith in better hands."”

Cort didn't bother responding. His boss had that one a
hundred and eighty degrees wrong, but there was no point
in bringing it up now. Jeff would find out the truth soon
enough.

"lI'd fed better if Faith wasn't a the compound to-
night," Jeff said. "Why don't you send her into town?"

"I'vetried. She refuses to budge.”

"Tr?/ again.

"I'll do my best. You think | want her here when the
bullets fly?"

"I know she can be avery stubborn lady."

"You got that right."

"Anything else?" Jeff asked. "Are you and your men
armed?’
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For the first time since that morning, Cort smiled. "We
have enough guns and claw power to hold off an invasion
from a third-world country.” His smile faded when he re-
membered that Faith had been the one to use that exam-
ple. It had been his first morning a the way station. Funny,
he would never have guessed it would turn out thisway.

"V;/hat about the rest of it?" Jeff asked. "What about
you?"

With all that had been happening, it took Cort a second
to figure out what his boss meant. "I remembered every-
thing," he sad flatly, fighting the anger inside.

Jef didn't answer.

"You didn't think | would, did you?"

"I knew you'd remember," his boss said findly,

"Y ou don't sound very happy, Jeff. Can't say as | blame
you." He thought about the moment when he'd come face-
to-face with Dan and pulled a gun on his friend because
that was hisjob. "When this busness with the cubsis over,
you and | are going to have a tak about what happened
down there."

"I look forward to it," Jeff said quietly. "You deserve
some answers."

It wasn't the fight he'd been hoping for, but it would have
to do. "Get the men here as quickly asyou can," Cort said.
"WEe'll hold down the fort until then." He hung up with-
out saying goodbye.

He Ift Faith's office and headed toward the foyer. Once
there, he pushed open the front door and stepped out into
the parking lot. The police cars were pulling out. Faith
stood watching them.

"Faith?"

She didn't bother turning around. "He's going to come
here, isn't he? The man who killed Ken. He's going to come
for the cubs and he doesn't care who stands in hisway."

"Yes."

She nodded once. "At least you have the decency to tdl
me the truth about that. | appreciate it. We better get
ready." She spun on her hed and started toward the build-
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ing. As she brushed past him, he grabbed her arm. Imme-
diately, shejerked away from him. "Don't touch me."

Something hot and wild flared from her eyes, but it had
nothing to do with passion and everything to do with be-
trayd. Intdlectudly he'd known he'd hurt her, but until this
moment, until he saw the raw emotion in her eyes he
hadn't known how much. Her agony caught him like a
bullet to the gut.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"'Sorry'doesn't cut it."

"l know. For what it's worth, | never meant to hurt
you."

She looked at him for along moment. "1t's not worth a
damn." She pulled open the door and stepped inside.

He followed her. "Faith, wait. We have to tak. Not
about this morning, if you'd rather not, but about what's
going to happen tonight."

She stopped so quickly, he ailmost plowed into her. She
bdled her hands into fists and looked at him. “"How dare
you?'

"Stop it. I'm not talking about sex." Thistime when he
grabbed her arms, he held on tight enough to bruise. She
twigted away from him, but couldn't break free. "Listen to
me That man will come back. He's aready proved him-
of akiller."

She stopped struggling. Fear inveded her eyes. "What
are you going to do?"

"My job."
helFaith flinched, but didn't look away. "What can | do to

p?’

"Leave." He shook off her attempt to interrupt him. "I
mean it, Faith. It would be a hdl of alot safer for al of us
if you weren't here. You're not a pro. | don't want you to
od hurt. | spoke to Jf, and he's going to move the cubs,
but he can't do that until morning. | want you to drive to
town and check into ahotel. Two of the security guardswill
go with you and make sure you're safe."

"No."



222 TemptingFaith

She gave onelast pull and he released her. He saw ared
mark on each of her arms. It darkened into the shape of a
man's hand.

"I won't go," she said. "Beth and Rob can't come to
work. Who's going to take care of the cats? Y ou're going
to be busy. Someone has to look out for the animals. The
guards are terrified, and if you sent one of them in to dean
a cegwou would be asking for a bloodbath. Y ou're the
best * f told me. So keep me adive. It should be essy
enough.”

She pushed past him and walked down the hall, stop-
Eing at the small room used to hold supplies. By the time

e'd joined her, she'd unlocked the weapons locker and hed
pulled out a .22 rifle. She reached in and removed a smdl
revolver and two boxes of ammunition.

She looked up a him and smiled faintly. "As you can
see, I'm perfectly capable of taking care of mysdf."

"l never doubted it for aminute.” A single strand of hair
floated against her cheek. He wanted to tuck it behind her
ear and stroke her soft skin. He wanted to taste her lips and
love her into a passionate frenzy until she remembered
nothing except the magic they'd shared with their bodies.

She wore no makeup. Her T-shirt wasn't particularly new
or stylish. Her jeans had a rip above one knee. Senshble
work boots covered her feet. There was nothing glamor-
ous about Faith. Yet he'd never seen her look more beaur
tiful. Her plain clothes, her lack of artifice, made him ache
She'd never pretended to be more than what she was. He
was beginning to see he'd destroyed something very pre-
cious.

He remembered the addressed envelopes in her office
"Y ou made up your mind," he said. "Y ou're going ahead
with the snow-leopard project.”

X Shetilted her chinup. "Y es. There's nothing to keep me
ere."

He wondered if that was ajab at him, but he didn't ask.
Better not to know. "You'll be a success.”

She didn't answer. Some of her pain had faded, dong
with the fear. Strength and determination shidlded her
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emotions. She tucked the pistol into her waistband at the
?Imall of her back, closed the locker and picked up the ri-
e
"Make sure no one gets trigger-happy and shoots one of
thecats," she said, brushing past him. "And stay out of my
W n

He couldn't let it end like this. "I know there's nothing
| can say to excusewhat | did.”

She froze in the doorway, her back to him. "Y ou're right
about that."

"I never meant to midead you. | don't know why | lied,
except that it was eeder than tdling the truth. You're right.
| was treating you like dl the other women in my life. But
by the time | figured out you were different, | didn't know
how to fix it. I'm sorry."

She looked at the ground. "What are you sorry for,
Cort? That you never loved that woman? That you sad
things to hurt me? Are you sorry |I'm upset?"

"Yes." He stepped up behind her and took the rifle from
her. Sowly, so shewouldn't run away, he turned her until
he could look at her face. "All those things.”

But he knew something was terribly wrong. She didn't
look any happier. Her mouth trembled dightly. The knot
in hisgut gave another twist.

"You still don't get it," she said. "That's not what mat-
ters. Why did you take your last assignment?"

. E)Nhat did that have to do with anything? "It was my
job."

"Danwas your friend. Someone ese could have gone to
bring him back. Someone ese could have handled the sit-
uation. But you agreed. Why?"

"1'm the best.”

She nodded dowly. "And that's all you'll ever be. Damn
good at your job." She closed her eyes and drew in a deep
breath, obvioudy struggling for control. It didn't help. A
sngle tear escagped and rolled down her cheek.

He couldn't have been more surprised if sheld pulled out
her pistol and shot him. Faith wasn't the type who cried.
Cort touched his index finger to her cheek and swept the



224 Tempting Faith

tear avay. The moisture clung to his skin. He curled his
hand into afist, but he could gill fed that tiny spot of sdty
moisture.

She opened her eyes and blinked away the tears. "Fight
your fight, Cort. Be the best. Make it enough. Hold on to
that, because everything ese in your life is meaningless.
You want to know why | think you went to South Amer-
ica?"

More than anything, he wanted to disappear and forget
the entire conversation. Thiswasn't what he'd planned. But
it was like a car-accident scene. As much as he wanted to,
he couldn't make himsdlf look away. "Why?"

"You went because you didn't care about Dan. What
kind of man voluntarily puts himsdf through that kind of
hell? | don't think you've cared about anyone, ever. Not
even yoursef."

"That's not true. Dan was my friend."

"1'm supposed to be your friend, too. Were you as kind
to him as you were to me?"

Her verba blow landed right in the center of his soul and
knocked his facade askew. There was nowhere to hide from
her words. He could run to the other sde of theworld, but
her voice would follow, screaming out from his mind.

"That's not-"

"Fair?" she asked, staring at him. "Don't talk to me
about fair. Were you fair when you let me believe you were
the kind of man who knew how to love? I'd just confessed
my heart's desire to you. No one ever loved me, no matter
what | did. You rewarded that confidence with alie. You
let me bdieve and hope you were different.” Another tear
dipped down her cheek, but this time she was the one to
brush it away. "Y ou let me believe you might be the one."

She took the rifle from him and rested the butt on the
ground. "Y ou have taught me one thing. I'm astrong and
determined woman. 1'm going to start that breeding pro-
gram and I'm going to make it work. 1'm going to pour my
wﬂolebeing into it, and it'sgoing to be a success. You know
why?"
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He sensed she waas about to ddiver the death blow. He
diffened to prepare himsdf. "Why?"

"Because | was ready to give you my heart, but you
weren't interested.”

She picked up therifle and waked away.

He watched her go and knew in a blinding flash of truth
that he'd lost her forever. Worse, he'd never known he had
the chance to have her. He'd been too caught up in hiswar
againgt facdess enemies to redize there was more to life
than battles. Even warriors needed a home to return to.

He had found the one thing he'd been searching for al
his life, and now she was gone. He had killed her Tove for
him, as surdly asbeid killed Dan.

Faith spent the rest of the afternoon making phones calls
to potential donorsto the way station. She ?oke to Jeff to
e if he could help her with her application for two breed-
ing pairs of snow leopards. By tacit agreement, neither
mentioned the cubs, the danger they faced, or Cort. If Jeff
heard the catch in her voice, he didn't say anything. He
promised to contact severd friends he had in Washington
and gave her a few more names of possible donors. For
minutes, even tens of minutes, she was able to forget what
had happened. Then it would al come crashing in on her.
Ken, the cubs, Cort. Her mouth would grow dry and the
hole inside her would get bigger.

As dusk settled on the compound, she told hersdf she
couldn't hide out in her office forever. She had to face Cort.
Of course he would leave in the morni n?, aong with the
cubs. In theory, she could avoid him until then.

She draightened the papers on her desk. It was so easy
to be a coward, but it wasn't her way. She might be shak-
ing in her boots, but she would face down the fear and do
the right thing. She would go out there and deal with Cort
and the cats and the danger.

But what about the things they'd both said? She remem-
bered how sheld angrily told Cort everything that was
wrong with him. She'd lashed out like a wounded animal,
gking to inflict as much or more pain on her tormentor.
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She sighed. That wasn't fair. Cort hadn't tormented her.
He'd hurt her, but she was as much to blame. She'd known
from the beginning how it al would end. If the truth be
told, she respected his life-style choice. After all, com-
pared with the battle of good versus evil, how important
was her heart?

She glanced at ky. The leopard looked bored after
being chained up al day. "Comeon, boy," she said, going
over and unhooking him. "Let's go scare the guards.”

ky leapt to his feet and followed her to the door. He
made a bedine for her apartment, rushing with a haste that
told her Cort must have already put out his dinner.

The smal living room was empty, but alight shone from
the kitchen. Dear God, she didn't want to face himin there,
Not with the memories of their lovemaking so fresh in her
mind. But there wasn't any escape. She drew in a degp
breath and forced hersdf to walk in camly.

Cort stood at the stove. Two pots and a pan sat on lit
burners. The table was st.

"I thought you might be hungry," he said without turn-
ing around. "1've made chicken curry."

So they were going to pretend it never happened. She
could do that, too, even though it fdt dishonest. "It andls
great. rg:agl help?" ol th g | »

"Why don't you go tell the guards we're letting
out." Hejerked his?\ead toward the pantry. She coﬁﬁjarsee
the leopard's long tail flicking back and forth as he con-
sumed his dinner.

"Sure," she said, wondering how she would get through
this last evening. She would amost rather fight with him
than pretend they were strangers.

But she didn't get her wish. The meal waslong and awk-
ward, with starts and stops of conversation, avoided
glances and unspoken fedings hovering like unwelcome
guests. It was as if they'd never laughed and talked to-
gether. Too much pain, sherealized. Too many truths. As
soon as they'd finished, she shooed him out of the room
and took her time doing the dishes. When the last pot was
clean, she wiped the counters, then carefully folded the
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dishcloth over the edge of the sink. She turned to leave and
saw Cort standing in the doorway.

He had his arms folded over his chest. "A truce,” he
said. "For tonight."

"Why? |s something going to happen?' With al the
emotiona upheavals, she'd been ableto put aside her fear,
but now it returned.

"l don't know."

She nodded dowly. "All right, Cort. A truce.”

He waked over to her and placed his hands on her
shoulders. "I didn't mean to—"

"Hush." She looked up at him. "We both have re-
grets." His fingers fdt warm and comforting as he touched
her. "This has been hard on us. You have to worry about
security. | fed responsible for what happened to Ken."

"Y ou're not responsible. If anyone'sto blame—"

"It's not your fault, either."

He studied her solemnly. "You're a hel of a woman,
Faith Newlin."

"Y ou have your moments, aswell."

"Geg, thanks." He put hisarm around her shoulders and
led her out of the room. "What are the chances of you
quietly going to bed and deeping until morning?"

She told hersdf to step away from him. The casud con-
tact was exquisite torture, reminding her of dl the things
that would never be. "What areyou going to do?"

"Sit guard."

"I thought the expression was 'stand guard.

"Only if there's no chair."

She gently punched him in the side. "Then I'm going to
gt guard with you."

"Somehow | figured you'd say that." He stopped in
front of her bedroom door and looked down at her shirt.
"You need to dress in dark colors. Long deeves would be
best. Get changed, then meet mein the foyer." He grinned.
"You any good at poker?"

"I've never played much."

His grin got broader. "Good."

m
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Somewhere close to midnight, Cort picked up his radio
and made a routine cal to the two men down at the gate.
Faith listened to the crackling static and gtifled ayawn. The
oy business was pretty boring. They'd spent the evening
sitting on the vinyl couch in the foyer of the main build-
ing, playing cards. So far she'd learned how to play black-
jack and Sguiendo la Reina. Thelatter conssted of a series
of changing wild cards that made the outcome of each
game a surprise. She and Cort had avoided mention of
anything personal, which left very little to talk about, so
they'd concentrated on the game.

He spoke into the walkie-talkie again, this time louder.
She looked up. "Anything wrong?" she asked.

"They're not answering." He stood up, waked over to
the light switch and flipped it off. The room plunged into
darkness with only the outside light filtering through the
windows to ease the gloom. He tried to raise the other men.

Faith's boredom vanished and apprehension took its
place. She wiped her suddenly damp hands against her
black jeans. As Cort had requested, she'd changed into a
long-deeved dark shirt. He wore black pants, sweatshirt
and athletic shoes.

After several seconds of static, she heard a man speak.
She reached for the guns positioned next to them on the
floor. She tucked her revolver in her waistband a the smdl
of her back, and handed Cort his Beretta. He spoke for a
minute, listened to the reply, then issued instructions and
clicked off the equipment.

"None of the 9x men on duty are answering,” he told
her, hisexpresson grim. "Thereweretwo guards at the gate
and four positioned around the perimeter. Andy and three
others were deeping. They're going to surround the com-
pound and start looking for the missng men."

"What are you going to do?"

His answer was cut off by a low whigtle. Faith waan't
even sure she'd heard it, but Cort instantly sprang into ac-
tion and headed for the door. "Stay here and lock the door
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behind me," he told her as he dipped out into the dark-
ness.

"Wait a minute," she said, about to complain, but she
was talking to herself. As she debated whether or not she
should follow Cort, she locked the door. But before she
could make up her mind, someone or something bumped
againgt the back door.

Her heart leapt to her throat and her palms grew damp.
She drew her gun and held the weapon out in front of her.

"Whoisit?" shecdled quietly.

"Cort. I‘veghot an injured man. Open up.

She suffed the pistol back in her waistband and pulled
the door open. Cort stood in the shadows, holding one of
theguards.

"Oh my God." She helped him carry Ralphinto the ex-
amining room. While Cort did him onto the metal table,
she made sure the blinds were pulled tight, then clicked on
asgngle light directly above the wounded man.

Blood coated the upper half of his body and stained his
khaki pants. Faith swalowed hard. She'd seen lots of
wounded cats before, but never a person this badly hurt.
She washed her hands and grabbed the tray of antiseptic
and bandages that she'd st up earlier.

As she unbuttoned Ralph's shirt, Cort checked his eyes.

"They'redilating," he said.

She pushed the shirt aside and saw a wound in his left
shoulder and another in hisright arm. Cort glanced at the
haolles "Small-caliber bullets,” he said. "Doesn't look fa
tal."

"Glad to hear that," Raph mumbled, shaking his head.

Faith pressed gauze to the wounds to stop the bleeding.
"How do you feel ?"

Ralph gtarted to St up, then dropped back with agroan.
"Like I'm going to pass out."

"What happened?' Cort asked.

Sher for wide tape and secured the dressing on the
guard's arm, then started to work on his shoulder. Having
something to do took her mind off her fear.

"They came out of nowhere."
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"Y ou were posted by the gate?"

"Yeah. | thought | heard something. A truck or avan. |
stepped out into the road, then bang, they shot me. Never
saw where they were hiding. Next thing | know, I'm eating
asphalt.” Faith wrapped tape around his shoulder. When
shewas done, he gave her ashaky amile. "Thanks. When |
came to, there wasn't any sgn of intruders or the other
guard on duty. |'d dropped my radio, but the Jeep was ill
sitting there. | drove up hereright away."

"Where's the Jeep?"

"In the bushes."

Cort gave acurt nod. "Good work." He looked at Faith.
"Call the police and get an ambulance up here."

She hurried to the extension on the wall and picked up
the receiver. It was dead. She tapped the button severa
times, but nothing happened.

"There'sno dial tone."

Cort swore. "They've cut the lines. Thetrailer has atwo-
way radio.” He pulled hiswakie-tdkie from his pocket and
spoke into it. He instructed Andy to have one of the men
cal for help and informed him of the guard's condition.

When he was finished, he looked a Faith. "Unless
there's a patrol car already on itsway out in this direction,
it'll be about a haf hour until help arrives. You lock your-
«f in here and—"
he;'No! I'm not staying here. I'm agood shot, Cort. | can

p."
H "Y ou've never been in acombat situation. Stay here with
im."

Ralph raised himsdf up on hiselbow. "I'm fine."

"They're my cats,” she said, determined to make him
ligen. "My respongbility. You're going to need dl the hep
you can get. I'll just follow you, anyway. Unless you plan
on tying me up, you're stuck with me." With that, she cov-
ered the wounded man with a blanket, gave him a quick
gmile and doused the light. "Let'sgo."”

Cort hesitated. "Damn fool woman."

"Yell a melater."
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He stepped into the hall, paused, then went back and
gave his walkie-talkie to the guard. "Call if you get into
trouble.”

"Right."

Cort closed the door behind him, locked it and mo-
tioned for Faith to follow. "Do exactly as | say," he told
her, hisvoice quiet.

"I will."

"If you don't, you'll die."

Tr:je fear returned, but she refused to givein. "l under-
stand.”

He went first, leading the way out the back door and
around the right to the underbrush. She kept low to the

round, imitating his crouching run. When they stopped in
the cover of severa bushes, she pulled out her revolver.

"We can't see the front from here," she said. "How will
we know when they get here?"

"They won't come up the front."

"How do you know?"

Cort gabbed her arm and pulled her farther back into
the brush. The bushes rustled with each movement. Small
branches scratched at her arms, and shewasgrateful for the
long deeves of her shirt.

"If they were coming up the driveway, they would a-
ready have arrived. They're probably going around the long
way, up by the Big House."

She glanced to her right. The narrow road from the Big
II—|ouse to the compound was barely visible through the
eaves.

"That means they'll come out right here."

"Exactly."

It was as if her questions had conjured up their enemy.
First she heard the muffled sound of an engine. It grew
louder, then there was Slence. Seconds later a large dark
van moved adong the road and rolled to a stop just before
entering the compound. The driver's door opened, and a
man stepped out. Faith caught her breath in her throat.
They were s0 close, she could smdl the swest of his body
and see the gleaming black leather of his boots.
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In front of her, Cort motioned for silence. She nodded
her assent; she had no intention of making a sound. She
placed her hand on her chest and prayed they couldn't hear
the pounding of her heart.

The men collected on the opposite side of the van. She
heard the door dide open and the distinctive clinking of ri-
fles banging together. Then the men stepped out in front of
the van and fanned out. There were four altogether. Three
went toward the building, and the fourth moved up the
compound, keeping closeto the cages.

Cort leaned close to her. "Stay here. If they try to get
away, wait until they'rein the van, then shoot the tires. But
don't leave the cover of the forest.”

"Don't be crazy," she whispered heatedly. "Y ou can't go
out there alone. It's four against one." _

In the blackness of the night, with only the moon to light
his face, she saw him smile. His eyes glinted with the
knowing confidence of a born predator. "Even odds," he
said, and he disappeared behind the van. _

Faith shifted until she was sitting on the ground. The dirt
was gtill warm from the heat of the day, and athough she
was scared, her nerves were findly settling down. Cort
could handle it, she told hersdf, hoping her belief made it
true. He had four guards of his own out there. He would
smply cal and tel them that—

She rose to her knees. He couldn't cal for help; hed
given the wounded man his walkie-talkie. She started to
stand, then remembered he'd told her to Say put.

"Now what?" she muttered, torn by indecision.

Then she recalled something that made the fear return.
Her stomach clenched tight and her palms grew damp. Af-
ter dinner, she'd never bothered to chain Sparky. He was
loose in the building, and armed men were about to invade
his territory.



Chapter 16

Cort stepped across the narrow road, then dipped behind
the van and into the forest. For a split second he wondered
if he should have brought Faith aong with him. She would
have dowed him down, but he didn't trust her to follow di-
rections.

Damn. He should have tied her up and left her locked in
acloset in the main building while he had the chance. At
leest there he would know where shewas. Concern weighed
on him. She would fallow instructions as long as it was
convenient, and there wasn't anything he could do about it.

He paused by an old maple tree and faded into the shad-
ows. Closing his eyes, he drew in a breath and pushed dl
thoughts of Faith from his mind. He couldn't aford the
distraction, not if they were both going to make it out of
this situation alive. He concentrated on his prey, focusin
until his hunter ingtincts hummed with readiness. He hear
alow growl from one of thejaguars and began moving in
that direction.

When Cort was behind the last cage, he peered around it
toward the main compound. He saw the stranger staring
waily a thejaguarsin their separate cages. He stood about
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three feet away, just inside the protective chain. The cats
angrily, eyeing him, resenting the intrusion. But they
adn't lashed out yet. Cort dlowed himself a dight amile,

He bent down. Never taking his eyes off the man, he felt
for smal rocks and clumps of dirt on the ground. When he
had a handful, he moved behind the cage, dipping S-
lently, until he was between the two wild cats' cages. He
tossed two pebbles at the metal base of the cage. They made
asmall pinging sound.

As Cort stepped back to fade into the darkness of the
forest, he saw the other man lean toward the sound. One of
thejaguars came to investigate the noise, the other stayed
at the front of the cage.

Comeon, Cort mouthet)ik i“ S,ntly. Just a little closer.

Thomas stopped in front of the main building and mo-
tioned for histwo men to wait. He listened, but there was
only the quiet restlessness of the cats.

So far the mission was progressing well. They'd taken out
atotal of 9x guards. Two had been shot, another four tied
up. If only he knew how many were left. So far there'd been
n(.JI Isihgn of the woman. He could only pray the cubs were
still here.

He stepped forward; the two men with him followed
close behind. No lights shone out from the building.
Thomas gripped his pistol tighter. His assistants carried ri-
fles, but he preferred a smaler weapon. Tucked in his
jacket pocket were two bottles of tranquilizer and a nee-
dle. The cubs had been difficult to handle when he'd tried
to smuggle them into the country.

"Stay here," he said softly to one of the men. "Don't let
anyonein."

The man took up position beside the door. Thomas
reached for the knob and pulled. The door opened dowly.
He motioned for the second man to go in firgt, then fa-
lowed him into the building. His heart was pounding with
excitement and fear. He couldn't afford to fail.

As he stepped into the foyer, the glow from the lights out
front illuminated the shabby furniture and part of the
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hallway. He knew the room the cubs had been in before, He
turned and headed in that direction. He paused and sniffed.
Mint? Heinhaled again. What the hell... ?

* % %

Cort held his breath as the man stepped closer to the

cages. He willed the jaguars not to lash out at their prey,
but to let him get close enough to step between the cages.
He tossed another rock and it bounced off the cage.
_ Thejaguar closest to him growled low initsthroat. Cort
ignored the cat and wetched the man. A rifle gleamed in the
faint moonlight. Cort didn't want any of the cats getting
hurt. He lifted his pistol and took aim. He would rather
take prisoners, but if that wasn't an option, he would kill
him before risking thejaguars, or any of the cats.

When he had the stranger in hissights, Cort stepped back
and deliberately snapped a twig. The man started at the
sound, then took the last step that put him in between the
two %;_ea Cort ducked down, raced toward the cage and
banged into it hard. Thejaguar by him roared and lashed
out with a huge paw. Cort rolled out of the way and came
up on his feet.

The second cat reached through the front of the cage and
caught the man's arm with a swipe of its paw. The man
screamed and droEped hisrifle. It dipped between the bars
and into one of the cages. The stranger clutched his arm
and ran toward the rear of the cages. Thejaguar by Cort
snarled, stuck its paw out of the corner and clawed at the
ar. The man froze. He spun, but there was no escape. A
large cat waited at each end of the narrow corridor. He
moaned softly, then sank to his knees. Cort turned and
jogged toward the main building.

* % %

Faith stopped in her tracks when she heard a man
scream. Please, God, let Cort be dl right. Her stomach
lurched. She listened again, but therewas only the sound of
the cats pacing restlesdy. One of the jaguars howled its
frustration.

Faith wasn't surewhich way to go. Shewould never catch
up to Cort in the undergrowth. The moon provided some
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li ?ht, but not enough. Outdoor lamps illuminated the front
of the building, but little of their glow spilled into the back.
She peered into the darkness and bit her lip. She had to
make up her mind; she couldn't just stand here forever.

She clutched her pistol tighter in her hand and turned
toward the main building. Keeping close to the ground, she
circled in front of the bushes, ducked behind the van and
came out fifty feat from the man on guard. She moved
dowly, cautiously, never taking her eyes from his dark
form. He paced restlesdy, like one of the cats; but unlike
them, he was afraid. She could smdl his fear. It made her
fed better. When she was twenty feet away, she stepped u
onto the porch. Her work boots scraped against the wood,
and the man spun in her direction. She thrust her arms up
in front of her, her pistol aimed.

"Freeze," shecadled. "And drop it."

The man stared at her as if he'd seen a ghost. Then he
took a step toward her. "Lady, you're going to hurt your-
«f." He easad his rifle off his shoulder.

"1'll shoot," she said, and in that second, wondered if
she could. She started shaking. The gun in her hand wob-
bled dightly.

"Come on," he said, taking another step. "No one is
going to hurt you."

"I mean it," Faith said. She drew in a caming breath.
Hewasn't giving her a choice.

He started to raise therifle, then hejerked his head and
looked behind her. Faith resisted the instinct to turn
around.

"Dropit," she said again.

Heignored her. Shetook aim, held her breath and pulled
the trigger.

The gunshot echoed loudly in the compound. Severa of
the cats roared a the noise. Faith stared as the man
dumped to the ground. His rifle went spinning on the

orch. As she reached down to pick it up, someone grabbed
er arm.

She turned to fight, then drew in agasp of rdief when she
recognized Cort.
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"I thought | told you to stay put,” he growled, taking the
rifle from her and opening the breech. The ammunition
spilled onto the ground.

"I couldn't,” shesaid. "I remembered that Sparky isn't
chained up. They might hurt him."

"They might kill you."

"I couldn't leave him."

"That bitch shot me," the man on the ground spat out.
He cursed severd times.

Cort thrust her therifle, then went forward and bent over
theman. "Y ou got him right through the knee. What were
you aiming at?"

"His knee."

He looked up at her and grinned. "Good shot.”

She smiled back, then fet the adrenaline begin to leave
her body. Her legs wobbled as her muscles threatened to
giveway. She leaned againgt the building.

Suddenly the lights on the other sde of the building went
out. Then she heard a thumping noise from inside.

"Cort?"

Cort reached in the pocket of his black jeans and pulled
out a thin rope. "One of them cut the power to make it
harder for us. The other oneis breaking open the doorswe
left locked. We don't have much time." He secured the
bleeding man's hands behind his back.

"Y ou can't leave me here," the man protested.

Cort didn't answer. He pulled a cloth out of his other
pocket and used it to gag the man, then he dragged him to
the far end of the porch and into the brush.

"Stand near him," Cort said. "Make sure he doesn't try
anything. And stay out of trouble.”

Another man came running across the compound. Cort
raised his gun up toward him, then lowered it to his Side.
"Andy, what's going on?"

"I heard a shot. Are you—"

"We'refine. How are the other men?"

e'['jWe've found three of the 9x missing guards. They were
tied up."”
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Cort jerked his head toward the building. "One is in-
side. Wounded, but he'll make it. I'm going in the build-
ing. St?/ out here with Faith." He glanced at her. "Don't
let her do anything foolish."

"Fine." Andy reached for her arm to draw her away
from the building.

Faith hesitated, then alowed hersdf to be led toward the
cages. "Don't forget about Sparky," she said. "I don't
want anything to happen to him."

"I won't." Cort moved toward the buiIdigg and paused

by the door. He listened intently, then pulled it open and
disappeared inside.

"And take care of yoursdf," Faith whispered when he
was gone.

Cort let his eyes adjust to the gloom. Here, in the build-

ihr)Q, there wasn't even the faint light of the moon to guide
im.

When he could make out the shape of the couch by the
front door, he knew it was time to move. He listened to the
silence and tasted the air, waiting to see where his enemy
hid. His senses became hypersendtive. Every muscle tensd
in readiness. At last he fdt it—a crawling sensation on the
back of his neck. He turned and started down the hdlway
on hisright, avay from the cubs.

The firgt three doors stood open. The fourth was shut,
but not locked. He waited two heartbeats, then pushed it
open and ducked inside.

Immediately, he hit the floor and rolled dlently to a
crouched position. A single gunshot pierced thewal inches
from where his head had been. He scanned the darkness,
waiting for a sgn of movement. There. Under the win-
dow. The shape of aman. Cort crept forward until he was
inches from him, then he reached out and pulled his left
arm hard againgt the guy's throat.

The man struggled, but Cort hung on. The man fought
to bring up hisgun. Cort raised the Beretta and pressed it
againgt the man's temple.
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Instantly his prisoner went limp and dropped his wegpon
to the floor. It landed with a thud.

"I thought you'd see it my a?/ ' Cort said, tucking his
gun in the waistband at the small of his back. He reached
in his pocket for the rest of his rope.

He was tying the last knot when he heard a sound from
outside in the compound. He froze. The sound came again.
It was Faith calbeé; his name.

No! Hegrabbed his prisoner's gun and jogged down the
hall toward the foyer. No, not Faith. Panic threatened, and
was doused by rage. If that bastard tried anything—

He pushed opened the door and stepped outside. The
glow of the moon illuminated the tableau in front of him.
Andy lay on the ground unconscious. Blood poured from
acut on hishead. A medium-szed man stood holding Faith
aﬁékshield in front of him. He had a gun pressed to her
cheek.

Cort forced himsdf to ignore her and stare only at the
man.

"Throw down your weapon,” the man sad quietly.
"You try anything and I'll blow off her pretty face.”

Cort did as hewas asked. He sill had his Beretta, but the
man couldn't seeit. Patience, hetold himsdf. He'd get this
bastard yet.

"I want the cubs,” the stranger said. "Bring them out."

"I told him," Faith sad desperately. "They've dready
been moved."

Cort dlowed himsdf a quick glance at her. Her wide eyes
showed fear, but she didn't plead for hel rp The determined
st of her mouth and her squared shoulders told him she
wanted to play this game out. Even now, with her life onthe
ling, she was able to think on her feet. He fdt a flash of
admiration.

The man jabbed her cheek with the barrel of the wegpon
and she cried out. "Don't lie to me. | know they're here.
Bring them out."

"They're not here," Cort said evenly, stalling for time.

"Don't play with me," the man warned.

"They're up at the Big House."
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Faith stared at him asif he'd lost his mind, then she got
it. She wiggled against the man holding her. "Don't tell
him. | won't let them take the cubs back."

She was convincing, he thought, redlizing in that mo-
ment exactly what he'd lost when he'd turned his back on
what she offered.

"Okay, lady, let'sgo. You—" hejerked the gun at Cort
"—lead the way. Don't mess with me. I'm not squeamish
about killing women."

Cort started to turn when he saw a low black shadow
moving around the side of the compound. He glanced over
his shoulder. When he'd come outside, he'd Ieft the door
open.

"Move," the man said, not noticing the menacing shape
slently dipping closer.

Cort took another step and prepared himsdf to lunge
toward the man. He looked at Faith, trying to communi-
cate with her. She followed hisgaze, looked surprised, then
nodded faintly.

"Now," the man ordered, tightening his hold on her
waist.

She cried out, louder than necessary, then twisted in his
hold. "Let mego," she demanded.

The shadow froze, then leapt up toward the struggling
pair. Cort jumped toward them, too. Sparky landed on the
man's back and sank his claws through the layers of shirt
and jacket down to the skin. The man screamed and
dropped his gun. Cort grabbed Faith and pulled her be-
hind him, then pulled out the Beretta.

Sparky held the man's shoulder and bit hard. The man
screamed again.

"Let him go, Sparky," Faith said shakily. The leopard
rased its head and looked at her. "Sparky, come," she
said, and collapsed to her knees.

Sparky bent down, gave the man a shake, then padded
over to her. Cort moved next to her and hdd his gun on the
intruder. In the distance, he heard the faint wail of apolice
siren.
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* * *

Two weeks later, Faith was at her desk when she saw the
deek sports car stop just outside her office window. Sheran
down the hall and out into the compound.

Jeff had driven in the back way, and he parked by the
narrow road. He got out and grinned at her. "You don't
look too bad for alady who faced down armed bad guys."

Shegave him aquick hug. "1've had time to recover from
the shakes." She smiled. "lt'sgood to see you."

He looked around the compound. "l meant to get here
sooner, but work got in the way. Here, | brought you
these." He reached in the car and pulled out severa pho-
tos. "They're doing great."

She glanced at the snapshot of the tiger cubs. "l can't
believe they've grown that much in two weeks."

"They missyou."

"No." Sheshook her head. "They miss Cort. Hewas the
one who took care of them."

She glanced over to where Cort was playing tug-of-war
with Sparky. He'd barely looked up when his boss arrived,
but she sensed his tension. She knew he wanted to talk to
Jeff about Dan. Not that he'd bothered to tel her. In the
last two weeks they'd done little more than work long days
and stay out of each other's way.

Behind him, most of the habitats stood empty. The Cal-
ifornia zoo people would take possession at the end of the
week. Thejaguars had been returned to their zoo. Samson
and Tigger had been moved to a way station in the high
desart of Southern Cdifornia, and the other cats had been
shipped off to different facilities across the country. The
last two cougars were leaving in the morning, but she
wouldn't be here to see them go. She would aready be on
her way.
heIShe handed Jeff back the pictures. "Thanks for dl your

p.”

"Hey, you did the hard part." He draped an aam around
her shoulders and led her toward the main building. "I'm
sorry about all the trouble."
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"Y ou've gpologized about fifty times. It's okay. None of
usbexpected those men to show up like that to take the
cubs.”

"I'mjust glad it's dl over. Once we arrested him, Wil-
liam Thomas spilled his guts, and weve findly got his boss
indicted."

"When did that happen?"

Jeff held open the door for her. "Last week."

"So why did you leave Cort here?"

"He was till on medica leave, and | wasn't sure one or
two of his men might not try to get a little payback. The
Sﬁcurity couldn't hurt. But we've rounded up the last of
them."

She led the way into her office. As she moved to go
around her desk, she stepped out of his casua embrace.
Her fedings for her friend were warm and pleasant, but
nothing like the sweeping passion and heart-stopping love
she fdt for Cort. It was like comparing a house cat to ati-
ger. She glanced at the bare walls of her office. Or a snow
leopard.

Jeif took the seat on the other side of her desk, in the
chair she thought of as Cort's. Cort would be leaving, as
well. But not with her. Jeff would give him a lift into the
city, and then he would go back to wherever spies went in
between assignments.

"So you're redly going to doit," Jeff said.

She glanced around at the packed boxes stacked at the
Sde of the room. "Sure looks that way. Edwina's founda-
tion has assured me I'll get the promised funding. They
even came through with a little extra money. | have an at-
torney in Washington and another in North Dakota work-
ing with the necessary government agencies. It'll take
months to get the fina approval. In the meantime, | have
meetings with contractors scheduled the wesk after | ar-
rive. | should be up and running by the end of the year."

"This may help with those start-up costs." Jef reached
into his suit jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope. He
handed it to her.
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She glanced at it, then a him, taking in his blond surfer
good looks and the haunted expression that never left his
eyes. Shewished there was something she could say to take
away hispain, but she knew wordswouldn't help at al. She
fdt that same emptiness hersdf. Her chest tightened every
time she thought about Cort leaving.

Since the cubs had been taken away, she'd thought of
little else. What was she going to say? How could she tel
him what he meant to her without embarrassing him or
making him fed he owed her something? Maybe it would
be better to say nothing at al. She should smply let him go.
Fancy last words wouldn't make a difference. His leaving
was going to devastate her.

She opened the envelope. The first piece of paper was a
check for one million dollars. She glanced up at Jeff and
raised her eyebrows. "Y ou've been saving your pennies."

He smiled. "I did get araise with my promotion. Actu-
dly, it's from an environmental group. Not one of the ones
doing the calendars and mailings, but a smdler organiza-
tion, funded by a handful of very wedthy patrons. | gave
them a copy of your proposal and a ligt of your creden-
tials. They were quite Impressed.”

"You didn't have to do that."

"I wanted to."

She fdt hersdf getting weepy, s0 she scanned the other
sheets. They contained names and addresses.

I"Potential donors," he told her. "l've met a few peo-
ple."
"Oh, Jeff." She stood up and came around the desk. He
rose, and she stepped into hisembrace.

Ashis arms pulled her close, she fought an overwhem-
ing sense of sadness. If only they could have cared about
each other the way they had cared about their respective
soul mates. But it wasn't to be.
haghe looked up at him. "Y ou're the best friend I've ever

"You're some lady yoursdf." He tapped her nose and
smiled. "When are you leaving?"
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"Right after you. The movers are coming tomorrow, and
Beth is going to oversee dl of that. I'mjust taking some
persona things."

"And Sparky."

. Olf course. What dse could | do with him? He's my
amily."

Jeff's blue eyes met and hed hers. "What about Cort?"
Shetried to pull out of his embrace, but he wouldn't let her
%19. "I thought something had happened between the two

you."

"You thought wrong. Cort's hesled completdly and
ready to go back to fighting hiswars."

Jeif cup her face in his hand. He studied her, then
dowly nodded. "I'm so sorry," he said softly, and kissed
her cheek.

“I'll be fine."

He stepped back. "Y ou know what, Faith? | believe you
will be. | admirethat.”

"Y ou don't have to mourn forever, either," she said.

"l don't know how to do anything else." He turned to-
ward the door. "I'll try to get up to visit in the next couple
of months.”

"I'd like that," she s?ig,*then watched him go.

When Cort saw his boss leave the main building, he re-
leased his grip on the thick towel. Sparky immediately took
off for the telephone poles and climbed up, holding his
prize in his massivejaws.

As Jdf approached, he pulled severd photos out of his
jacket pocket and held them out. "I thought Kou might like
to see the cubs are getting along. Faith says they've
redly grown."

Cort folded his arms over his chest. "You've got a hell
of alot of nerve."

"Oh? Something tells me you don't mean the extra time
you've spent up here."

"Not quite. What the hell were you thinking of, sending
mekalflt?]r_ Dan? Jesus, JHf, he was my friend. You sent me
to kill him."
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Jeff tucked the pictures away. "l didn't see any other
way."

Cort narrowed hiseyes. "The hdll you didn't."

"The director wanted Dan taken care of. | disagreed. |
thought Dan deserved achance. So | sent youinto solvethe
problem. You weremy aceinthe hole. | knew you couldn't
kill your friend."

Cort stared at him, dumbfounded.

Jeff gave him a dight smile. "I trusted you to find an-
other solution.”

"Yeah, | got him killed by his new associates." Cort
leaned against the telephone pole.

Jeff's amile faded. " That wasn't your fault. If you hadn't
been shot, you would have forced him onto the plane. Once
he was here, the director couldn't have done anything about
it. Dan would have been dive."

"And in prison. Not much better than being dead," he
muttered, but most of his anger had faded. Jeff's plan
might even have worked.

"He would have had a chance," Jeff said. "Everybody
deserves that."

"Y ou could have clued mein on this."

"I didn't want to interfere. If | told you the plan, it
would be my decision, not yours. You were the one going
out in the fidd. What if Dan had to be killed? Only you
could make that determination. Plus, | was bresking dl the
rules. If it dl hit the fan, | didn't want you to take the fal
with me."

Cort stared past him to the empty habitats. Once it had
been easy to know the bad guys. Now the lines blurred.
"Why did hedo it?"

"l don't know. Maybe for the chalenge of seeing if he
could. Well never know for sure.”

"Hell of away to make aliving."

"So do something else.”

"Likewhat? Thisisal | know."

Jeff started toward his car. "We're starting a task force
with the Canadians to help deter terrorism in both coun-
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tries. | don't have anyone to run it yet. It's a promotion.
Interested?’

For the first time, he was tempted by one of Jeff's of-
fers. Cort shoved his hands in his pockets. "Maybe."

"Y ou would have to travel alot, but you wouldn't need
to livein D.C." Jeff pulled open his car door. "l have to
make a decison by the first of the month. Let me know."
He stepped into the car and shut the door. Then he rolled
down the window. "You can ill fight the war from the
insde, Cort. Sometimes it helps to see the big picture.
Think about it."

Cort watched him drive avay. It was only when the dust
settled and the sound of the engine faded that he redized
he'd meant to bum a ride with Jeff. Cort looked up at the
main building. Who was he kidding? He couldn't leave
without saying goodbye. The problem was, he should have
left here days ago. Hejust couldn't find the right words to
let Faith go.

He'd hung around for two weeks pretending to handle
security, when the truth was that he couldn't bear to leave.
He'd been hoping she would say something, or even wak
into his room naked one night. Any hint would have been
enough. But she'd been al business, and he'd been—
scared. He wanted her to know that he'd findly figured it
al out. He cared about her. But would she bdieve him?
Had he l€ft it too long or hurt her too much?

The door opened, and Faith stepped out. She stared at
him. "I thought you were gone. Wasn't J&ff going to take
you to town?"

"l guess he forgot.”

Faith held aleash in her hand. She started past him and
cdled for Sparky.

"Wait," he said, touching her arm.

She stopﬁ)ed. Now. He had to tdl her now. Only, the
words stuck in his throat. They would al sound stupid,
F]anywatyé,II Iand she was so0 tough, she probably didn't need

im at all.

“I'll be happy to take you into town," she said, clench-

ing the leash tightly in her hands. "Y ou can rent a car and
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drive wherever it isyou'regoing." She didn't look quite as
in control.

"Where areyou going?" he asked.

"North Dakota. | told you."

"Alone?"

She drew in abreath and glanced a him. "With Sparky."

He could practicdly fed the tight grip she had on her-
«f. The effort it took her to act normal gave him courage.

"What is this dl about, Cort? What do you want from
me? A tearful goodbye? I'm not like your other women. |
can't cry on command.”

"You're so damn feisty," he said, and smiled. "No,
don't cry. | couldn't stand it if you did that. | would like
you to tell meyou love me, though. Just once."

She stared a him as if he'd told her to shoot one of her
cats. "Areyou crazy?'

_"Eo." He shrugged. "1'm scared as hell. Jeff offered me
ajob."

Her eyes narrowed. She wasn't going to make this easy
on him. "You haveajob."

"This onewould beinside. |'d have to travel, but—"

Her anger faded. The lines of pain around her mouth
softened. A few strands of hair excgped from her braid and
drifted around her face. He reached out and tucked them
behind her ear. She didn't flinch from him.

"But what?" she asked softly.

"I could live anywhere."

In her worn jeans and pae ydlow work shirt, shewasn't
anyone'sidea of abeauty. He smiled. That wasn't true. She
was hisidea of the perfect woman. Strong and faithful, and
incredibly sexy. She drew hersdlf up to her full height, then
nodded as if she'd cometo a decison.

"All right. What have | got to lose? | love you, Cort."

He was surprised the words affected him. His throat
ti?htened, and deep in his chest he fdt an answering flood
of emotion. "Just like that. Doesn't anything scare you?"
he asked.

"You scare me. Here's my heart. Are you going to
trampleit again?"
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He thought he saw her tremble, but he wasn't sure. He
thought about the price he'd paid to fight his good fight
and about how few times anyone got a second chance.

"No, Faith," hesaid. "1'm going to keep your heart with
meaways."

She looked hopeful, but wary. "Why?"

"That'sessy. | IoveKou, too."

She stared a him, then flung hersdf into his arms. He
held her tightly against him, and the cold darkness around
his soul cracked, dlowing alittle light to creep in. It hurt,
but in agood way. Nothing had ever fdt this right.

"Th|n I'll bethe only spy living in North Dakota?" he

"I m almost sure of it."

"Think we can make this thing work?"

"Absolutely."

"Good, because I'm not letting you go."

He cupped her face and bent down to kiss her. She met
him more than hafway, and passion flared between them.
The rightness of their embrace, the fed of her body press-
ihng againgt him, that damn French perfume, al called him

ome.

He felt something nudgln(T:] hisleg. He tried to ignoreit,
but the next nudge practically knocked him off balance.

Faith stepped aNa{ and Iaughed. He petted the black
leopard. "Yes, Sparky, | care about you, too." Sparky
rumbled deep in his throat. The purring sound floated out
into the afternoon.

"Come on," he said, taking the leash from her and at-
taching it to the leopard's collar. "Let's get going. Weve
got along drive ahead of us.”

"But don't you have to report to work?"

He took her hand and started toward the building. " Jeff
said he didn't need an answer until the first of the month.
That gives us enough time to stop off in Las Vegas and get
(rjnarried." Heglanced at her. "Unless you want a big wed-

ing?'

é‘dMarried?‘ She dared at him. "We're getting mar-
ried?”"
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"Don't you want to?"

She grinned. "Of course. I'm just surprised. Next thing
you'll betelling me you want kids."

"Why not?" He hdd open the door for her and fol-
lowed her through the foyer and out to the front. A large
truck sat in the driveway. In back was a special cage for

ky. Cort loaded him in and secured the latch. "I mean
to do thisthing right. | want awholelitter of kids. What is
that—maybe five?"

"Five?"

He held open his arms and hugged her close. "One, five,
whatever you want." He stared down into her blue eyes.
"I'll love you forever. | swear."

"I believe you," she whispered, drawing his head down
closer to hers. Thistime she could believe. He would cher-
ish her with the same unswerving loyaty with which he'd
fought his battles. Shetrusted his honor and hislove. Cort
\I/_\:cas the most specid of creatures—a man who mated for

ife.



