


THE GREAT ESCAPE
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He was always just one step behind her

Wherever Dee went, Mike Carridine followed. Notalpguard, not
a lover, but a private investigator hired to traek down.

She'd been running for nine months, attemptindudeshim. Sooner
or later she'd have to stop.

And on that day she would be forced to surrenderMi&e
Carridine--and allow him to return her to the vigorelatives and
unwanted fortune she'd so desperately tried tgoesca



CHAPTER ONE

DEeE careered around the corner of the wall that affelst shielded
the restaurant's customer's view of the back, &edskidded for a
moment on wet, newly washed floor. Then, as hebewsoled shoes
gripped the tile, she catapulted past the employwesk area and
burst into the women's dressing room, silver- blohd& flying
around her head in a golden tangled aureole. Aftenst, surprised
stare, Kim, the head waitress, who had been sigmdjsmoking at
the break table, rose hastily and hurried to ther dbat Dee had
disappeared into, knocking on it worriedly.

"Hey, babe, are you okay?' she called out. Sheanmasge, rather
heavy girl, with long brown hair that was presemtysted into a knot
at the nape of her neck. The knot was beginnirgiide to one side,
giving her an untidy appearance.

'‘No!' Dee shouted, the sound muffled through tlseaid door.

Kim tried the door and found it locked. She knoclkegin, harder.
'‘C'mon now, Dee! Open up and let me in. Is Kathictvag the floor
while you're back here?’

‘Yes!' she shouted again, and there was an instaiénce before the
door opened swiftly. Dee peered out at Kim with énudilated blue
eyes. 'Get in here!" she hissed, and Kim foundeffeunexpectedly
dragged into the room as Dee reached out one karall and yanked
her in by the shoulder strap. The door slammed bkhind them

both. After hauling the other girl in so precipithyy Dee backed
away and surveyed her warily. She had her lockdewpen, and her
street clothes were spilled out of it. A canvasgdsazk lay on the
floor. She whirled, pulled on a pair of faded bjeans over her slim
legs and zipped them up. Then she reached behindahe

unbuttoned her uniformed skirt, throwing it carelgsnto a corner
and tugging on a plain cotton blouse. Off camewhie work shoes



and she started to pull on diminutive tennis shBgghat time Kim
had begun to come out of her shock.

'‘God, Dee!" she gasped incredulously, ogling thallem slight girl.
'‘What the hell are you doing? Do you want to getfy"

'I'm going home sick!" Dee snapped, tugging fraatiyc at her
shoelace that had become knotted. All her movemevdse
suggesting a feeling of urgency and haste, andfittatly began to
register with the older girl, who began to look eweore worried than
before.

'Listen, kiddo, if you're in some kind of troublethink you'd better
tell me about it," Kim said slowly, narrowing heres and lowering
her brows.

Dee was perched on a shipping crate that doublédueasnly seat in
the tiny changing room and she had her head benttbg knot as her
thin fingers worked furiously to get it loose. T$teings came untied,
she slipped the shoe on, and then she looked apgélhair falling
into her eyes and making her look like a tousledliEh sheepdog
puppy. The blue eyes peered out of the hair uhélshoved it back
impatiently. 'Kim, you've got to try and cover foe with Brett. Tell
him | suddenly got violently sick and | had to ganfre,’ she pleaded
hurriedly. "Tell him | died—I don't care what yaellthim, but just let
me go home!'

The older girl leaned thoughtfully against the walkkr eyes never
leaving Dee's face. 'Just what happened?' she gsiiettiy.

'I—I can't tell you all of it,’ Dee stammered o@trvously, her hands
plucking at her small knapsack. 'I'm in troublehdven't done
anything wrong or illegal, but | am in trouble, atids fellow has
been looking for me for a long time. He just walkedo the
restaurant, and -he can't find me! | just happeadaiok outside and |



saw him, so | was able to tell Kathy to tell himnatthid gone home sick
before he came inside . . . Kim, | have to leavgetiver it's all right or

not—I have to! Call Sherry—she'd come in to work tlest of my

shift. I'll bet Brett can't get too angry if shelsvorking when he gets
back.'

'l don't know about that," Kim replied, chewing f@awer lip. 'When
he gets back and finds you gone, he's going tthairoof. It won't
matter if you were really sick or not, he'll just mad that you went
without waiting to ask him first.'

Dee started to shove the rest of her things eitherher knapsack or
into her locker, jamming the combination lock oteafiards. She
hadn't really expected to be feeling this hunteshdragain, and that
old familiar nervous churning in her stomach waskbdler jaw
angled out stubbornly. 'l don't care if he gets madot,' she uttered
grimly. 'I've got to go. | don't have much time!'

Kim watched her, puzzled and wry. 'All | have ty &athat it's a good
thing you're a favourite of Sammy's,' she saidnésg tingeing her
voice as she mentioned the restaurant's managgt.vias only the
assistant manager and couldn't fire anyone withBatnmy's

approval. 'You just might get away with this madnasd still have a
job left.'

'Oh, shoot!" Dee skidded to a stop outside thesdrggoom at Kim's
words. 'I'd better write Sammy a note of explamgtjost in case. Can
| borrow your pen? | locked mine up with my unifori®he took the
pen that Kim proffered her and scribbled madly gpaper napkin,
biting the end of the pen from time to time andr@ting.

‘Just in case of what?' the other girl asked haogsly. Although she
would never admit it to anyone, she was very ers/mithe younger
girl. Dee was something of a mystery to most ofrstaurant staff at
Dandy's, and though no one but Sammy knew very rabolt her,



she was well liked by everyone for her cheerfult pganner, and
hard work.

Dee hesitated fractionally before answering. Shek thaughtlessly

said what had been on her mind, meaning just ia she wasn't able
to come back, but she couldn't tell Kim that. 'Wjust in case he
really gets angry, of course.' Sammy was the onéyshe had told the
whole truth to, because she had wanted him to karadvunderstand
in case something like this were to happen. Heangentle, kind man
In his forties, and he had an abundance of patiebe® had

Instinctively trusted him ever since he had hired. iHis sympathy

and understanding had meant a great deal to liee jpast. When she
finished the note, she taped it shut to avoid csiperusal from

anyone but him, then handed it over to Kim as adeddsafety

measure. 'Could you see that nobody but Sammytlye®

Kim knew what she had meant and grinned. Aside ffammy, Kim

was the person who knew the most about her, whiénitv much.
Dee found her trustworthy and loyal, and if she atasmes a bit too
crude for Dee's taste—well, that was the restausasiness, and it
was overlooked for friendship's sake. 'You meam, thbat Sammy
gets it and not Brett, is that it?' she repliedhvatshort laugh. ‘My
pleasure, sugar. Now, let me go out to the frodtsee if that fellow
Is still here before you take off." She turned toagnd bumped right
into Kathy, who had come up behind the two of th&hat're you

doing back here? Now who's watching the floor?’

Kathy, a tall, gangly girl with a wide, wide smil@nswered, 'Jerry is
watching the door while he mops. That guy is gidee. He left a
few minutes ago, but | couldn't come back to tell pecause | had an
order to take out. He probably will be back in asrsas he finds that
you aren't at home like | told him you'd be. I ligad said you didn't
have a telephone.' She looked from one girl toctier, curiously.
‘She's leaving without asking Brett? | don't wambé around when
the explosion comes.'



'It can't be helped,” Kim sighed, still watching @eShe smiled.
‘You'd better skip along, darlin'. I'd say you haafeout twenty
minutes before he's back here asking us embargagsastions. If he
talks to Brett, we're all goners.’

Dee wanted to let go of her control and sink irtie panic that
threatened her calm, but she couldn't let herSak!d come too far to
make any stupid mistakes now, and the most impotiémg was to
keep her wits about her. 'Thanks, you two,' she, send impulsively
threw her arms around them each, hugging hard. riSady
embarrassed, and quite touched, the two girls lduggeback briefly
before pushing her away.

‘Hey, cut that out, kiddo! Anyone would think yoer going to your
death, the way you're acting now!" Kim laughedhaligh she
couldn't help the strange look she sent to Kaibg.you—need any
money or anything? I've got something stuck inlihak that | can
help you out with. You aren't in debt, are you?'

The irony of that made Dee snort a mirthless ladgb, I've got
plenty, thanks. | just have to stay away from tmaan we
saw—Kathy, will you remember what he looks likeciaise he's in
again to look for me?"'

That made the other girl chuckle heartily. 'Deenstmes you say
the silliest things! I'd remember that man any time don't tell me
you don't find him handsome? He'd be good for aylan't he?'

Kim emitted a groan. 'And | had to miss him! I'hye to be sure to
keep an eye out in front, in case he does comeghldime two
laughed together, while Dee winced.

'l suppose he's good-looking, if you go for thednhgpe. I've just
gotten used to thinking of him as being on the ioside, | guess. This
isn't making much sense to you, | know, and weasting time. His



name is Mike Carridine, in case he happens todnire himself, and
he's a private investigator. Could you tell him light have
appendicitis, or something, and he \ might wantcheck the
hospitals, since he missed me at home? He colidaovw that | saw
him, and so he won't know that you might be lyiigshould keep
him busy for a little while, don't you think? I'noigg to need all the
headstart | can contrive . . . 'bye, Kim, and tisnk

A few minutes later, Dee stuck her head cautioastyind the corner
of the employees' entrance, looking around witlagoare. Finding
the back parking lot empty, she ran over to Kiraisand scrabbled at
the lock with the key. Then she threw open the @l slid behind
the ancient vehicle's wheel, turning the ignitiamcgly. It roared
gustily, the muffler having rusted away some tinedobe, and she
knew she was going to have a headache from thesflojéhe time
she got back to her apartment.

It was nice of Kim to let her borrow the car. THead arranged for
Kim to take a cab (on Dee's funds) to Dee's apattna@d she could
pick up her car keys from the landlady who livedio& ground floor.
That way Dee could leave right away, without wagtifor a cab
herself.

She had plenty of time to think, as she drove thinoilhe downtown

of Akron to the cheaper, rougher part of town. $beld have to run

away, again. It was sad in a way, because shedtadho feel settled
in this city. She had spent close to nine monthsking at Dandy's,

and it would hurt to leave her friends. She hadagad to put away
some money after her few living expenses, and siegidn to hope
that she could go to college in the fall, but afis® now that was out.
She would need every penny that she had savedotate herself

again. It just might be enough to see her through ker eighteenth

birthday, just under two months away, if she skichpa meals. The
end was in sight, she knew, but she was so tiredirafing and so
discouraged at the moment, it didn't seem to mattgmore.



She rolled down the car window to let in the cosg ik wind of March
whisk through the confines of the interior. Kim dtad too much,
and the inside of the car smelled like a tobacabofg. A pothole
made the car lurch, and then she was pulling to@jsst in front of a
red light.

Her hands were shaking. Running away . . . shealveeys running
away. With a burst of fury she cursed the man, Mikeridine, with a
round fluency that she had picked up while worlanghe restaurant.
Then she laughed, remembering how shocked shededdi some
of the things she'd heard at Dandy's. One getsstmoed to crudity
and swearing fairly quickly, in an atmosphere likat.

Carridine was good at his job, she'd give him tAaone who could
sift through the series of red herrings and faia#stthat she had left
behind her in only nine months had to be good, gend. She hadn't
expected him to be so fast. He must be a bloodheutida very
sensitive nose. She would have to keep on herkeep,her head and
use her quick mind to get out of this one.

Nine months ago. She drove automatically as shegtitoback, an
oddly bitter and ugly twist to her pale lips. Itsva lifetime ago, that
nine months, a thousand lifetimes ago. The thoafgtving up and
going back was intolerable.

She shifted the car and in spite of her seriousghts, had to chuckle
at the very human-like groan it gave as it acceteratowly.

She was approaching her street, her eyes alery, g@arching. She
slowed, and then, instinct warning her, pulled awér a gas station
lot to call the restaurant quickly. Kim's voice aesed briskly, and
she cut across the other girl's greeting. 'lt'siaes. Carridine been in
yet, Kim?'



'Yes,' the other girl answered brightly, 'we do d@arry-out. How
can | help you?"

Dee thought rapidly at this odd reply. 'He's rititdre at the counter
and you can't say anything, right?' That was gttocheant that she
could get to her apartment safely.

‘That's right, carry-out coffee is by the cup, niillsg' was the reply.
This was going to be frustrating, she could tell.

'Is—is he having coffee? Is that what you meant?, Wbat a way to
have a conversation!" she muttered, running hed lilarough her
blonde hair and rumpling it even more. A gas stadittendant passed
by and leered at her suggestively, so she turneddak to him.

‘That's right.'

‘Just answer yes or no, and I'll try to ask thhtraggestions ... did you
tell him that | might have appendicitis?'

'Yes.'

'How did he take it—Damn! Did he seem to believ& 8he didn't
know what she would do if he didn't believe tha¢.on

'l don't know the price of that. The assistant @gef isn't back from
the bank yet, so | can't ask him. It's a specidtéggn and not listed.
You could call back in a few minutes, if you'd like

‘Now what in the world does that mean?' Dee redoraasperated.
She heard a muffled laugh from the other end ofittee "You don't

know if he swallowed the story or not, and you wawetto call back
later? How will | know if he's gone or not? You tieall me at the
apartment as soon as he leaves. D'you have my m@imbe



'Yes, | think so. I'll just call you then, when hdéw for sure. He
should be back in about five minutes or so.'

'l really could scream,' Dee said conversationdDoes that mean
that he's almost done with his coffee?' This wask gwng very
coherently.

". .. there, I've got your number," Kim told heojce quivering. She
gritted her teeth in frustration. 'I'll give yoiwcall as soon as | find out
the price. Thank you.'

Dee bolted out of the phone booth as soon as sthélnag up the
receiver. She had so very little time! She revetbeccar with a loud
roar and shot off down the road. A quick turn te tight had her
pulled on to her street and soon she was parkddebaslarge old
house with peeling white paint, heading for thafrdoor at a run. It
wasn't much of a head start at all, and she wamieg to be
swamped by that panic. The feeling of being pursweas
nerve-racking, to say the least. It could so edsay to paranoia.

She called out as she let herself into the housk hesard slow
shuffling footsteps come down the hallway. Mrs Gorégmiled at
her cheerily. 'Why, hello, dear. You're home fromrkvearly, aren't
you?' she piped brightly. 'There was a nice youiaq imere about a
half an hour ago asking for you --'

Dee took a deep breath, for patience. 'l know, Glssdon—he came
in at work. Look, I'm not feeling well. Could yow ane a favour?'

‘Certainly, my dear.’

‘Do you remember my friend Kim, from work? These #nre keys to
her car. She's going to be picking it up later. I@ywou give them to
her?'



'Of course,' the elderly lady replied, taking theyk in one gnarled
hand. 'But aren't you going to be home? If you 'areell, you
should...'

''ve got a doctor's appointment,’ Dee lied, crugsher fingers

childishly behind her back. 'Have to go and getlyeathanks, Mrs

Gordon!" She didn't give the old lady any timeedaat, but hurried up
the stairs to her tiny apartment. It was really vested from two

bedrooms, with a minuscule bath and kitchenettemuthere was a
shower stall with no tub, and it was possible tmsithe stool, reach
with one hand to turn on the shower and reach thetother hand to
turn on the sink taps. One person could turn arautice tiny space;
two was a terrible squeeze.

Her kitchen was as tiny, with a refrigerator tresiched her waist and
the ancient stove and sink exactly one step awag Kitchen and the
bathroom had been built into one of the two bedmand the other
was her living area, with a single bed doubling.@such, with huge
throw pillows against the wall as the back. She bhagortable
television on a stand across the room and gredadplants all over
the place.

It wasn't quite the Ritz, but it was cheap and wthin her budget,
and she had decorated it in yellows, browns andgas with, of
course, the green from the plants. One entire veddl her paperback
collection, the one luxury that she had allowedsékrwith the
money left over from paying her bills. All the redtthe money had
gone into the bank.

Once inside, she didn't waste any time. Her moveésnerre brisk,
quick, and economical. She whisked around the sapktment,
pulling out her suitcase and all the clothes orgkas She threw it all
on the couch-cum-bed and then went to make a quailtkaca taxi
company, making arrangements for a cab to comendrwuhalf an



hour. Then she started throwing things in the apettase, practice
and adrenalin making her swift.

While her hands were busy, her thoughts were to@ ymages from
the past coming before her attention. Would she nan away if she
had known how hard it was going to be? Who couddlydnow that
for sure? She rather thought she would have, thodgh she
remembered, she hadn't really had any choice.

All the same, she had been just seventeen whehaghkeft, with no

notion of how to handle herself or how to handie in the working

world. All she could remember was that things had got to be too
much to handle, staying. That terrible feeling eing trapped, being
lonely, being isolated—it all came back to hervoodly.

The night she particularly remembered with a nigrish clarity of
past pain and despair had been the breaking point.

Dee stared outside at the miserable wet darknesglel it was just as
dark, for she had the lights off in her large bedno Depression
gloomed in her young mind like a big black spidéer heart ached.
She was tired, and it always seemed that she wexb riowadays.
Depression could do that to a person, she knew.ulh@ppiness.

What she wanted to do was to sob out her fearseamd, and all the
pain her heart carried. She wanted to be heldandld remembered
way, and she wanted to feel like a little girl agavarm and safe and
loved. But that was impossible. Her mother was daad had been
dead for three years. She had been killed along dee's father
when a train was derailed and crashed into seearalthat had been
waiting to cross the tracks. Their car had beendity torn apart, and
she had never seen them again, for the funerab&ad with closed
coffins. Her imagination had done terrible thingad her dreams
supplied the rest. Dee had dreamt for months tket bodies had
been chopped to pieces, and would wake screamihgl4throated



horror. Sleeping pills had been prescribed. Thay iaped only a
little.

The death of Charles Janson and his wife had q@aeshed all over
national newspapers, for her father had been aomglire several
times over and his death particularly sensationédien everything
had finally quieted down into a semblance of noitpaDee found
herself living with her aunt and uncle in the hixgeise that had once
seemed barely large enough to contain all the émdethe laughter
her family had shared. To be realistic, she cotuldmss her father as
much as she missed her mother, for he had alwass &eay on
business trips and having important meetings. Bubdd been kind
and loving when he had been home, and Dee's miodlodoeen a ray
of sunshine in the little girl's life.

Now it seemed as if the house was a great hulkimgteshell.

Her father and mother had left just about everghionher, and Dee
supposed vaguely that she was very, very richshathad no idea
just how much she owned. It wasn't really herslu@r eighteenth
birthday anyway, and she wouldn't have full contreér the estate
until she was twenty-one.

But she had started to hate her money. She startedte anything
connected with her money.

Her aunt had been her mother's sister, and heranthuncle had
been appointed as her legal guardians, for thesewwiually no one
else, and they had wasted no time in moving inkditbuse as soon as
the funeral was over. They didn't give a damn abheutShe was very
intelligent and sensitive to emotions and atmosghdrut even then
Judith had made no effort to disguise what she gtvard, Judith's
husband, was a rather weak man, and he didn't s@emnd her
much, but he certainly didn't actively seek heriowny way.



Dee would never forget how Judith's mouth had &gt and her
face had whitened with rage when her parents'tvatl been read.
The plump woman's face went suddenly sharp anchpdhan spite
of her double chin. She had managed to hold oretddmper until

the lawyers had left, and then she had roundedeorinsband in a
fury. Dee was ignored as she huddled all curleih &g armchair, her
own small face white and drawn from exhaustion gndf, and

incomprehension.

'‘Not a stinking, filthy penny!" Judith shrieked ldbward, who slid
down in his chair as if to escape from the whotaadion. Dee sat,
stunned. 'We didn't get a linking, lousy penny! Ak get for
watching the brat is an allowance!" This last waisl svith a sneer.
‘And that gets cut off when she comes of age. Véa &éave to submit
the household books to an accountant to get the fmlid! God, |
always knew my sister was tight, but | never thdwsite'd forget us
so completely! All that money, and we get a danigence, while a
little skinny brat of a --She broke off suddenlg, €he noticed Dee
peering out from behind the chair's high wingec s&les huge and
shocked. 'Go to bed. Now!" This last was as Deddted, looking
from Judith to Howard. Howard averted his eyesilyaahd she had
been left to drag herself up to bed alone.

It had been quite devastating, to a girl of foumtegho had just lost
both her parents. She wandered around the huge Faruseeks with
a stunned and uncomprehending look in her largmkbblue eyes.
As she slowly came out of the shock, Judith weridgally but

methodically about the process of changing the éstaT, letting go
people who had worked for the Jansons for yearhaimg) people of
her own choice. Eventually Dee was surrounded bgnptete

strangers.

She had had one friend by her, though, and thatwesrprivate tutor.
Until, that was, the autumn of her sixteenth year.



The exacting and excellent tutors that Dee hadbkadthe years had
been chosen with great care by her parents, ayddlmng with her

innate, quick intelligence, had made her educdaap ahead of the
accepted normal rate for most teenagers. She a@ucai love for

learning and knowledge, and she devoured bookshusly. It was

a very nice escapist tactic, to immerse oneselhiexciting and well
written book. It also kept her quiet and out of ithid way. As a

result, with a ridiculous ease that had blossongd along with her

intellect, Dee was passing college entrance examer batting an
eye.

That was why Judith and Howard decided that the thesg for
everyone concerned would be to pack Dee up andlsemaway to
college. A prestigious Eastern university had beetected, her
application sent in and her things packed withatthier ado. Howard
saw Dee to the airport and shook her hand befotehivey her board
the plane, and that was that.

As sheltered as Dee had been, gaining her edudationtutors and
generally leading an isolated existence, collegaecas an intense,
jolting shock to her system. It had been the weestr of her life.

She was too young and inexperienced, and so aghidgsperately
lonely for companionship she could have died fdMord got around
that she had money, and that combined with heingiste shyness
that came across as aloofness to the other gidsgawith her
extreme youth, managed to keep just about eversgtoaag from the
small quiet blonde girl from Kentucky.

She got straight A's, full high marks for both tefrand was nearing a
collapse when summer finally came around and slealiée to go
back to Kentucky. She had stopped thinking of h@®e quite some
time ago. It was no relief to leave school jusgéb back to Judith's
increasing hostility and caustic comments, butdénite low point



in her life was when no one remembered her birthmayay the
fifteenth.

That was why, some weeks later, she was sittinthéndarkness,
staring off into nothing, and seriously contemmigtsuicide.

She crept downstairs for a sandwich later that iegenand
iImpulsively stopped into the library to pick up@olx to read. It might
make her feel a little better to try and immerseséi in a
make-believe existence, one with happy endings ead plots, or
perhaps a chilling mystery to unravel and teasertinel.

It was the turning point in Dee's young life, thatck stealthy trip to
the library. That was because she happened taupiekbook about a
girl who had disappeared into thin air.

Her intelligence and imagination supplied the rest.

She was going to escape. She was going to malgehtest escape
of all time. She was going to run away from all thdappiness and
hostility and apathy in this life and have funglighe used to do with
her mother and father. She was going to use heftiggnce to work
out the slyest, the sneakiest, the most devioustavegvel her trail so
that no one would eyer find her again. She wasgymse the world
as her playground instead of viewing it as the gntabe fought.
The world wasn't the enemy, people like Judith Hioavard were.
People who didn't know how to think for themseh@so take risks,
or to simply enjoy life with zest and enthusiasm-esi were the kind
of people to avoid, and she had been living iniagred atmosphere
for years now.

Her mind suddenly active again, Dee plotted outclerse of action.
While she watched and waited, she paid a gas istatiendant to call
up the house a few times and ask for her spedificathich
convinced Judith and Howard that she was actualbetimg



someone. She also used every opportunity she tmglket away from

the house, refusing to tell Judith where she haah pehich was like

waving a red flag under the older woman's noseitRludnted and

raved up and down, accusing Dee of all sorts afgdi of meeting

someone on the sly, of going to wild parties, ohtever came to her
mind. Dee sat back and listened to the variousutest and if she
didn't smile physically, she smiled in her soul.

She also wrote in deliberately childish handwritiag slightly
incoherent letter of farewell to everyone, sayimat tshe was running
away with her boy-friend and that they were going&ifornia. She
sprinkled a few drops of water over the page arteérihe missive
on a plaintive nobody-loves-me note, signing heraanfull. It took
her a while; she had been trained for years t@wheise and logical in
her writing and to argue a point clearly and wélhen she finally
sealed up her farewell letter, she was chucklingpnessibly. She'd
contrived a masterpiece of nonsense!

Dee watched and waited, and the Friday she was to g party with
Judith and Howard, she went to the bank and with@leher savings
from her allowance, which was a tidy amount. Sheabee suddenly
very ill, actually becoming violently sick (a veayfficult and painful
state to achieve, she discovered, much to her osgomfort). She
obviously couldn't go to the party in such a statethe housekeeper
was to keep an eye on her while Judith and Howamt vDee had the
evening to herself. She waited until her aunt amdeuwere - actually
gone and then got to work, trailing around in hegdnbedroom in her
nightgown and ready to pop back into bed in casehtiusekeeper
should check on her. She packed a small canvasfoifings, she
couldn't bear to leave, along with a few clothisgentials, and called
the airport to book two flights if any were openamevening flight to
California, to confuse the issue. It would be orgrerindication that
she was running away with someone else. Of coursehad no
intention of being on the flight.



The one place in the entire state of Kentucky whmereone would
ever think to look for her was in her own bedro@mg in Deirdre's
room was both a walk-in closet and a private baltie. fouse was not
only very large but also very old, and Dee haddiuethat room all
her life. She knew it intimately, and she was egdgdamiliar with
the small square opening in the roof of her clokded to a tiny
cubbyhole that was in the attic but was sealeftoifii the larger open
space by a crosswork of beams, rendering that carhéhe attic
invisible. A loose board painted the same colouraasloset lay over
the square, panelled hole. It had been her fawhrting place as a
child and her mother might have eventually thoughook there for
her, but she knew that neither Judith nor the ixe&lBt new servants
knew of its existence. Even if they thought to éhegcthey would
assume that it led to the attic, and they would kbere. She could sit
on the board if anyone actually pressed a curimgef at it.

She pushed the board aside and hauled up eventtmghe was
going to take with her, plus a canister of watet Bood stolen from
the kitchen. She also went down to the library piced out several
paperbacks, leisurely unlocking the front door las went. Back in
her room she made up her bed to look as if she stdiria it, propped

her farewell letter on the dressing table in frohther mirror, and

shoved the books along with a powerful flashlighd axtra batteries
up into the hole.

She then jumped into swift action, tearing out ef hightdress and
yanking on sturdy clothes, fearful of being disaaeke Then, to
assure herself of an escape route, she climbeof dwtr window and
slid down the branch of the nearby oak tree. Ndéroroke and she
didn't break her own neck, so if it worked thetftnne, it would work
again. She stole in by the front door, locked tibd her, and stole
back upstairs. She was ready to escape.

Uncontrollable giggles assailed her as she attadrtpteegotiate the
cramped opening with extreme difficulty. It had aebeen this tight



of a squeeze, but then she had been smaller befodehadn't so
much packed in the hole. She really had to strygtjght as she was,
to get her hips through the tiny opening, and ratteubted that
anyone else would believe that anyone but a sbhyft could fit
through. She found that she was enjoying hersetfansely in a way
that she hadn't for years, and the happy excitentbat thrill of
adventure, and the just plain mischievousness ofllit was
exhilarating.

The uproar of the house the next morning, whenwgag found
missing, was quite entertaining. She munched thr@ugreakfast of
apples as she listened to everything, holding d baear her mouth to
keep from laughing aloud at her aunt and unclestian. They were
stupefied, incredulous, and Judith was absolutaiypfis. Dee heard
herself called some names that she'd never hetoeband that was
sobering, but she was soon seeing the humour ditilnetion, since
her aunt's opinion of her didn't matter in thelsiggt. The noise in her
room was quite racketing, and she heard severalecsations
between the police and members of the househoktyBrne agreed
that the house should be searched, and a few peaple up to the
attic to shine a few flashlights into corners, lag everyone
wholeheartedly believed that she was gone, it wamlghearted
effort, and she relaxed afterwards.

When three in the morning rolled around, she stipmat of her hole
and used the bathroom quickly, refilling her watepply stealthily,

heart pounding and ears tuned. No one was up, thaungl she made
it back to her hiding place uncaught.

The next day was sheer torture for her, crampesialm a confining
way and unable to make a sound. She began to tawl@isist what
the Jews must have gone through when they had foeesd into
hiding during Hitler's regime. She was bored, v&iif, and aching
all over. The day crept by agonisingly until in tlage afternoon she
heard sounds coming from below that made her stiffe



Footsteps entered her room. Someone had left tisetctioor open
earlier that day and she could hear everythingeqeigarly. Judith
was speaking. 'I'm so glad you were available, kiri@ine. Yes, this
Is her room. Everything is just about how we foitheéven the bed.’

A deep, masculine voice answered her. 'Where'sether that she
left? May | see it, please? .. . Thank you.' Tiveas silence for a few
moments while he apparently perused the contertteahissive, and
when he spoke again his voice was overtly politeAbtn undertones
of sarcasm that Dee caught, even through a layevoold. 'Mrs
Kimble, does this letter strike you at all as bewuigl?'

Dee sat up straight in the darkness and prickeldengears. She had
met Mike Carridine only once before, and that hadrba few years
ago, when he had been hired to find a missing deatirfor her
guardians. He had been quick, methodical, and yigkelligent, and
she remembered vividly what he looked like. He Ww@gs very big.
He also had a way of looking right through a pe@®if he could tell
what they were thinking by staring into their ey®se somehow had
thought he could, too, and she cursed her luckahg someone like
him on her trail. She had the impression that heailevdoe a
formidable opponent and she didn't want to crosss wvith
him.Judith was answering, 'Why, | don't know whaiti ynean.'

His low, pleasant voice replied, 'How old is Deedr

There was a silence as Judith hesitated, and tBewenteen, |
believe. Yes, she is seventeen.'

'‘Her own guardian isn't sure?' Dee could imagime Wwith his eyes
sardonic and one eyebrow cocked. She had seenditimatl once,
those years before, and it had made quite an isipreon her.
'‘Doesn't it strike you as being odd, Mrs Kimbleattra highly
intelligent girl who had just made straight A'scatte of the most



demanding and prestigious universities in the aguwbuld write
such a pack of nonsense?’

''d never thought of it before." Judith was sougdiflustered.
Footsteps sounded as if someone were pacing the roo

‘Apparently, Mrs Kimble, there's a lot that you démow about your
ward, including her age. Could | perhaps see thvendtairs, do you
think . ..?" The voices gradually faded away intense, while Dee
chewed her lip thoughtfully. This was going to lsder than she'd
first imagined.

She slipped away in the middle of the night anchawely managed
to hitch a ride with a cheerful truck driver whoosked a breezy
conversation over the engine's roar all the wajitginia. When they
had stopped for a few minutes, she called a ma&amspaper and told
them that a millionaire heiress was missing, arat #he couldn't
reveal her name since she was an employee at thse lamd might
lose her job. It was a dirty trick, but it wouldrhper Carridine's
movements, and she had a feeling she'd need dtiefipeshe could
get.



CHAPTER TWO

IN the end, Dee remembered wryly, she had craveippes away
from the trucker while he was occupied with somajhelse, leaving
a brief, apologetic note behind. Then she had apemea bank
account with a hundred dollars and her real nanewaell known
bank, and she had left that city on an interstatevilearing a brown
wig that same day. She had figured that it would ta while to
unravel everything, especially the bank account, vitny would
anyone just set up an account and leave good mameuched? To
buy time, of course, but she had hoped that it drtibe so obvious
to someone trying to figure out what she was uplten she had
zigzagged across the country, hitting only vergdacities and never
staying long, until finally she had ended up in @&kr Ohio,
exhausted, discouraged, and low on funds.

It had only been the beginning of the struggle, whs to find out.
She then had to find a job and a place to livewss both affordable
and safe. For two weeks straight she spent eveyyaladay, out
looking for a job, any kind of job. She appliedsaires, restaurants,
any business she could think of, and nobody sedmdx hiring.
Finally, when Sammy had interviewed her for a veaising position
and had told her that he would get in touch lasbe had replied
quietly, 'l would rather you told me yes or no tiglow, sir. I've been
looking all over for a job and I'm gone all day ¢prso you couldn't
get in touch with me. It seems a pity to waste youe and raise my
hopes if you aren't really considering me for iie ']

Sammy had taken one startled look at her facehaddeen the quiet
desperation and hopelessness. She had startedheankxt day.

Yes, she had grown up a lot in the last nine mortihe could be
responsible for herself. She had been a seventegmiggirl when
she had run away from home, and now she was a yesangn. And
a stranger wanted to take her freedom away from her



The phone shrilled a double ring and she went swvan It occurred

to her that this would be a good, easy way to éaotif she was at

home or not, but she had an unlisted number anthdyime she'd

thought of it the receiver was off the hook anddaenage done. She
sighed, 'Hello.'

'Hi, kid," Kim answered cheerily. 'The big bad, tyasan is gone
now. He said something about going to the locaphals, so I'd say
you're safe for a little while. You didn't wreck rogr, did you?"

'Of course not,' Dee answered absently, thinkirrd.ha

‘Too bad, sugar. | could use the insurance moneyie-acares about
the car, it's a health hazard, anyway! Well, | needun, a table has
just been seated in my section. See you!

Replacing the receiver. Dee wandered back to pgcldhne didn't
have much time before her cab would be here. Rickip her
knapsack and stuffing her handbag inside, she wenthe bathroom
to get some personal items. Nobody could be suvéhat Carridine
would really do, and it was a gamble to assumettbaiad gone to the
hospitals, but she had no oh dice. She couldrordffo waste any
time, that was for sure.

A crunching of gravel sounded outside, and sheefrtizouldn't be!
It had to be the cab coming early. She ran outhéo bedroom
window and looked out—and nearly fell from shockk&Carridine
was opening up the car door and getting out. Hotlienwvorld did he
know to come here? she asked herself franticallysles swept
through the apartment, closing her suitcase andirsfpat back into
the closet. He would be inside any moment now—uvehaiuld she
do?

She sank slowly on to the couch, her hands idlehmndiace calm
enough, though her thoughts were churning chabtichere was



nothing she could do but meet him. Mrs Gordon wdealdhim that
she was home, so there could be no pretence os¢bet. For the
time being, she was neatly trapped.

She went into the kitchen to start some coffee.nSib@ pungent
smell was filling the tiny apartment and she stoatécisively in the
minuscule cooking area, hands clasped nervously tidoe wasn't
any use in pretending to herself: she was veryeammsive about
meeting the man who had been able to track herfdrusshe had
become used to thinking of him as the enemy, thsuau, the stalker
bent on his prey, and the imagery was now frigimgnto

contemplate.

What would he be like? she asked herself. She ntutéally

remember anything about his personality, though pinysical

presence had impressed her, years ago. Would leetheg? She
wouldn't put it past Judith to hire one, but n@tttidn't fit in with

what she knew of him. One thing she could be stirgas that he
wouldn't be easy to fool.

Heavy footsteps sounded on the stairway, and sisede They were
very deliberate and unhesitating. She had hersekeyed up that
when the quick, hard knock sounded on her doom ¢weugh she
had been expecting it, she jumped violently. Th@iln't do, she
scolded herself. If you aren't feeling poised, thehit, stupid. With
that tender admonition to herself, she took a glook in the mirror
at herself.

The last of the adolescent plumpness had disappeatiee past nine
months, leaving her still small but more slim ighti jeans and a black
sweater. Her blonde hair could use a comb, sheflsatingly, but

then it always could. Her vivid blue eyes were em@re huge than
ever in a naturally pale face. This impression aragated by delicate
bone structure and high thin cheekbones. Thereavtlaiminess about
her face and body that had become apparent asash@adtured. She



had often thought she might have been a cat imnaefolife, for her
entire body was built along a slim, streamlinedcgrahat was
reminiscent of a cat's lithe fragility, or perhapsgreyhound's
raciness. The impression was not a mere illusiba:ceould run very
swiftly and well, having a natural aptitude for sde

She was not taking time to stand and contemplat#ial however,
for that firm knock sounded again at her door, ashéd went to
answer.

The door swung slowly open, and her eyes looketd npeet those of
Mike Carridine. She received a slight jolt, for $te@ln't remembered
the colour of his eyes and found herself lookintp ifewel-green
eyes, arresting in the man's brown face. He wageamwith
masculinely wide shoulders encased in a light gpjatket over a
grey shirt that was casually open at the throathkl@ on a pair of
black slacks that looked to be well fitting and getnfortable. His
frame, she noticed, as she ran assessing eyesiovewas not as
bulky as she remembered but instead more on timesstie, though
well muscled. Of course, she acknowledged flegtinghe was
remembering with the eyes of a child. His dark kas ruffled from
the March wind.

She finished her perusal and looked up, only teahsing that he had
been looking her over too. It was not a sexual lmogrude: they both
had been sizing each other up as opponents, asjgssind
objectively. 'Mr Carridine,' she said quietly, hiolgl out a slim hand.
It seemed to startle him, for his eyebrows shotagphe took her
proffered hand and shook it briefly. She felt theht strength in his
grip as he held her small hand carefully and te¢gd.

‘Miss Janson. May | come in?' was his pleasantlyadimreply. She
inclined her head and stepped back, and he pat¢echer living
room. It seemed suddenly smaller than ever, andetthestricted.



''ve made us coffee,’ she offered politely. 'Woyd like a cup? But
| was forgetting—you had coffee at Dandy's, diglai?'

After a quick, cursory glance around at the cheéatimosphere of the
small room and the homey decorations on the wadidyad brought
his gaze back to her and was watching her with studiing
closeness. 'Yes, but it was only one cup. Anotheuldv be nice,
thank you.'

‘You're welcome,' she answered automatically. 'Haseat and I'll
pour us some." She walked into the kitchen spaadinfy a little
better as the intervening wall hid her from hisagie alert gaze. She
called out, 'What do you take in yours?'

'‘Nothing, thank you.' That voice was really pledssine thought idly,

spooning sugar and milk into her cup. The humouthefsituation

had her smiling wryly as she came back into themdiwvoom space
with the two carefully balanced mugs. Her sparkliaghused eyes
met his and she received another jolt, though sh#dn't explain

why. 'A good joke?' he enquired politely, taking tup from her.

'l suppose so,' she murmured, then broke througteberve-and told
him frankly. 'Isn't this a rich scene? I've done bb@st to shake you
loose from my trail, and for nine months we've be@ewpposition
with each other, and here we are, face to faceHterfirst time,
politely drinking coffee and acting civilised.'

'You see me as being your opponent, then?' he eguedriously,
cocking an eyebrow while sipping from his cup. Dees very aware
of that green, keen gaze, and she dropped heteyes hands.

'Yes,' she replied shortly. 'Opponents matching-w#es, I'd say so.'
She set her cup down without tasting it and stuthiedfingernails
carefully. They needed attention, for they werdiggta bit too long
for comfort at work.



Tense silence. Then, "You were unsurprised whenayswered the
door just now," he commented, and the comment vwpgesation. He
leaned back in the only chair in the room, stretgtaut his long legs.
They reached nearly to where she sat, and shddrestsher gaze to
one shoe for a moment's perusal before answering.

There was no reason to lie. 'l was working today saw you. But
then you know that from talking to Kim, don't yo&he called me
when you left the restaurant, but | wasn't suréyba would be right
here.' Her lips twisted. 'l was gambling that yoeren't coming here
right away.'

'‘Ah, yes," he answered mildly. "The hospital ganibwas a good try
for a last-minute effort, Deirdre. May | call yohat? I've been
looking for you so long, | feel | know you.'

Her head came around to his face and she foundinifimg slightly.

Her eyes narrowed at that. He looked complacent,imveontrol of

the situation, in charge. In charge of her? Likd, rehe thought
grimly. It would be worth it to see his face whenfound her gone,
soon. It did not pay to become too complacent. dig problem

was, she didn't know how she was going to get bthis one. 'Call
me Dee,' she offered casually, widening her eydssamling at him,
friendly.

That sharp green gaze flickered over her againd ‘@hcourse my
first name is Mike. Your landlady told me you weaiek. Is it really
true, or were you just being consistent with ydorys?'

'I'm not feeling well,’ she said ruefully, 'butHirtk it's more from
nerves than anything else. I'd begun to relax,bit see, and seeing
you get out of your car this afternoon gave meltd \When she had
answered the door a few minutes ago, she had lmgrpale from
apprehension. 'Tell me, how did you know to chested Kim surely



didn't let the cat out of the bag, did she? | thdsine was a better liar
than that.'

'It was an educated hunch. You see, I'd guesseddrgery strange
conversation that | overheard when— Kim, is it?—vegred the
restaurant's phone. She jotted down a number amiged the party
that she'd call back. | got a look at the numbat sihe had put down
and called from a pay phone, finding that it wal®aal time and
temperature recording. Nothing conclusive,” he dndgyly, 'but
enough to make me wonder, and it couldn't hurheck here before
checking the hospitals. I'm beginning to recoggmer methods.'

She acknowledged that with a nod, her eyelids dtwhide their
expression. She was thinking rapidly, furiouslyd éor the first time
since she had seen him getting out of his car,fabpeHer knapsack
and bag were in the bathroom, and there was a winGould she
pretend sickness or something, and get in theiy to get out? The
problem was that it was a second story window &edhsad no idea if
there was anything to climb down, or that she wawen fit through
the tiny square. It was, however, worth considering

She needed a little time to think, so she sat laacklooked at him
directly, her blue eyes losing their friendly lighSo," she said
abruptly, 'now what? Surely you had something imdnfor this
occasion?'

A quick turn of his head had him looking at her lgdd'm going to

take you back home, of course," he stated calnfiig. donfidence in
his manner made her hackles rise, but she managdéddé her

antipathy for the moment as she stared at him okiblgly, eyes

wide. His expression changed, became more gentlere are some
very worried people back in Kentucky, Dee. Theyeaasout you and
want you back home. Surely you can work things ooty that

everyone's had plenty of time to think?'



'‘Don't make me laugh! she snarled, and as quaktyer hostility had
surfaced, it vanished, as she got a grim hold oselife She had time
to notice that his brows had shot down at her astbinis eyes
becoming sharper, stern. She continued hardly,y@o happen to
know the law in Ohio, Mr Carridine?' She saw hingiséer her
deliberate use of his last name, felt him tensdori't. In some states
it's against the law to try to force a minor ovigteen years of age to
go back home. Don't you think you'd better checlonpghat before
you so blithely decide your course of action?’

'l don't need to," he said quietly, his eyes nowhasd as hers,
implacable, frightening. He really was the enemlge ghought,

sickened. He was as much the enemy as all thesotiveu see,' he
said gently, the tone making her shudder, 'yowiegyto come with

me, or I'm going to the newspapers and tell thear pame, address,
place of work and real identity. It's one or thbewt Deirdre. Your

choice.'

'‘God!" she muttered, paling. Her eyes searchedamisfound him

absolutely sincere, with no softening of resolve. ¢idn't exactly

look cruel, she had to admit. He was merely doisgdb, no matter
what. 'Why? Why does it have to be that way? Whytdgust go on

with my life as it is hereDamnit, man, it's my life, not yours or
anybody else's!'

"You should go back if for no other reason thanryahligations,' he
said sternly. 'l was hired to find you. If you donlsh to accompany
me back, | can easily call your aunt and uncléytodit and make the
trip back with you, if you'd like. It doesn't matte me. I've done my
job.'

Dee had blanched at the mention of her aunt antk @amd he had
seen it. His face had changed, grown puzzled, bulidn't press the
iIssue. He let silence fall in the room as he gaaetime to consider
the options he had given her. She was feelingtdhable sense of



being trapped again, and it was stronger than ee&ire couldn't go
back! That would be the death of all her independemd happiness.
Judith and Howard were her legal guardians until thenty-first
birthday, and that was an eternity away. For ale'Bdlossoming
maturity, she somehow shrank at the thought ofrootihg her aunt
again. She couldn't, wouldn't do it. She had attigher own life, and
this man sitting so quietly in front of her now wd@ing his best to
take away that right.

'l don't understand,' she muttered sickly. 'l sedlbn't comprehend
this. I'm nearly eighteen years old! This is aqudibus situation!

'You may be nearly eighteen, but you aren't likeheot
eighteen-year-olds,’ he replied, impatience creepintp his
inflections. 'Good God, child, can you imagine fioeror if some nut
or criminal found out that you were living in a epe accessible
apartment in the bad part of Akron, Ohio? | wouldn’e two dimes
for your chances of survival!'

'‘Who would know, if nobody told them?' she cried,dben put a
shaking hand to her forehead and then to her m@&ith.closed her
eyes and swallowed hard. One part of her was adedlgpmg wryly
that it wasn't wholly assumed. This man was ovelwimng her.

‘Are you all right?' he asked her sharply, learforgvard to stare into
her face.

"'l be fine," she mumbled into her hand, too §lyic She bent her
head and stared at the worn carpet, letting albhgrety, her misery
show. She didn't have to act that. 'W-would you egcme for a
moment? I'm a bit nauseated...’

He rose to his feet when she did, his eyes follgwher out of the
room, his expression thoughtful and concerned. IBfte mentally
cursing. She hadn't wanted to see that concedhditt support the



impression that she had carried of him all thesath® She didn't
want to know if he could be kind.

She closed the bathroom door behind her and chregilently

locked it, then she flew to the window to assess giuation. It
looked extremely difficult, but possible. There veadrainpipe right
along the edge of her window and if it would hokt kveight, then
she could shin down. It was an old pipe, and madaeob sturdy

metal, not like the newer, lighter ones. She waalkke the risk.
Moving rapidly, she switched on the bathroom simstso that the
water was gushing out at full strength, then shefally slid open the
ancient window. It creaked and she hissed withtfatisn, but she
didn't really think that Carridine could have hedrover the water.

The window stopped moving upwards and she wasng gushe
could fit through, but she was in too much of arjtio struggle with
it. She zipped up her knapsack and threw it ouhefwindow, then
grasped the edge of the sink with her hands fop@tipvhile she
struggled to get her legs out of the window. It \@asirious, quick,
frantic wriggling squeeze to get her hips througlt,she made it and
slid with a bump to hang with her shoulders in &ed bottom out.
She had lost the grip on the sink as she had stdiztek, and she
scrambled for a handhold on the windowsill befodgieg one
shoulder and then the other out the tiny open aiean, hanging by
her hands from the second story window and suddealysing that
if she fell she would be landing on harsh, cuttigavel, she
cautiously tried to reach for the drainpipe witledrand while calling
herself a crazy fool for even attempting the st barely reached
the pipe, but was able to get a firm enough gmgl, tiere she hung,
unable to loosen either hand for fear of losing drgp entirely and
falling. She closed her eyes, gritted her teethasd it hurt her jaw,
and with a supreme effort unclenched her right hand

The world swung around frighteningly and the sti@mher left arm
was enough to make her cry out, but she was sadmirig on to the



drain with her right hand like a hook of steel,thghe was going
down, hand over hand, until the ground was at somable distance
for dropping. She let go with both hands, landed atouch, turned
and picked up her knapsack, and was out into tkeetsivith a huge

spring.
The whole manoeuvre had taken perhaps a minute aadf.

She saw a yellow battered car bearing a taxi emladents hood

turning on to her street, down the block, and shddchave laughed
at the wonderful timing. It was the first thing thead gone right that
day. She raced down the street, confident thatidbaercouldn't see
her as her living room window was on the opposde sf the house,
her bathroom window being towards the back. Atfremtic wave,

the taxi slewed over to stop beside her. She rletiked over her
shoulder, then she was opening the back door,eotdin and saying
breathlessly, 'Thank God you're here! | told yoaiwhtong time, and |
might miss my plane! Could you step on it, pleas®l get me to the
Municipal Airport as fast as you can haul it?'

‘Sure enough, sweet thing,' the cabby said, winkitegwas a heavy,
good-natured man who looked to be in his fortiesooHe cheerfully
stamped on the gas pedal and the car shot forwiltdyerk that sent
Dee back into her seat. She squeaked and ducked a®whe taxi
shot by Mrs Gordon's house. She sincerely hopetd Gaaridine
hadn't been looking out of the window. Everythiraglthappened so
incredibly fast, though, he was probably still stiag worriedly at
the bathroom door. If he was suspicious, he woulldlg be knocking
and calling to her instead of gazing outside, sorakher thought she
was safe. Still she couldn't assume it, and woakkho go on the
hunch that he had seen the taxi. When he foungdrez, he would be
able to put two and two together, but he still vdod know where she
had gone. She estimated that she had a fifteensteniead, if that.

And she was feeling pretty desperate.



As the cab driver pulled to the kerb just outsiake airport building,

Dee stuffed a bill into his hand and told him shotb keep the
change, and she was out of the car and into theéitgibefore he had
finished his thanks. Once inside, she took stodkéaright and then
to the left, and she caught sight of a flight pfaosted to the left.
Running over, she sent a quick eye down the flighte next one
would be leaving in half an hour, and it was arnirarshe wasn't
familiar with. She got quick directions from a gmla nearby candy
shop, then she was rushing through the huge oplswesg passing
slower people and elbowing her way around standmgips. Her

heart was thumping madly from her swift pace amanfithe sheer
exhilaration of being on the run again, using hetswdodging

discovery. Adrenalin was sluicing through her. Sbeld feel it in her
heightened awareness, the swift ticking of henrai

Catching sight of the airline's counter, she raaroiCould you tell
me if there's an empty seat by any chance on ybgint fto
Washington D.C. in a half an hour?' she asked hleessly, thinking,
what the hell? I've always wanted to go there. Jineat the counter
frowned.

'l don't really know," she replied, glancing thrbugome things

behind the counter. 'The list isn't here. Let meagd get someone
who can find out for you.' She disappeared in thekbwhile Dee

concentrated on getting her breathing steady, fapldautiously

around her.

It was just plain luck that she saw Carridine befbe saw her. He
entered the building with long, impatient stridesking around him,
eyes darting alertly to his right, and Dee wasisddft. '‘Oh, my God!
she moaned, clutching her hair with both hands umiofis

exasperation. 'How the hell does he do it—radar?l she ducked
behind a group of several businessmen, wonderingt whe was
going to do next. She edged around a corner anddfderself
looking at rows of lockers for hire, and then sbekked at her



knapsack. What she needed desperately at the momast
mobilisation and anonymity. She rushed over to ¢banter and
rented a locker space, throwing her things in itkjy after a mad
scramble for her money and identification, whick stuffed into her
pocket. Then she slammed the door shut, thruskéyeinto her
pocket as well, turned and muffled a shriek. Atistathce, over
several people's heads, Carridine was searchirgy¢ae and his eyes
lit on her. Then with a distinctly ominous frownathshe personally
didn't care for one bit, he started to shouldemrag towards her.

That one sight was all she needed. She whirledamdShe had the
advantage as she dodged, ducked under arms, aed ttaough the
people. The airport was very busy that day, andistsesmaller than
Carridine, more able to squeeze past people and& duwound
obstacles. At least she thought that she had thansmbe over
Carridine, but when she darted her head aroundh fquick look
behind her, she saw that he was quite definitelyiigg on her.

There was nothing else for it. She bent her hdadched her hands
into fists, and burst into a quick- footed, agifist that made her
previous pace look as if she'd been standing &éople turned,
looked and pointed at the two running through tinpoat and any
other time Dee might have been embarrassed, ltiu¢ ahoment she
had something else on her mind. And she couldSha.regulated her
breathing, concentrated on nothing but the rhytlitnen speed and
the path before her, and ran as if she were rabadundred- yard
dash, putting everything she had into it. Justamtf of her a worker
pushed a cart of luggage right into her way anthd&o close to
slow down and stop or to try and avoid it, she ryeirecreased her
speed, lengthened her stride, and picked up heaféee appropriate
moment. She sailed right over. Then she swervadp#igrto her left,
ran through the double glass doors, and pickedeunpspeed again
until she was running at maximum strength.



After a moment she risked a quick glance behinddeee if she had
by any chance lost Carridine when she had duckédfaihe door,
and she saw him, even closer this time and stiterd@nedly
sprinting after her. She turned, her breath cormrtquge, controlled
gasps, and stubbornly fixed her mind on runningfaster, then she
reached down inside her somewhere, called fotla fitore speed, a
little more energy, and her body gave it to hee &ttually increased
her speed, still sprinting full out and punishirey body dreadfully as
she pelted down the sidewalk. It was more thanaatguof a mile
now, easily, from the airport.

She couldn't believe it. She was a daily joggeexcellent shape, and
she was a talented runner. She could race at pagds for incredible
distances, and few men could even keep up withamet yet he was
actually gaining on her! That man was good. Thg tmnhg she could
hope for, short of a twisted ankle, was that 'hald/durn himself out
before she in such a bruising sprint. Most shatadlice runners
could pick up incredible speed, but they tendelduim out quickly.
They couldn't keep the pace up. She could only hiogehe was not
in as good condition as she was.

She could hear the footsteps pelting on the sidebahind her and
somehow, teeth gritted and face grimacing, she geth& step her
pace again, slightly. Her breath was coming in fgséaving gasps,
and with every heave red-hot molten fire bolted dlgio her lungs.
Her blood pumped painfully at her temples, andhatliack of her
eyes. Piercing throbs were shooting through hed lesaher body
protested against this punishment, and she wondasesthe heard the
closing footsteps and Mike's harsh, laboured bregtjust behind
her, which would break first, her body or her mind.

And just then something was flung like a bolas atbber two slim

legs, and she came down heavily on the sidewadkytbath knocked
cruelly out of her. She doubled up, gasping forlaer arms wrapped
around her sides, and Carridine let go of her tegge beside her,



panting as heavily as she, his lips pulled badleteal white, gritted
teeth. He pulled himself to his knees, wide chesawing, and rested a
moment.

‘Damn, you're fast!' she heard him say, shakingn&el and drawing
one hand across his brow. His dark hair was winglbland tangled,
she saw, and one shaking hand went to her owneyé¢srhad slewed
to him when he spoke, but she was still fighting bard to get her
breath back to respond. 'But you weren't good emosgeetheart.
All the same, it was a hell of a try.' He stood amached down a big,
supportive hand, and she crouched for a momertt|qoking her
fury and hate at him. He merely looked indiffereamid she slowly
reached out and grasped his hand with her own.

He gave a great heave and helped her to her fdetdtth a sudden

swiftness that was like a striking adder, belyihg bruising and

exhausting race she'd just run, Dee came out ofrdoeich with the

full force of her moving body and the power of hege, and planted a
crippling right hook hard on Carridine's jaw.



CHAPTER THREE

SUDDENLY horrified, she watched his head snap back witHdhee
of her blow, and he took an involuntary step baakiwafor balance.
Then, his head coming down and his jewel-green Basng with
fury, he jerked out his right foot and knocked legys out from under
her. Dee went down like a sack of potatoes, hardesrhip, landing
with a panting grunt.

They were both totally oblivious to the passersvbp were watching
avidly, curiously, staring and pointing. Dee curlga on herself on
the sidewalk, wincing from the pain of her fall andbing at her
bruised hip. She just went inward into her misanger and outrage,
and, yes, fear. She didn't try to get up or mowe,; jsist sat on the
pavement with her head bent and cried.

Somewhere above her head she heard an impatiemidisgugusty
sigh, then two gentle hands came under her arméfeediher right
up off the sidewalk and deposited her on her féaen, as she
refused to look up from under her curtaining fdlbaght hair, she
felt a strong, heavy arm circle her slender shasldad steer her
around the way they had come. They walked this feayhe half a
mile or so back to the airport's parking lot, ilesce, close together.
Dee didn't really know why she didn't object to ais around her,
especially when he was definitely the enemy indy&s, and a great
personal threat to her way of life. All she knewswtiaat her defiance
and anger had crumbled and she was succumbingetodaéd for
personal support and human contact, somethingathé&déen denied
for too long.

Back by his dark green sedan car, Carridine askedudddenly, the
sound making her jump, 'l saw you by the storagkdos. Were you
putting something in one that you'd like to reteadefore we go?'



She nodded, keeping her face averted. They theked/ahside and
she got her knapsack, doing her best to ignorestéres of people.
They left, and as she climbed silently into his, da& asked her
quietly, 'Would you like to go back to your apartitizlt's a little late
in the day to do much of anything else, I'm affaid.

She nodded again, biting her lip and staring outwiadow. There
was a moment of stillness, and she could feeldgand, but she still
couldn't turn to look at him. She was too afraidttehe'd burst into
tears again, and she didn't want to feel humilia®g more than she
already did. Finally he started the car and eas#dbhis parking
space, and she found the courage to speak. thipsgmper. I'm sorry
for hitting you.'

She nearly jumped out of her skin when a firm heache down on
her jeans-clad knee, squeezing briefly before retgro the steering
wheel. 'l don't blame you, child," he replied myldl would have felt
like doing the same, | guess. I'm sorry for knogkyou down. Are
we even?'

Dee stole a quick look at his profile as he turoetdon to a street, and
though his brows were lowered, he was smiling fygs he cast her
a sidelong glance. Then memory returned and réialmshit her, and
she withdrew to her side of the car, as far ascsidd go, saying
tightly, 'Not quite.'

His smile disappeared and his expression becam&eefe nodded
curtly and commented. 'Fair enough." And for th& ad the drive
back to her apartment, he concentrated frowninglthe road.

They managed to miss Mrs Gordon as they went ugtties to her
tiny apartment, and after entering, Deeturned a@kdahim politely,
'‘Would you like to have supper now? | was plannarg having
hamburgers tonight and I'm afraid ground beefesaihly meat | have
unfrozen. We could have meat loaf, if that would gou better.' Her



blue eyes as she looked at him were expressioriEss. She was
doing her hardest to keep her expression schoaledhat blankness,
because inside she was still teeming with wavesragle and
resentment at this man who had the power to upsetlife so
completely. She wouldn't let him see it, thoughe'8falready shown
too much. Her eyes travelled to his left jawling she thought of her
blow, and she was inwardly satisfied to see thatettwas a slight
mark there.

Mike was leaning against the doorpost, his greere gearrowed on
her face, his brows lowered as if in puzzlemeramidurgers would
be fine,' he said slowly, considering her clos&yt if you would

prefer, we could go out to eat. There's no needyfur to cook
something here, if you'd rather not.'

Her expression never changed. She just regarded &&n
emotionlessly as if he were the refrigerator, aad,sl'd rather not
eat out, thank you. Not only do I get my fill ostaurants at work, but
| really don't have the money to spend.' She tuamednd and pulled
out the meat, pleased with her slight dig at him.

She couldn't see his face, but she could tell fngtone of voice that
he was displeased with what she had said as heddpliefly, 'l
would of course pay for your meal, since it wasintation.'

The' anger inside her flickered up again, and simeet to stare at him
coldly. 'And would you mark it down as expensesPd@wcourse you

would, and eventually it would be my money that \@opay for my

meal, wouldn't it? It's ironic, isn't it, that myomey is paying your
fees to find me, when it's the last thing in therld/ld personally

want?'

His face tightened into a dark anger, but he olshomade an effort
to control himself as he said quietly, 'But it'siyaunt and uncle who
are paying my wages, not you, so | believe thisveosation is



irrelevant." And his expression was cold, repellibgt something
hurt and angry inside of her made her retaliate.

'‘My dear sir,' she drawled nastily, her eyes suptetnitter, ‘who the
hell do you think supports my aunt and uncle? GoladHoward
hasn't worked in at least five years.'

He had begun to turn away, but at that he swivalleiply back, his
face wearing a look of frowning disbelief. 'Do ymean to tell me
that your money is supporting your guardians?'

Her insolent pose dropped suddenly and her eyesvaly as she
turned back to the hamburger and the stove. Shehedaout an

absent hand and switched on a burner, her headdoameeshoulders
hunched. She had no idea how young and vulneraieldosked at

that moment, as if the cares of the world werediegi on her

shoulders alone. He stared at her as if he codtktaway. "They're
living in my house,' she said simply, as if thgbleined everything. 'l

used to love that big old lovely home.' Her eyesest unseeingly at
the drab wallpaper behind the stove as her nimhgefs shaped a
meat patty. She shook herself briefly, and glanaedim leaning

down against the cracked sink. He was very nedh s shoulder

nearly touching hers, and his arms were foldedsschis chest. He
was regarding her intently and she saw concermagai

Her eyes went carefully blank and her lips smilgdould you like
one hamburger or two?' she asked him politely.

‘Two, please. Dee, didn't you have anyone to talkéck home, to go
to for help? Wasn't there anyone you could haveeudito, instead of
running away?'

Her mouth twisted and it was an ugly sight. 'Do y@unt to watch the
evening news? | think it's time, if you would tuwn the television.’



She didn't look at him, slamming that door she $@mbriefly opened
with everything inside her. 'l like to listen towhile | fix my supper.’

Silence, no movement. Then a strangely weary Sigle.news would
be nice. Perhaps after supper we could --'

She said with a chatty deliberation, Interruptingatever he'd been
ready to suggest, 'There's a good movie on toragit I've been
wanting to see it. | missed it at the movie theati#e can watch fit,
since we aren't leaving tonight after all." Shedéd the grilling

burgers deftly, then she put vegetables on to ctWkere in the

world are you going to sleep? | don't suppose youlavtrust me to

stay quietly in my bed tonight?’

'‘No," she was assured with a hard amusement.sThatlast thing I'd
expect from you. I'll just bunk down on the floor the bed, | think.
It'll save you money if we don't stay at a motalighit.’ That last was
said sarcastically, and she knew that her dig apaying his wages
had hit a nerve. While she finished supper, he weetite living room
and used her phone, and over the noises she wasgnake heard
him address her aunt directly. Her appetite wasptetely gone by
the time the meal was finished.

After their simple meal, she made coffee and tla@ys her bed and
watched the movie. It was very good and so funayshe sometimes
had to hold her sides from laughing so much. Orezentrerry blue

eyes travelled to Mike's large frame beside hedl, slve caught him
watching her instead of the television, his gapeidy and troubled.
Her smile died as she was shocked into the awasarfi¢ise situation,

amazed at how she tended to forget. She shrank dadkhe rest of
the movie was spent in unsmiling silence.

As she was putting away the dishes after they haided dry, much
later, she opened and closed the few cupboardshiedtad over the
stove, shuffling things around. It was a real dftorget everything to



fit into the small space she had for storage, &edcupboards not
only held all of her dishware, but her canned gaus spices, along
with everything that should have gone in the medi@abinet, if she
had had one. She impatiently thrust aside theiasmd a small pill >

bottle that held only a few more pills, as she gty the salt and
pepper shaker—then she stopped dead, heart thumpadty and

throat constricting, staring at that little, neaglypty medicine bottle.

Then her gaze swivelled to the closed bathroom dbere Mike was
washing up, her eyes wide and horrified at the eityaf the thought
that had struck her. The bottle held prescripti@e@ng pills, left
over from several months ago when the vivid, hgimg nightmare
of her parents' deaths had resurfaced because aitridss she had
been under to find a job and a place to live beli@emoney ran out.
She hadn't wanted to throw away the leftover pitiscase the
nightmare returned. She stared at that little winititle, her blue eyes
narrowed and catlike, then her eyes flew to theeddathroom door
again, from which she could hear water running gredsounds of
him moving around. It would be a terrible thingdo, but she was
going to try.

She wondered if she could pull it off.

When Mike emerged a few minutes later, he foundspeoning in
fresh coffee grounds into a paper liner in her@®ffnaker. He came
and peered over her shoulder for a moment, andsatikebriefly,
'‘Getting it ready for breakfast in the morning,tareld her breath.
Her hands were steady, though, as she slid thaic@ninto place on
the machine, and since he had said nothing, sheeduto face
him.And she received a shock. The actual realitigiof sleeping in
the same room with her had not really surfacedhetdusy thoughts
until then, and she stared at him with wide eyeshbd on a light pair
of cotton pyjama bottoms and absolutely nothing,elds brown
smooth muscled chest bare, as were his feet. Harlmyunced down
him and then away. His were trained on her facetendchurmured



amusedly, 'Be thankful I've made the concessiomwedring the
bottoms. | usually wear nothing.’

Dee didn't say anything. What was there to sayh \afit effort, she
tore her gaze away from that bare, surprisinglsaetive chest and
walked determinedly over to her closet, drawingtauat blankets and
throwing them at him. He caught them deftly. "Thatl | have,' she
said quickly. "You'll have to make do with those.'

'I'll be fine.' He squatted down and began to kegnt out, and for the
life of her she couldn't keep from staring at thmeth, graceful lines
of his body clearly revealed. The line of his poweback curved

down to the leanness of his slim hips, and boths l&mpked

underneath the thin cloth to be well shaped, masc8he knew from
experience how powerful those legs were. If he leeh anywhere
near her, she knew she would never have had arpsagetrunning

him, let alone getting as far as she did. He wasespquick, and that
was a lot of motive power, moving such bulk so #wifShe turned
again, jerkily, and grabbed her own night clothesrf her nearby
dresser, heading for the bathroom with a mufflEdcuse me.' He
had to stand to let her past.

In the privacy of the bathroom, she viciously bresiher small teeth
as she mentally cursed her wide eyes and nervauspihg heart.
Sure, she had no experience with living closeihwitman, and she
had been sheltered during her upbringing and hratyranade friends
with the opposite sex, but that didn't accountterwild pounding of
her heart and the acute awareness that she wagyféml this man.
He was obviously a mature, fully grown male, an@#ractive one at
that, and that was all. She could control hersetfen, she knew she
could. There was nothing special about this maer&kas nothing
special at all.

Except for the fact that he was the most intelligaTiuitive, capable
man she had ever met. There were few people thaabDially felt



intimidated by, but he was one of them, for he doadit-think her,
and he could outwit her if she wasn't careful. $fas beginning to
see that it was a compliment to her own intelligeti@t it had taken
him as long as nine months to find her, not a comgait to his that he
found her in only that amount of time.

She slid her long nightshirt over her slim shoudand frowned
ferociously into the slightly distorted mirror dmetwall. Well, all that
meant was that she was going to have to think hadigway down
and really use her brains for the first time iroad time. The only
reason why he had found her in the first place bexsause she had
underestimated him and relaxed her guard. Shelipge:d up.

And she wasn't going to slip up again.

The bathroom door opened slowly, and she stuckéad around it
hesitantly. There he was, reclining on the floothmhis bare arms
flexed back and hands linked behind his dark hidadvas resting on
one of the huge throw pillows that she used orbkdrin the daytime,
and her bedcovers were pulled down for her. The datws was on
the television, but he was watching her insteadyaweringly. A
fresh wave of nervousness hit her in the regionesfstomach and it
showed. Her big blue eyes were nearly black, theyevdilated so,
and her thin face was very pale. She came outedfdthroom slowly,
looking as if she might bolt at the first suddenvenment.

Mike Carridine said calmly, running his unfathoneghze down her
slim body, 'l was beginning to get worried for anote. | don't trust
you in that bathroom for any length of time andduhd hate to have
to chase you in my pyjamas.'

Dee had to smile at that, reluctantly, and felt fatable enough to
walk closer. The room was so small that he hadayodown his
blankets by necessity right beside her bed, andlshbed on her bed
from the bottom end to avoid stepping over him. Tlkbe settled



gingerly under the covers, eyeing him with that wyagistrustful
gaze.

His face softened a little, and the change in kession from that
was so noticeable that she had to stare. Thoserésatvere really
hard, with a firm, uncompromising jaw and harshettmnes and
browbone, and she'd only seen him with a determioeki in those

bright green eyes. That gentler expression madeldoi younger,

and she found herself revising her impression®ahge. He would be
in his late twenties, perhaps, or thirty. 'You dbave anything to feel
nervous about, child,' he said quietly. 'l won'tthyou.'

Her eyes widened at that, and she felt supremalylest. She was
touched by what he had said, but then her facjalession sharpened
and she snapped, 'l don't believe that, and | darst you. You're

hurting me now, damn you, and there's nothing ld@mabout it"

His eyes changed and they stared at each other fanute before
Dee deliberately rolled over and pulled her coverser neck. There
was a moment or two of tense silence and then $omgetustled. She
stiffened, but all that happened was that the lggg abruptly doused
and they were plunged into darkness. The last thaig between
them was when Mike said implacably, "We leave ia thorning,
early.' And the words fell on her heart like a heatone.

Dee didn't sleep well at all, what with nervousnessnping in her

stomach and apprehension holding her in its grige Sould hear

Mike's quiet breathing, even and soft in the daskhand the sound
was strangely intimate and soothing. Even so, slddlire impression
of a coiled, dangerous animal crouching at herdedtshe dared not
move for fear she might wake the beast.

When the first golden rays began to dispel the greds greyness,
she quietly crept out of her covers and went tdingrkitchen to start
the coffee. When she turned around and glancedlat, he found



him watching her calmly, alertly, though he stilbked relaxed. He
also looked rested, which was more than she cayd@ herself.
She put a self-conscious hand to her rumpled hakibg sleepily.

'l must look like a mess,' she mumbled, sliding éygs away from
his. In actuality she looked like a sleepy rumpkéten, with those
clear blue eyes peering out from under the yelloWd @f her curling
hair. The nightshirt was too large and merely sgteeemphasise the
slight delicate lines of her bone structure, anelxdattention to her
legs.

'‘Mm," was his only comment, but when Dee glancecmgb caught
his gaze, she saw appreciation flicker in themeaswkept her over
with an encompassing look. That made her more seléaous than
before, and she became aware of how much bare Hegwss

exposing. In comparison to her tiny bikini, it wdsmuch, but the
context of it was what had her blushing furiouglyguick second
glance at him found him looking slightly amusedd ahis only

served to make her redden even more. 'Who getsdilos on the
bathroom?'

She seized on that gratefully. 'I'll get in first, that | can be packing
while you're in." And then, with asudden forlorrokoaround, she
added miserably, 'What's going to happen to alkimmgs?' But she
ducked her head without waiting for a reply, theamed to bring

down a coffee mug from the cupboard, pouring softeefresh hot

liquid into it and handing it carefully to him, heaattling madly

away and mouth dry. She kept a stern hold on h@ession, though,
and her face was calm. Mike took it with a murmutiedanks, and

then glanced at her other empty hand curiously.

‘You're not having any?' He sipped at the cup ainded at its heat.

'‘No,' she replied offhandedly, 'l want to take awsér first so that my
hair can dry. Leave the burner on and I'll haveesarnen | get out.’



He nodded, and she quickly escaped into the mimeigeivacy of the

bathroom, shutting the door and leaning againgagjging. Then,
shooting into frantic action, she jumped into thewer and was out
again before the water had a chance to heat upelliogvher hair dry

and combing it with a ruthless disregard for thaenfoh tangles, she
was out again in about seven minutes. The drugpea®rful and it

would start to hit him soon. She found him pamaltessed, with a
pair of faded jeans on and a dark blue shirt, uobed. He was
sitting at the table and holding his head in onedh@and Dee felt a
surge of guilt at what she had done. She advarmetibasly. 'How

are you feeling? Are you getting disorientated?'

His head came up and he looked at her angrily. Ymgged me,
didn't you?' The words were angry, yet slurred, sirelwinced.

She didn't bother to lie. 'Yes, | did. I'm sorrytthhad to.'

She came over and put a hand on his arm, feelexgtiscle bunch at
her touch, so that she stepped back nervously. \Moiget violent?
He tried to stand and started to fall, and shetoams side quickly,

throwing her arms around his waist for support. Is#iped him to her
bed and let him fall on it, stepping back pantindiie was heavier
than he looked. Then she sat on the edge of tharktboked down

at his face. It was strange, looking at him likes.tiHe seemed so
helpless, for all his smooth, latent muscled stitenige focussed his
eyes with difficulty on her face, one hand coming to cup her

cheek, only to fall lifelessly on to the bed again.

Impulsively Dee reached out and smoothed hair dveay his brow,
and it was silky to the touch. 'How long do | hdve@ muttered,
fighting to keep his eyes open.

'Only a minute or so. They're strong sleeping pidbe answered
softly. Strange, to feel regret. "You should belwedted by the time



you wake up, in about five or six hours. | hopeytben't give you a
headache, like they did me.’

Mike sighed, resignedly, and incredibly his lipsirged into a
fleeting smile. 'You little shit, why'd you go add a thing like this
for?'

1l run until | die," she said quietly. 'No amduof coercion will
change that. | will not be forced into somethingiagt my will. | tell
you, | will not go back.'

'I'm going to come after you, you know that,' heisplkred, closing

his eyes and opening them again to stare at herwias amazed that
the sleeping pills would take so long to affect hite should have

been out cold long ago.

‘Stubborn man!' she muttered, running her gaze lugdace. He was
a very handsome man, and she suddenly realiseditbatas resting
one hand lightly against his bare chest.

He muttered mockingly, 'Stubborn child," and hissfiuttered shut
for the last time.

Dee watched him sleeping as peacefully as a balglyslae smiled a
strange smile that she couldn't explain even tcsdier 'Never

underestimate your opponent, Mike Carridine. I'nthibd.' And she

touched his motionless lips with her own.

Even though she knew she had time, she raced atldend mad

thing, stuffing essentials into her knapsack arehming out the
coffee-maker. Then she thoughtfully prepared Mikace salad for
lunch and tucked him under the covers so that heldvde

comfortable. She didn't know what appalled hemntlost: the fact that
she had drugged him, or that she had actually diks®, even if he
was unconscious of that. She didn't know what ciagyulse had



prompted her. After stuffing her handbag into heagsack, she
wrote out a hasty note, giggling a little nervously its smart
message: Take your time. There's lunch in thegefaitor. The rent's
paid until the end of the month. Dee.

When she was ready to go, she stood for one last &and stared
down into his face. The covers were pulled to hisst, but even so
she could see a good expanse of brown skin. Hd Wwea turned to
one side, and he was breathing deeply, evenlyebdbc She had
the suspicion that he wouldn't be so peaceful wieewoke up, and
she suddenly felt a chill of apprehension whentsbeght of what he
might do if he actually caught up with her agaimnit Bhe shrugged
that away, and bent to press her soft lips agaissivarm forehead.
Then she quietly shut and locked the door behim@abeshe left.

The lock on the door was an old one, the kindybatneeded a key to
unlock from either side. As she raced down thesstliee wondered
gleefully if he knew how to pick locks. If not, thdwe was going to
have a Jieli of a time getting that door open, sbbbursting through

it. Once outside, she scampered nimbly over tadisand let out the
air in all the tyres, leaving him a nicely detail®ap, hastily drawn,

showing him the route to the nearest gas statibe. t3cked that

under a windshield wiper. Those delays might gieeds much as an
hour more, which was a nice chunk of time.

After all that, she turned and loped on down theett When she
came to the major four-lane highway that ran roughtyth and
south/southwest, she began to stick out her thdniew cars passed
her by and a third began to slow, but she didk& the look of the
man in the driver's seat, so she ducked her headamleft for a
block or so. He would have to turn around and géte other lane to
come back after her, and a quick glance back shakatche hadn't
bothered. Then a large truck was barrelling her,\&ag she stuck out
her thumb in an effort to get the trucker's attamtiAt first she
thought he was going to whizz on by, but then skadha screeching



of brakes and saw it lurch to a stop several yahgsd. Sending up a
hopeful prayer, she ran back and just reached dabeo€ the truck
when the passenger door was thrust open and degriaead popped
out to shout at her cheerfully, 'Hey, little punkneed a ride?'

'Oh, please!" she shouted back, over the poweniihe's roar. She
was unaware of just how frightened she looked, Wweh blue eyes
almost black and her cheeks flushed red from rugniim in a bit of

a hurry!

‘Well, sweet thing, climb on up and have a seat!fdared, backing
up so that she could haul herself in. She did esmlbtingly, secretly
amazed at how badly she was shaking. After all twiaas there to be
worried about? Everything was going her way sotlfiat day. The
trucker yelled cheerfully, 'I'm going way down doutind you're
welcome for as long as you care to ride!'

Plopping down breathlessly on the wide seat, Déesbock of her
surroundings and her new friend, and found thatlikkd both very
much. The cab was neatly kept and well dusted, wpoke well for
the driver's habits. The driver himself was arotrglfifties, with a
powerful barrel chest and huge biceps. His faceal&s-shaven and
his faded blue eyes twinkled in a network of wreskfrom years of
long-distance squinting. Dee was observant and qumckher
character assessment, and when she saw the gotingdzhnd on
his left hand, she breathed a sigh of relief. Harssd nice enough.

The truck was lurching forward with a roar, and thiever told her
conversationally, 'My name's Chuck, Chuck Greenwadnat's yours,
punkin?'

'‘Deirdre,' she said loudly, having to speak overttick's roar. 'But
my friends call me Dee.' They hit a hole in thedraad she bounced
totally off her seat, making Chuck laugh heartily.



'‘Why, you ain't any bigger than my little granddiatey, punkin!" he
shouted gustily. 'What's a sweet thing like yountdiitch-hiking
around? Don't you know that's a good way to getzhur

'I'm running away!" she yelled blithely. 'My boynd's gotten a little
rough with me lately, and | don't like being hibalt I'm going to try
and get home to my grandparents, in Missouri.al$ &s good a story
as any, she shrugged. Maybe she could make Mikeder out as
being the cruel boy-friend. It was a satisfying teonplation.

‘That's bad, that's real bad! Why, I'd guess orad gauff-of wind
would knock you down, sweet thing, let alone a gslag@ in the face!'
said Chuck with a ready sympathy, shaking his dregd soberly.
‘You reckon he's gonna come after you?'

'‘Probably," she sighed. If Mike Carridine had @&dilher for nine
months, he wasn't about to stop now, like he'd £xae felt a wave of
pure frustration quiver through her. In all the otyy, in the entire
wide world, she couldn't shake one stubborn marhefftrail. This
was getting to be annoying.

'‘Well, punkin, you just let me know if you see hsomin' and I'll take
care of him for ya," he told her comfortingly. iyt little thing like

you needs protection in this world, that's whaot&tion in this
world. What was your name? Deborah?'

'‘Dee!" she shouted, chuckling a little. It had baetsk, hitch-hiking

like she had, but all the truck drivers she had hna&t been kindly,

gruff men, and it had apparently been a risk welittvtaking. By the

end of the first hour, she and Chuck were fashflgg and by the end
of the second, Dee knew the name of everyone irciCsiuather

extensive family. She listened with fascination res conducted
cheerful conversations on the CB radio, using jargloe only half

comprehended.



'‘Hey, good buddy, | got me a pretty little yelloanary bird running
away from a big bad cat, come back," Chuck spoketire receiver
and, totally mystified, Dee listened for the reply.

'‘What's your big bad cat look like, little canargfe of the truckers
asked, and Chuck raised an eyebrow at Dee.

'Oh!" she fumbled, as realisation hit that she tastopic of the
conversation. 'l—I don't know. You mean my boy-fd&ncar? It's a
dark green, | don't know the make.'

Chuck gave her a look that plainly expressed thdtddn't expected
any more from a woman, no matter how delightful sias, and Dee
was hard put to it to keep from laughing as he weadk to his
conversation. Soon all of the truckers in north®mo knew about
her and that she was running away from her boydrigme Big Bad
Cat. She squirmed a little at the freedom with Whibey all
cheerfully discussed her problem, and devoutly Hdpat Carridine
didn't have a CB in his car. If so, he would knogr hpproximate
direction and mode of travel before the day was $bé wished she
had known what Chuck was about to say before luttchly done it,
but the damage was done now. There was no use ingpabout it.

After a while, she began to get drowsy and sheedwip in the seat,
putting her tousled fair head on her knapsack afaking. She was
more depressed than she had first realised. Shkl\waue to find a
way to go back for some of her things. She slept.

'Hey, wake up, punkin! Wake up! Boy, you sure dieep a lot!
Chuck shouted at her, shaking her with one handhen slim
shoulder. Dee sat up groggily and knuckled her é&gfsre staring
out. The daylight was beginning to fade and evemmg setting in.
Everything looked unfamiliar. "You gettin' hungry?'



She considered that. She hadn't eaten anything necday before.
'Yes, | am. Where are we, Chuck?' The highway Iddke= a dark

blue-grey ribbon in the fading light, and brighospof yellow, red

and blue from lit signs showed brilliantly as gésisns, restaurants
and motels turned on their night signs. The sudogmcountryside

was fading from a dark green to a total black. &God! Did | sleep

the entire day away?'

‘Just about! You fell asleep right around eleven iéis gettin' pretty
late right now! | stopped some time ago, but youenso dead you
never noticed, and | didn't have the heart to wgkeWe're some
distance just north of Cinncinatti. | got me a fakte truck stop'o
'mine an' the boys, comin' up in a few miles. Ghilp on the CB and
there's gonna be some friends of mine there, ifrgawillin’ to eat

then.'

'‘Sounds good. I'm ravenous!" Dee told him enthtisall. He

grinned and nodded, patting his own stomach ineageat with her.
Dee rummaged around and brought her hairbrushoostraighten
some of her tangles while she looked out of thelaim She felt very
strange, sitting up so high in the cab of the hiugek. Everything
seemed so different.

After a little while, Chuck signalled and pulled oh to an exit ramp
that swirled in a great spiral down, sending thexckixo the array of
brightly lit buildings easily seen from the highwdye then expertly
parked the monstrous vehicle and turned off thenen@oth of them
jumped to the ground, Dee finding her legs stibinfirstaying in one
position for so long. It was greatly refreshindp&able to walk about,
and she sighed with pleasure as a cool wind blewlygagainst her
cheek.

‘This way, punkin," Chuck told her, gesturing taather dirty white,
one-story building with a neon sign splashed onrtad. 'l don't
know about you, but | need to use the little bogsm.'



Dee giggled at him and fell into step beside hinthwer knapsack
slung over one shoulder. He held open the dodndoiand followed
behind, pointing out the way to the public restrgoifter she had
used the facilities and had straightened her appear she went back
out to be eyed curiously by several unknown mest da she was
beginning to feel nervous about it, Chuck barrell@d the dining
area and swept past her to start pumping handsalhd. He then
introduced her to everyone, including with thealneames each one's
CB pseudonym, and she started to relax when sbgmes=d a few of
the men she had talked to that afternoon.

They were all a cheerful, easygoing bunch, andvieetreated like a
fragile queen, which she loved, but she was undellusions about
some of the men. If she hadn't been under Chucktegiion and
with several of his friends, she wouldn't have dike bet on her
chances with some of the rougher-looking types.tAgas, she was
sandwiched in firmly between Chuck and one of hisldies, a
younger fellow every bit asrough and gruff as Chwsid if anyone
happened to leer too long in her general directienyas treated with
a wide-eyed, warning stare from either of the twenm

Supper was hot and hearty and conversation shdegheased while
everyone tucked into their supper. Dee had to seehkeral times
during the course of her meal. Her presence realbrthrew the

natural flow of conversation for the men, she cadd. Many times
someone would start to make a ribald joke or aera@nment, and
he would fall silent in the middle of the statemeAtready her

vocabulary picked up at the restaurant had beerased by several
words and phrases, some of which she made a nmertéato look up

in the dictionary or ask someone about, if theiol@ry happened to
be too clean.

Chuck insisted on buying her a dish of ice crearawéveryone had
coffee, so she tucked into that with enjoyment. ®hse just licking
her spoon and contemplating her steaming cup ofbhev with



pleasure when the glass door at the entrance sojggand a dark
man walked quietly in. Dee glanced up casuallygbasight of the
man and promptly dropped her spoon in consternatimugh with

no great surprise.

Mike's silent green gaze swept over the dining areahcame to rest
on her. She sighed as he gave her a short, perfynobd and

immediately headed her way. Chuck glanced at Hes,'you gotta

drink up your coffee before it gets too cold.' Reahe thought with

amused exasperation, he's worse than a fussy afdigiother! He

saw the expression on her face and looked in tteettbn her eyes
were trained. 'Is that the boy-friend, punkin?'

'l guess you could call him that,' she said taklg.was sure sticking
as close as a lover! If only that were the problem.

Mike was silently passing occupied booths and Deeadht his very
guietness was more menacing than all of the blustée world. His

face looked hard and set, and his eyes glittesrdiisg off sparks of
something volatile that Dee thought would be baéfrunexpressed.

Sliding casually out of the booth, Chuck came oefole Mike to
block his way and was immediately joined by FredaflThusky
fellow, for all his earlier good humour, was begimn to look
pugnacious. Dee began to feel alarmed.

'Hey there,' Chuck said heartily. '"How ya doind buddy? What do
you need? If you're wantin' a meal to eat, thgieisty of tables in the
other direction.’'

Mike looked beyond him to Dee, his expression utabée as he
stared into her suddenly huge, apprehensive éyesnt to talk to the
young lady over there,' he said quietly, in hisapnt low voice. He
hadn't even acknowledged the threat in Chuck'dytearty speech
by so much as a blink of the eyes. All his attantieas focussed on



Dee's face. He was as tenacious as a bulldog.ekes the danger
hanging like sulphur in the air and she silentlyossy Damn him!
Why didn't he just leave? Why was he taking suokk®

‘We-ell," Chuck drawled slowly, 'l don't think thile lady wants to

talk to you. She's busy eatin' her supper, andystumight give her

indigestion. We wouldn't want to do that, now, wbwle? She's such
a sweet little ol' thing." He took a step furthedaFred touched
shoulders with him as they blocked Dee's view dfaMiT'he potential

for physical violence was there, like explosive ayrte, and without

being aware of her intention, Dee was standin@péntiooth to perch
herself so that she could see Mike's face. Hisrgriegplacable eyes
sought hers. A nervous waitress shifted from orw fo the other,

behind a counter.

Dee tried to signal frantically to Mike with heresy jerking her head
to the door in an attempt to get him to leave. Féchved her silently,
from under level brows, taking in the anxiety swiolis in her blue
eyes, and then he deliberately walked forward.

Both Fred and Chuck moved simultaneously, and dReenl's hands
came out to knock at Mike's shoulder to push hioghty back. But
Mike wasn't there, as he pivoted neatly on one, fipaick as a snake,
to avoid the shove and parry with one of his own.tHat brief
moment, Dee realised as she watched Mike's coadirsjpeed that he
could have taken care of both Fred and Chuck tahair bulk and
strength, and won, if it hadn't been for the fekothat came up
behind him to grasp his arms and twist them tighéfind his back.
Mike's eyes came back to Dee's as his back arajpmusangly and
his head jerked up, nostrils flaring, and Chuckfa aas swinging
back for a blow when she galvanised into action.

She launched from the back of the booth where atdéken perched
and moved so swiftly that she had a hold of Chutkisched fist and



was dragging on it with all her strength as sheawed, 'Don't hurt
him!"

Chuck's eyes widened at this and he turned imnegiatto the

gentle gruff man that she knew, putting his armuacbher shaking
shoulders and saying, 'Why, little punkin, it's ganbe all right.

We're just gonna make sure that he don't give yyunaore scares,
that's all.’

Dee was tired of being treated like a precious ®ilbg and she
snapped irritably, 'And what do you think you'rargdpto me, right
now? Do you think this isn't scaring me half toth@aAnd who gives
you the right, anyway?' Neither of them saw thagief satisfaction
in Mike's eyes, quickly veiled. 'l can take carergfself! | know how
to hit, too, if | need to, you know!

There were chuckles all around at this and somebagyered, 'The
little canary's turned out to be a tigress aftét @huck grinned
amicably and stepped back, and the binding handdikeals twisted
arms fell away. He straightened slowly, intent loa two in front of
him.

'‘Why, punkin, you just go right ahead,' Chuck tok&t. 'But just the
same, | think you'd better have your conversatidmere, so's we can
keep an eye on you.'

Dee nodded shortly, her anger fading. 'Thanks, Khste said,
laying a hand lightly on his arm, and it was codeamd squeezed
gently.

‘Any time, punkin. | reckon you two need to workntis out between
you anyways.' He sat down and everyone generdlyed, but she
was extremely aware of his sharp eye on them wiglsipped his
coffee. Mike saw, too.



Dee stared up at Mike, taking in his generally tited demeanour,
and retorted, 'You really are a clever one, Miker@me! Yes, I'll
have a cup of coffee with you! But don't you staking it for granted
that I'm going to go anywhere with you!" This lags said with a
quick shake of a finger under Mike's nose, and redeed sniggers
around her.

'‘Come on," he said, taking her gently by the archlaading her away
to a corner table, out of earshot from everyone.ebhe slid into a
chair while he ordered coffee for the two of themorosely studying
the man across from her from under blonde, lowbreds.

'‘How did you know | would react the way | did?' steked abruptly.
'It was a good guess.'

He shrugged gracefully, hunching one shoulder aadihg his chin
in one hand. 'I've had to study your charactethadl time, to try to
figure out what you would have done in differentiations that had
confronted you. I've talked to people from the Wmsity, and | think
| have a generally goodimpression of everyone's/\oé you. One
thing you aren't is bloodthirsty.'

'‘Don't push it too far,’ she warned him darkly, amatl to grin
reluctantly when he laughed. Her blue eyes became&mplative,
mocking. 'So you think you know me that well, hmm?'

'‘Quite the contrary,' she was told immediatelyorily know other
people's impression of you. I'm only now beginntagform some
impressions of my own, having met you. The onlnghl can say
with certainty about you is that I've underestindateu time and time
again. In fact," and his gaze flickered over to meh@huck was sitting,
'I'm beginning to think that the majority of peoplederestimate your
potential, Dee.’



She had to feel flattered in spite of herself, Wwas quick to change
the subject since she considered the conversatiberrirrelevant.
‘You have, | take it, a CB radio?"'

His gaze became mocking and one corner of his myuitked. '‘But
of course. I'm the big bad cat, am 1?

She snorted with derision. 'He was on the radio llathbing to
everyone in the CB world before | could stop hing.tBe time | could
sift through the jargon and understand what hetal&sg about, the
damage was done.'" She put up her hands and rubldesr ayes
tiredly. In spite of the sleep she had snatchethentruck, she felt
tired from the upsets of the last two days. 'Hoaydiu feel when you
woke up?'

'l had a headache,' he replied sourly, his expessry. Dee noted
absently that his nose looked as if it had beekdon a fight. He
really was very handsome, she thought, and waslymslarprised
that, aside from some exasperation, he didn't apgpdee angry. '‘And
when | -found the door locked on me and my tyreametely, utterly
flat, | wanted to turn you over my knee and makerymackside black
and blue. But I've calmed down a bit." He pausatithen admitted
ruefully, 'l guess | had it coming to me, thougbr, éver letting my
guard slip. So, now what?'

'‘What, what?' she asked, and laughed. 'I'm sd'tired

'l know," he said, and it was gentle, making heklat him in
surprise. He was regarding her seriously. 'Whatyategoing to do,
Dee? Are you going to come with me, or are you gaogo with
Chuck and his friends?"

‘And if | go with Chuck?' she asked, sending a thgig-swift,
dagger-bright glance his way. He looked about asamievor as
shakeable as a brick wall.



‘Then | follow.' There was no hesitation.

Her brows shot up. 'lIt's a good way to get hurt, koow.'

‘I know. I'll risk it." He didn't, she thought anigr look worried.
Dee muttered tiredly, feeling dispirited, 'Why dodu go away?'

He responded promptly, 'Why don't you go home? &@bkea lot of
people worried about you.'

'Oh, hell!" she burst out, supremely angry, andelgess flared before
becoming shadowed. 'Don't spit that nonsense to & leaned
forward. 'Are you trying to make me feel guiltyaase you get hurt?
I'm not responsible for your actions. If you follane, then it's on
your head!

'l wouldn't presume to make you feel responsibterig actions,' he
said quietly. 'I'm merely hoping to influence yalacision. It worked
just now. You couldn't bear to see me get my faashbd in, could
you?'

She buried her face in her hands and tried to tHmlspite of her
brave and callous-sounding words, she knew shedirfeal guilty if
he got hurt because of her. He was just doingafs |

In favour of her leaving with him was the fact tishe could still slip
away, because there was a lot of ground to covevdam here and
home. And when she had appeased her own consdgriaeowing
he would not be hurt directly as a result fromdwling her, then she
would try again. Her shoulders slumped even magsatedly, since
she knew he was watching her. 'All right,' she ywired softly, 'I'll
go with you.'



CHAPTER FOUR

AFTERgoodbyes had been said to Dee's trucker friendse Whered
her out of the restaurant and into his car. Sheithembered
correctly—it was a dark green, sleek- modelled sezanbuilt for
comfort and durability. She slid into the passengide willingly
enough and curled her legs underneath her, reséntpead against
the back of the seat. Mike soon got in on the disv&de, and with
one frowning glance at her tired face and exhaudesdeanour, he
leaned forward to switch on the ignition. Then hélgd into the
curve that led on to the highway and they were imgasouth. Dee
dozed in her seat while he drove into the night.

He didn't stay on the highway for long, however #me change in
the car's rhythmic purr woke her up. She sat ditaip and looked
dazedly around her, pushing the tangled blondedfiirer forehead.
Mike pulled into another travelling oasis and parksamoothly in
front of a motel. He said quietly, "You look abagatdy to call it a
night.'

She merely nodded. He got out and came aroundrtsidieto open
the door for her. As she hesitated, he told héwread of amusement
running through his low voice, 'Tired though youynize, | don't
think I'd trust you as far as | could throw youydtfu wouldn't mind,
I'd like your company while | register for a room.’

She grimaced and heard him laugh, and who coultélam? she
thought. | wouldn't trust myself either. Slidingtaef her seat, she
stuck her hands into her front pockets and joinedds he went into
the motel's office. Behind the counter was a syriittie man with a
drooping moustache. He was reading a dogeared Weastgel and
looked up uninterestedly as they entered. Mike wernward and
requested a double room for one night, and Debédldisis the greasy
little man's eyes slid over her with an oily,, msating look. But one
glance at the set face of the man in front of hurligd any remark he



might have made, and he sullenly asked for the payifor the room.
Mike gave him some bills, received a key, and tluened away from
the counter, his dark face holding a fleeting lobklisgust.

She had been looking at him thoughtfully, her lakdee eyes

understanding, and for one moment they were bogieifect accord

as his eyes met hers. He smiled then, wryly, ané masual hand on
her shoulder as they walked out of the office.r$¢sabout that.'

She was concentrating on her own mixed-up emotigvisy?'

'l wish you hadn't had to see that greasy littlg back there,' he said
a little tightly. 'l didn't mean for that to happen

'‘Oh!" she replied, a little fluster and then amu$€édu mean that guy
thinking we were having a one-night stand?'

He gave her one look, a swift piercing glance. tBhexactly what |
mean. | won't let you have a room of your own, koaw.'

'‘But of course not!" she exclaimed, surprised. ould have been
astonished if you had. | certainly didn't expect &he heard a low,
masculine laugh, and her brows shot up as shesedalhat he was
shaking his head and chuckling.

'You amaze me at every turn!" he told her. 'l lkalbected a tantrum
or perhaps a show of hostility when | caught ughwibu this time,

but you calmly tell me you hadn't expected anytrefse. And now

this . . . the things you manage to take into stridou’re something
special, Dee.’

'l like to think so,' she murmured, taken abackistwords of praise.
She then noticed the suitcase he hauled out afiin&, along with
his own. 'Oh, marvellous! You brought some of mytioés! Thank
you very much.'



‘You're welcome,' he replied, still laughing at.hErey strolled along
the shadowy sidewalk, looking at room numbers arheoor, and
when they came to their room, he stopped, put dibwersuitcases,
and unlocked the door. She went on ahead of hinttandd on a few
light switches while he deposited their suitcasestlee two beds
before locking and bolting the door.

She sank on to one bed and asked him interest&tlyyou really
understood why | drugged you?'

Mike hesitated and then admitted slowly, 'I'm begig to see your
perspective a bit, yes.'

‘That's a handsome thing to admit—and by the waly, feel awful
about that, really. I'd never done anything likattim my life. And |
think you're taking it amazingly well.'

A strange, slight smile split the hard quality af Features. She felt
something hit her in the region of her stomach ahd stared,
obviously. The gleam of his white teeth showed agtaa naturally
dark complexion tanned to an even darker browndidgged a chair
around and relaxed into it, and she was struck atés long length
when he stretched out his legs, much like theeraafternoon.

'‘Perhaps it's because | sympathise with you mae tlshould,’ he
murmured, and she felt so jolted by that admisssbe, didn't know
what to say. There was a strange look invadingyes, making them
cloudy. 'You feel threatened; it's understandaBksides, as | said
before, if I'm that easy to dupe, then | deservbédadrugged. It'll
teach me a lesson.’

'‘Never to trust me again, I'll bet!" laughed Deey, &yes crinkling at
him. She saw his widen briefly before his lids casiesvn to hide
them. 'You know, | have to say | really admire yowork. You've



done an excellent job hunting me down. It's nothsigprt of
incredible how you've managed to unravel my tangiaidl’

'l thank you," he replied, with a jaunty inclinatiof his head. 'And |
should return the compliment by saying that | ceerhember when
I've felt so challenged. Your brain must be verystad to come up
with some of the stunts you pulled. That was véeyer, hiding away
in the attic to wait for the uproar of your disappce to go
elsewhere. The one place in the world where natlomaght to look.
Well done, indeed!

She felt a flicker of uneasiness lick at her migdia. This man was
so frighteningly, formidably alert—only one persona thousand
could have guessed her ruse from that night. Arednsds pitting her
wits against him. She felt a sudden keen regrdtfétta had placed
her in opposition with him. She liked and admired.HHow did you
know I'd camped in the attic?'

‘Merely chance. After a few days of checking arothairports and
bus depots, | returned to the scene of departudenamt over your
room inch by inch,' he explained, putting a leangéired hand up to
rub at the back of his neck. 'When | idly pushedhenloose panel of
wood that lay across the hole, | realised I'd laiy plirt. That was
when | finally began to realise what kind of inigdince | was up
against. Fresh breadcrumbs and a half used gaitpofjwater gave
you away, I'm afraid.’

'I'd forgotten about that?' Dee shook her head et bdwn
forgetfulness. 'Well, it served its purpose attthee." ..

'Served its purpose quite well, | should thinkoreed Mike, standing
to go over to the phone and picking up the phormk Ibong beside it.
'I'd been meaning to ask you—were you the smackaiho called
the press and told them you were missing?'



She gurgled with laughter. 'Yes, | am. It was thé/avay | could
think of to handicap your movements. Did it work?'

‘Infuriatingly. | swore several times that whenalught up with you,
I'd wring your pretty little neck! Would you likeome pizza?' he
asked, running a neatly manicured finger down ate sf the page
slowly.

'‘N-not really,' she murmured, feeling very fulldndher supper. 'l had
guite a bit to eat just a little while ago. | mighanage a piece or two.
Are you hungry?'

‘Starving,' he told her, 'famished, and otherweeenous. | haven't
eaten since early this afternoon, and for somepicable reason
seemed to lose my appetite at the truck stop fiktier stopped for a
moment.

Dee felt just terrible as a pang of guilt shot tigb her. For the first
time she realised just how much she had upsetniagr's life,

dragging him all over the country and upsettingsaisedule. Her jaw
and eyes hardened at that thought, and she goy ahdperself for
getting too sympathetic with someone who was p#yfable to take
care of himself. He had taken the job. It wasnftfhalt that he had
galloped all over the place, looking for her. Aredgrobably was well
paid for it, too.

Mike glanced up just then and caught the harddm#dy look on her
tired face, and his own expression changed. Pudkovgn the phone
book, he crossed his arms in front of his wide thes kicked one
leg over the other. 'You've just remembered, havgou?' he
murmured. 'For a few hours you actually forgot thatthe bad guy
in this situation.’

And suddenly the veneer was stripped away and seseeing again
the purpose behind all the charm and pleasantaadsa feeling of



anger and, strangely, loss welled up inside hemdmnely when
one is not alone is a frustrating emotion, andestperienced it as she
stared across the room at the man who was aganst levery turn.
'‘Well?' she asked, flippant and not caring thatwhs. 'Aren't you?
Just along with all the others who never took theetto ask what
would make me happy, instead of telling me? Pardenmister, but
| don't think very highly of your methods!'

A brow cocked at that. He was angry. 'And you'eedhginal "poor
little rich girl", is that it? The usual outcry tie teenager—nobody
understands me! Do you have any idea of the amafuwbrry and
care and trouble that you've brought to so manple@dDo you even
care?'

It had been quite some time since she had thougherself as an
adolescent, and the suspicion that he thought pfaesuch hurt
unbearably. She felt a wave of fury so deeply isgethat she wasn't
sure she could control it, and she stood, her lejgzeng brilliantly in
her suddenly white face. They looked like jewelsuid and
sparkling, and the man across the room watchednkertly. For a
moment she wasn't sure if she was going to waltloupm and slap
his face hard or walk out of the room, and theggla for control
seemed to take forever, though in actuality it veady a few
moments. She just looked at him, turned on her, la@el headed for
the bathroom.

Suddenly he was there, grabbing her shouldersanth§ her to turn
around, and this was heaping insult upon injury. ¢{es spat hatred
at him; how could she have considered him somebaesuld like
and respect? 'Running away seemed to be a habiyaut' he gritted
between his teeth. 'Perhaps it's because youwlanttto grow up, is
that it? You can't stand it when things don't goryown way, can
you?'



She thought the top of her head would come off withpressure of
trying to keep her temper in control, and she ssidwly,
measuringly, bitingly, 'l am not, as you so eloglyeput it, "running
away" from what you have to say. | merely think ithimportant and
irrelevant to this topic of conversation." She galand drew in a
deep breath, and it sounded ragged even to hereawns 'l know
more than you could just exactly the extent of wdrcaused some
people, and frankly it leaves me unimpressed. §ssgthat you keep
both your hands and your meaningless homilies twseif until you
know the full situation and know just what the hgdlu're talking
about!" With her two hands stiffened, she swepbHisier shoulders,
then left the room with dignity.

Mike stood a long time, just staring after herthe middle of the
room after she had disappeared.

Dee sank down to the floor in the bathroom, her hegscles
quivering weakly from reaction. She was appallethiok of the two
of them, apparently rational and calm-tempered megpst blowing
up at each other like they had. Granted, the &agtdays had been a
bit hectic, but that last tangle had not beenlavlaat a hired private
investigator and a found runaway would normallyén&ad. It was
more—personal than that. It shouldn't have beereyTiere in
opposition with each other on an issue that shbelthe sole point of
contention between them, and yet it was pushedlével beyond
that. He had actually been angry, deeply, emotipnapset at
something just now, and she—well, she had felt smwebetrayed
by his reaction to a situation that he should mopérsonally involved
in. And the question that she asked herself wag?wh

It was all too tangled for her to fathom. Life, @imonths ago, had
been much more black and white, the good guys hadad, the
prison and the escape. And now she was tired ana/ak lonely, and
she only wanted to live her life in peace. She nevanted to hear



Mike Carridine's name again. And this thought miaglevery upset,
because she knew it to be a He.

After a time she stirred and reached out a letbdrgnd to turn on the

water taps for a bath. Steaming hot water gushedraishe stripped

eagerly. She was aching, and a soak in the tubdamiher good. She
sank into the painfully warm wetness with many sigind upstarts

from the heat. Then, as her body adjusted to thgpeeature, she

leaned back and closed her eyes. Some time |aeiswlsed busily

and rinsed herself, and as she rose out of theshaxealised that she
didn't have any clean clothes with her. She hategkt dressed just to
get her nightshirt, just to come back and changenago she called

out, 'Mike? Mike?'

Footsteps sounded just outside the door and hee weafted through
the barrier. 'What do you need?' His tone seemechmuilder and
she felt relieved.

'‘Could you dig in my suitcase—no, wait! My knapséels it—could
you bring me my nightshirt? | forgot to bring itwith me."'

‘Just a moment.' Footsteps receded and a momked tiy, then he
was rapping at the door of the bathroom. 'I'll &y the door.'

Dee grabbed the towel and wrapped it tightly aroted 'Don't

bother, I'm decent enough. Here --' And she opdheddoor to

encounter his gaze with something like shock qimgethrough them
both. He handed her the small bundle of materidisye thanked him
gravely. Something showed in his face, very brieflg his eyes
travelled down the length of her involuntarily, ébing on the long
slim legs, the finely shaped, glistening collarb&né&e grace of her
wet bare arms. Her eyes were an enormous, sapphege and her
expression was uncertain.



Then Mike was backing up and shutting the dooryifepher to
wonder shakily what that look had been about.

She yanked her over-large shirt over her head anttfas she shook
out the garment that a filmy white flutter fell loe ground. It was a
clean pair of panties, and she flushed at his thifulpess, feeling
embarrassed.

In the other room, as she entered it, she foundltumging on the

bed that he had claimed for his own, shoes off@ralleg propped

casually up with the other stretched full out. gize was fixed on the
television screen directly opposite him and shésed that the late
movie was on. He had an open cardboard box oniadiagged over

by the bed, and she saw that it was a pizza, witaral pieces already
gone. When her eyes went back to his face, shetlsatvhe was

intent, abstracted, his lean face sombre and leis @ythdrawn.

She excused herself politely as she walked in fobrthe television
and refused, as politely, his offer of pizza. Seba was cross-legged
on her own bed, brushing out her hair thoughtfutiigring at the
opposite wall.

An abrupt movement made her look up enquiringlyneet Mike's
brooding gaze. 'l don't want to hear that motelrdmuen,' he said
pointedly, nodding to the outside door. Dee justest at him blankly,
saw his lips thin with exasperation, then he pickpdis small toilet
case to stalk into the bathroom.

Her gaze swept to the door and she briefly consieraking a dash
for it. But he was too alert for that, she knewd &e would be after
her so fast it wouldn't be worth the effort. Shesw@o tired, anyway.

However, she mused, slanting a glance to her jeatise bed . . . She
tore into them in record time, and was sliding urttie covers with
her legs well hidden by the time the bathroom dmmened again.



When Mike came out she was pulling the covers upetochin and
peering over the edge doubtfully at him.

His lips twisted, but whatever he was thinking idnd say, as he sat
on the edge of his own bed with his back to hef.c@me his shirt,
and she ran her eyes over his beautiful back,dfralle to recognise
that neat taper down to a slim waist. His rib cagpled under sleek
muscles and he stood, hands at his waist, unfagtéis slacks.

Dee turned her head away at this, not wanting ¢ondeat happened
next. Obviously he was not embarrassed about scangeging his
naked body. He was, after all, much older than Bleehad probably
disrobed for a woman before. She suddenly had @rcuriosity,
wondering if he would sleep in the raw tonight, Slaé didn't have the
courage to turn around and look.

A tiny click plunged them both into darkness and slvned at that to
see a shadowy large figure move for the other hdcthmb in with a
creaking of bed- springs. lllogically, Dee felt $ttated at the
cloaking darkness that hid the sight of his bodyrfrher seeking
gaze, and that was a thought that brought her o, shsconcerted.

Silence. She couldn't hear his breathing acrossothra, and that was
nerve-racking. She pinched herself, bit her lipsoasly until it bled,
and thought of the most exhilarating and excitinipds she could
imagine in an effort to stay awake. Frustrationvgegaway inside of
her because she wouldn't let herself toss and turrelieve the
tension. It was hard to stay awake, very hard,tand ticked away
slowly—too slowly. She waited and her lip bled siokagly where
she had bit it, and she stared up at the blackhessly overhead that
was the ceiling. After an eternity she reached veeyy carefully
over the edge of her bed and picked up her slid galtch. Bringing
it close to her eyes and turning it this way arat,tshe was finally
able to. make out the time. Close to four o'clotkere was



absolutely no movement from the other bed, no ata whether he
was awake or not.

She would just have to chance it. If he was awadedl,then, the only
thing that could happen was that he would catchdrat that didn't
bother her at all.

It did, really, but she wasn't going to let thafsher from trying. Her
hands slid down to her sweater and her socks aodssstacked
neatly together, grasping that with one hand wth& other groped
for her handbag. A second of panic gripped her vaienthought she
might have left it over on the other side of thenp but then her hand
encountered the smooth, cool leather strap andpsiik@d it up
silently. Then her legs slid to the side of the bed she started to
stand very carefully, slowly. The bed didn't eveghs

She didn't want to risk making a noise in an attetogslip into the
rest of her clothes, and by now it was late encgmlthat everyone
should be asleep and the parking lot desertedd $heeverything on
just outside the door.

Silent as a wraith, she glided over the floor ®dloor, and had to put
down some of her things to feel delicately for tbek and bolt.
Catching her fingers on something, she graspeththg protruding
out about shoulder-high and pushed very, very olyef
experimentally. The bolt slid open without a souadd she then
reached for the doorknob to turn the lock theree @arkness behind
her was completely silent, and she wanted to adlit@ him to say
goodbye, a strange, insane desire that had helydaaghing out
loud. Picking up the clothes that she had put danah shifting her
handbag to one shoulder, she grasped the knobesmitdted briefly.
There was nothing else for it but to open the dmoquickly and as
silently possible and to pray that the cold nighdan't wake him.



She turned the knob, pulled the door slightly o@enl slipped

through to shut it immediately. She shivered cosively as the night
wind brushed her bare arms. Only vaguely did ske ita the sound

of low voices close by, and she didn't even seetilte shadowy

figures on the other side of the car parked thpeeeas down. She
slipped her things on to the ground and swiftlykedt her nightshirt

into her jeans, pulling on her black sweater witaksng hands.

She didn't stay just outside the door to put orsbeks and shoes but
instead inched delicately away, shuddering asdblel cement under
her feet turned them into blocks of ice. Proppiegliag on the hood
of Mike's car, she slipped on her shoes and sodken-gagged from
shock when a low masculine voice sounded rightdyydar. He had
heard her! But then she realised that the voicecbate from behind
the car, not by the motel door, and this sentZegragging down her
spine in an electric jolt.

'Hey, cute thing, where you goin', so late at ri?gtiie strange voice
asked her, and she started to back away, neadgrsang when she
came up against something solid. In fact, she thbagout it and
then would have screamed anyway to wake Mike up lahdim
know she was in trouble, but a rough hand clampmeandover her
lips and a low voice admonished her to be silent.

There was no choice about that, with that bitingchgripping her so
hard, but she wasn't going to just stand thereiyegs The man
gripping her privately marvelled at how violent Bua little thing
could be. She writhed and kicked and squirmed gridgtermined to
hurt as much as she possibly could, but he wastifanger than she,
and the element of surprise had been to his faviduen the other
man was cursing and grabbing her arms with a Ingiigressure, both
of them forcing her away from the building.

There was more low curses as some of her wild blotwsome. The
second man holding her arms swore vulgarly as iekmg landed a



vicious blow on his shin, but he soon put an enth&b by reaching
down and wrapping both arms around her flailingsl€hat left her
hands free, and she suddenly reached back tols¢ratd at the face
of the man behind her. His head jerked back tocatrmse wounding,
dangerous claws, and his grip loosened enough ombeth for her

to be able to force her jaws open and fasten leth t@to the soft,
fleshy part of his hand. She bit with every paetiof strength in her,
with the tenacity of a fighting wildcat, and brieflasted something
sour before a warm, salty spurt of blood filled hevuth. The man
hissed in pain and rage, and he landed a heawnnistublow to the
side of her head, making the world jerk sickeninglyt Dee didn't let
go. She wanted to be sure she would have time énfurgone

lung-bursting, ear-splitting, peace-shattering sorefor the only

sounds so far had been the men's low cursing andvine sobbing

breaths. She almost made it; she would have madercépt that the
other man taking in his accomplice's pain, loosdmscdold on her
legs and fastened his heavy hands on her neck.

The weight on her throat tightened cruelly, cuttoff her air and

making her see stars dance behind her closed sy&ite kept her
grip on the other man's hand, though, biting aspigeand as

viciously as she could, but soon her lungs werstimg from lack of

fresh air, and her head swam dizzily, her consciess beginning to
recede. Her mind was divided into two parts: the part totally

wrapped up in her desperate, physical strugglgairg and the other
part simply incredulous that this was really happgro her. As she
slumped in her attacker's arms, so did her jawredéa death clench
on the one man's hand, and it was jerked away. v barely

conscious of it happening, for she was going undi&r a murky

blackness, her hands pounding weakly on the mangitng her. The
passage of time from the moment she had steppedf abé motel

room to now had been perhaps three minutes, if that

She began to die.



Mike was stronger than the man in front of him, dedhad to his
advantage the element of surprise, so the chogpow that fell on

the back of the man's neck caught him off guardremslumped over,
stunned. Then Mike was advancing on the man whdlsdands on
Dee's neck, his normally calm facade cracked iriéoacious snarl of
rage as he took in her drooping slight figure, dnein the man
holding her was tossing her aside like a papertdsfied to the wind.
He turned to Mike and had just enough light to Isleging, searing,
feral green eyes glint at him, and had just endugé to wonder if a
man was attacking him or a wild beast. Then Mikenhed a blow
right out for his face, and he had no more timihitak of anything but
survival.

That awful blackness receded, and Dee was abla@pdantically at
the sweet, cold, life-sustaining air, retching lstig from the terrible
pressure that had been on her neck. Both her vaa@saround her
bruised and swollen throat, and she fought her wWwagk to
consciousness with grim determination. She wasrkhow that one
of the men was already half- conscious on the grobadause her
vision had not yet cleared. All she could thinkaafs that there were
two of them against only Mike. She didn't botheatalyse just how
she knew that it was Mike. Some sixth sense told &ed he was
fighting all by himself. And he was in danger. Shmed, crouched
on the pavement, one hand Still at her aching thamee hand on the
ground for balance, and she saw two panting, phgigheaving
figures in front of her. One of them managed tolggetk far enough
for a blow, and there was a grunt of pain, from ¢ime struck, a
whoof.of expelled air. It went right to her heart, fblesmagined that
it was Mike, and she was so close to them bothcshdd have
reached out a hand to touch either of their legs.

A pale gleam of moonlight struck light blond hairthhe man fighting
closest to her, and she smiled a wicked smile asedilised that the
man in front of her was not Mike. And it was newgegood thing to
turn one's back to Dee.



Both hands went down to the pavement, her crouchody drew
into itself tightly, and then, with all of the spkand the force that she
could impel into her right, powerful leg, she swung and knocked
out both of the man's legs right out from under,Hetling him like a
tree. Both of them cried out in pain, for he feNlkavardly, badly,
heavily, and Dee bruised herself painfully from tbece of her blow
connecting with hard shin.

Mike's powerful body blurred with movement and thken attacker
doubled up on himself, moaning. Then Dee cried amd pointed
behind him where the first man was heaving himgeliis feet. He
didn't remain standing for long.

Mike stepped over the prone figure between himselfl Dee,
bending to the ground and picking her up as cdyedind as tenderly
as if she'd been made of fragile blown glass.

That gentleness, in comparison with his earlierdeaiolence,
completely shattered what was left of her compassine crossed her
arms tremblingly around his neck, bent at the n@iddhd started to
cry painful, racking, hoarse sobs that tore thronghbody with the
ferocity of a tropical storm. She was barely awardlike lifting her
up and carrying her over the two sprawling figurgse sensed the
passage from open night to the darkness of thdansuilding, and
Mike laid her carefully down on one of the beds.udaished briefly
into blackness and in a few moments light was fiogdhroughout
the room, making her close her eyes tightly. Thes didn't see the
look of profound, intense shock that quivered oMike's already
white features as he looked at her. She was doulgezh the bed,
arms crossed around her middle, instinctively mtbte, and her
blonde hair was tangled and smeared with blood.Siteeof her face
was already swollen from the blow she had sustamed there were
dark, ugly welts appearing on her slender neck.ritauth and lower
face were streaked with blood that had spurted vahenhad bitten
her attacker. He stood stick, rigid still for a mamh like stone, and



then he ran swiftly to the bathroom, emerging scaoiments later
with a cold wet hand towel. He knelt by the bed &mached her
gently, making her start violently, and then he waping very
carefully at her face, checking all the while famse deep cut or
abrasion The towel was regulation motel issue,cbhaskiite, and it
was soon covered with bright red, making him swalid the sight.

She sighed with pleasure at the cold wet cloth ipgssever her

heated, hurting face and neck. She closed heragyetirned her face
to his gentle fingers. She hurt so, all over hedybdt was very

strange, because she didn't remember being knocksmime of the

places where she ached.

'‘Dee,' he said lowly, and the sound of it was utgehe looked at him
guestioningly. 'Where are you bleeding?'

'‘What?' she asked him blankly. It must be shock, dgdrcided, this
deadened feeling. She had meant to ask Mike whiaatheneant, but
nothing had come from her mouth. Her tongue cantécomoisten

her bruised lips and then she tried again. Thie ttrwas she who was
profoundly shocked at the hoarse croak that is$ted her vocal

cords. It hurt, and she put up a hand to massageeg, fleetingly

surprised at the sensation of violent tremors frioen unsteady
fingers brushing her neck. She tried again, 'Witay@l mean? I'm
not bleeding.’

‘Sweetheart,' he said gently, holding the blootheee! in front of her
face, 'look at this. This is blood, from you. Caruyell me if you hurt
anywhere?' One hand came up under her hair anegrodr skull
carefully.

it's not mine," she whispered painfully. 'l bit arfehose fellows and
wouldn't let go. That's why the other one was chgkne. It tasted
horrible!" She shuddered at the memory.



The blank look on his face would have been ludisrmusee, had she
noticed, but she was busy looking at the dark puméark on his
jawline and the harsh abrasion on his neck. She tte® towel from
him and wiped at the cut. He didn't even appeanotece. His eyes
were trained on her face, then he rose abruptbtride over to the
door and open it to look out. A wry look passedrdve face, and he
disappeared a moment to come back with her punséjrsy the door
and locking it.

‘They're gone, of course. We certainly gave theough time for it! |
should have called the police right away, but tghtof the blood on
your face— distracted me a bit.'

‘Well!" she croaked emphatically. 'I'm glad | déstred you, then. The
last thing we need right now is the police andladlse questions . . .
you aren't still thinking of calling them, are yotfer throat hurt so,
and she longed for a drink.

He ran a keen look down her swiftly. 'l can't ngakbe the point, now.
And you're right, the last thing we need is uncamaflole questions.’
He came over to sit down beside her and the beakedeunder his
weight. 'Let me see your poor face . . . you'rengdo have quite a
collection of bruises, I'm sorry to say. How's yatmroat?'His
kindness and his gentle touch just about destrénggchewly won,
precarious control again, and her eyes shimmerdduwnshed tears.
'It's okay,' she whispered brokenly. 'I'm lyindhutrts like hell. | need
a drink of water.' He rose immediately and unwrapaelean glass
from the tray provided by the motel, fetching freshater for her.
Without waiting for her to sit up, he slid a strasmgn underneath her
shoulders to ease her up into a position comfaethdsldrinking, and
she grasped the glass greedily. When it was drashedrelaxed back
on his arm, grateful for its support. And suddeshe broke up
completely, her face crumpling and hands fluttetergatively out to
him as she sobbed, 'I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Oh Gadidh't mean to—|
didn't know——



'‘Dear heaven,' whispered Mike, closing his eyesn] pulling her up
so sharply that she cried out an involuntary ptotes hauled her
quivering body into his arms and buried his fad® iher hair. A

shudder hit his strong, powerful frame, and thewhs steady again,
like a rock, and he was stroking her hair tendedgking her back
and forth. 'You, apologising to me! I'm the one vahould be on my
knees apologising to you! | was awake the wholetiand | knew
you'd try to get away if you could. But | was goitaylet you get

outside and then | was going to follow you, to sd®at you did. |

waited until you got outside and then got dressaking my time.

Taking my time, dammit!'

He was holding her so tightly, and soothing hed, stnoking her, and
she clung to him. 'He was k-killing me!" she sobbkedas never so
afraid in my life! | couldn't breathe! | --' Shewgaup trying to talk and
just buried her head into his neck and howled. rAdtéew minutes,
however, she pushed at his shoulders until sheabksto sit up,
away from him. She wiped her eyes, grinned a Idtiakily, and tried
to run her fingers through her tangled hair. 'Gaitaout of control

there, for a moment.' With huge, deep breaths stsestviving to get a
grip on her emotions.

He watched her, eyes dark—strangely not green kt shie
thought—and a muscle bunched in his tightly cledcfeav. 'It's
allowable, you know.'

Her eyes managed to smile at him. 'l know. Butr'tlike it, all the
same. Whenever | cry my eyelids get puffy and lhgetdaches.’

This made him laugh, reluctantly. 'I've said it enand I'll say it
again, sweetheart, you're something special! Hesg, and a look
of what seemed to be pain flitted across his fadéeomise me
something?'



Dee was so tired, too tired. Her head felt aswfaighed ten tons, and
her eyelids drooped in spite of herself. She wamplsi too tired, and
sore, and discouraged to fight him any more, aedshided silently.
That made him shake his head ruefully.

"You don't even know what I'm going to ask you.'

'Yes, | do,' she said, sounding like a frog, anel jsist couldn't help
herself as she felt for the pillow behind her anther head down on
it, closing her eyes, so very weary. 'You're gdmgsk me not to run
away until morning. Okay, | won't—too sore and peeGonna nap
first.'

He watched her eyes flutter shut, and when heittorepdeepened,
he stood to ease her jeans and socks and shoarafthe sight of her
long nightshirt underneath the trim black sweatad him smiling

again, but it spoke more of pain than amusemergn e pulled the
covers up and tucked them carefully around heeduub figure. He
sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her hasofoe time, looking
down at her sleeping, vulnerable, bruised face.

'It wasn't what | was going to ask you,' he whisplaguietly. 'But it's
good enough for now. It's more than good enougimdov.'



CHAPTER FIVE

A sHAFT of sunlight mottled Dee's pillow with a puddlegwdld, and
she turned her head away in protest. But thoughdgtret want to,
she had already begun to wake up, and she openecyes
reluctantly to look around her. It was hard tothpetm open, and with
a flash of remembrance, she ruefully realisedshatwas paying the
price for crying last night. Her eyes sought o tither bed and
found Mike reading a paperback novel, fully dresseith his back
propped against the headboard and his long legstclséd
comfortably out. The bed was made neatly.

Feeling her eyes on him, he turned his head toesatilher. 'Good
morning—finally. How are you feeling?' She movegenmentally
and winced.

'Sore,' she croaked hoarsely, and put her hana Ut throat in
embarrassment. She had forgotten about her briaisgtk. Mike slid
off his bed and came over to look at her slim thoaaefully, one of
his big hands resting casually against the sideephead. Staring up,
she saw the dark blue bruise on his cheekbone vilednad sustained
a blow, and the sudden unexpected terror of lagttrilooded back
with an overwhelming power that made her body quites hand
tightened briefly.

'l think that after you use your voice a while, thearseness will
dissipate,’ he said, and his voice and face werecadm and
matter-of-fact that she found herself back in aolnttnd grateful for
it.

'Oh, probably, but in the meantime | shall soukd & frog croaking,’
she whispered, and grinned slightly when he laughiedcontinued
to laugh, though, without stopping when she wowddehconsidered
it appropriate to. It had been, she thought, pukzAevery mild joke.
Her eyes narrowed on him as she crossed her legkwaked like a



small sprite perched on the huge bed. 'l takeuthae a fondness for
frogs?' she asked dryly.

Mike sat on the edge of the bed and the springakerk with his
weight. His expression was light, amused . . . adg? Dee
wondered at her own perception at that, doubtimgta conclusion.
His hand was still resting on her, now on her dlmoulder. 'Remind
me never to get into a fight with you," he told,tstill chuckling. 'l've
taken self-defence courses and consider mysely fagll equipped
for whatever might occur, but you! Well, you're sghmng that just
Isn't in the books. Where did you learn to kicleljou did last night?
That man went down like a ton of bricks, and hendlidven know
what had hit him!'

She chuckled, and it was a dry, painful sound. 8Mag you, | guess.
You knocked my feet right out from under me, if mgmory serves
me right. | don't know, if I'd thought about itprobably wouldn't
have done anything but sit on the ground and hgstshcs!

But he was shaking his head at that, saying, 'No,wouldn't—you
aren't the type to have hysterics. You'd have ldoksound for
something to hit him with. And I'll bet you scarrdéek other one for
life, by the amount of blood you had on you.'

'l certainly hope so,' she said, totally withounogse. She looked
down at herself and shuddered with disgust at tiegl dblood on her
sweater. 'He certainly bled like a pig! | need aeotbath.' A hot one,
she thought longingly, and then her expressionrbeaaore serious,
troubled, frightened. 'Mike, why—why do you supptisey attacked
me?'

His own expression changed, something dark showgfgre he
carefully masked his features. 'l can onlyguess,tdplied flatly,
running his hand through his hair. 'And I've beeind nothing but
guessing all morning. They couldn't have known wiloni really



are—the only people who know that are you andd,&frcourse your
guardians, whom I've kept up to date." His hantchlef shoulder. She
found that she missed its weight and she shied &waythe thought.

'It could have certainly been a random crime, beydidn't take your
bag last night, so I'm afraid they must have hadething uglier in

mind."' She shuddered convulsively, and his expraggentled. 'Don't
dwell on it, though! Nothing irrevocable happenadd you're safe
now. But, Dee, we need to talk. There are somahinat I'd like to

understand better about you before we go anywhed® @anything

else. And | think we need to give you a little tineerest up and
recover a bit, and let your bruises heal. Can Wleacuce? | won't

force you to go anywhere, and | won't get in towdh your aunt and

uncle for a while. In return, you won't scampertb# very moment |

turn my back! And we both know you could do it, tand get away
with it, if only for a while. And we both know, dtinve, that I'd come
right after you. Something's got to be resolvedn @& trust each
other for a while? Can we let things slide a bit?'

She dropped her eyes. His simple words shook hansisshe wanted
badly to do what he asked. She wanted to trust Bilhright. What
are we going to do? I'd like to go back home At.her choice of
words, his brows shot up and she knew he thougat mbant
Kentucky.'. .. because I'll bet Mrs Gordon is goog of her mind
with worry. And | really should get in touch withynboss, at work.'

Mike had a strange expression on his face. 'Dorgally consider
that place home?'

Her blue eyes rested on him with sombreness. M&s,I've made it
my home. I've worked hard and I'd saved money/'dnglanted to go
to college. | decorated that tiny little room wah of the colours |
love best . . . yes, it's home to me.’

He was silent for a few minutes, his brows drawwmanto a frown
and his lips pursed thoughtfully. 'l talked to Mgsrdon before | left



and told her you'd received some rather bad famelys, and she
doesn't expect you back any time soon. | don't kndvat your
situation at work is like. What do you think yowsid do?'

‘They aren't expecting me back any time soon,'vgtepered, and
felt suddenly a heavy weight of depression settieher. 'In fact,

Sammy isn't expecting me back at all. He knew th#htabout me,
you know. When you showed up at the restaurantotevhim an

explanation and said goodbye.' Her face crumplethigptears as a
lost feeling gobbled her up and she said raggedyyess | don't
really belong there, any more. That's the problesm} it—I don't

belong anywhere— | don't fit in anywhere!" Shedrie cross her
arms over herself, but was unable to do so, bedsdlilse was there
and taking her gently, holding her against his drecamforting,

supportive chest. She succumbed to her own neecraptover to sit
on his lap, like a child, and her arms slid arothmstrong column of
his warm neck. She just hid her face in his sweatdrcried.

After what seemed a very long time, her rackingsssibpped,
became controllable again, and her tears driedHap. breathing
came unevenly, in little hiccups, but she was biackouch with

reality and no longer dwelling in a well of dark etmon. She felt his
hands rubbing her back gently, and his breathestilrer hair. She
was in a little cave, made up of his shoulder amcknand his head
rested on the side of hers.

'l got you all wet,' she said, muffled against mexk, her cheek on
sodden material.

'I'll dry easily enough,' he whispered back. Onedheame up to cup
her head, the fingers ruffling her hair and strgkihe nape of her
neck.



'I'm sorry,' she choked, perilously close to tesayain, and wavering
back and forth on that line of resistance. It vaamédntably low. 'I'm
usually in better control than this—I hardly evey €'

‘Everyone cries now and then, sweetheart. Everybedys to. Don't
apologise for that. Nobody can be strong and talptihe time, not

even you, and not even me.' His voice rumbled snchiest, and she
could feel the vibrations in her own torso.

'l feel terrible, and | want a bath,’ she mutteraking a deep,
unsteady breath. 'And | probably look a horror.'

Mike's face burrowed into her fluffy hair as he ckled, the
movement and the sound so very nice. 'You musebknf) better,
then. When a woman thinks of her looks, she catbb devastated!

A woman, Dee thought dazedly, he called me a worhhat more
than anything made her feel much, much better.(ftisbed against
his chest and surfaced back to the world, knucklhey eyes
childishly. Then she peeped out from behind her bhands at him,
the blue eyes bright again. That look, from unterdolden tousled
hair, made her seem elfin, halfwild, and he grinaethe impression.

She in turn saw sparkling green eyes set undegistrdneavy brows.
His hair was tousled as much as hers and the dasknbwaves
enhanced his features', the strong, aggressiveth@ihard crooked
nose, that wide forehead. 'If you don't mind, lI'omng to take a bath.
And if you do mind, I'm going to take a bath," slagl saucily. "When
are we kicked out today?'

‘Several hours ago,' he told her, smiling at hek lof surprise. 'l've
already paid for another day. You were so exhausieth't have the
heart to wake you earlier.'



'‘Well then," she said with satisfaction, swingirg lkegs out of the bed
and sliding off Mike's lap, 'that's settled for nb@he stood and
rummaged in her suitcase for a clean set of underaed clothes,
then she headed for the bathroom, sublimely unaofdrer bare long
legs, the incongruous nightshirt sticking out frammumpled black
sweater. Her hair was ruffled wildly, and Mike'seeyfollowed her
out of the room, his expression strangely soft.

Dee gave a startled, muffled shriek when she sawelein the
mirror. God, what a mess! Running a very hot bsitie sank into it
thankfully, bathing briskly and then rinsing witietshower for good
measure. She had to wash her hair because ofifighdiood, and she
grimaced at the tangles that caught in her masgaf@ngers.
Afterwards she dried and dressed in matching blanskeslacks that
nearly caught the exact colour of her eyes. Theh her dripping
hair hanging down her back, she picked up her cigtites and
padded into the bedroom, grinning at Mike in a imiscous way
before dumping her things on her open suitcasen Bie caught
sight of herself in the mirror again—and stoppeddismay. The
black and blue marks on her neck were appallinglyagent at the
open neck of her blouse. The bruise on the sideohead wasn't so
bad, for her hair covered most of it and make-udccoanceivably
do the rest, but those bruises at her throat weyeksng in daylight.

Mike was contemplating her with his arms crossesuaby at his
chest. She noted that he had changed his sweatardiy one. 'I'm
going to have to wear something besides this blbgke told him

ruefully, gesturing at her throat. 'l hadn't readisiow noticeable the
bruises are.'

Something dark and violent showed fleetingly irelyess before being
wiped clean away. 'Yes. They're going to be nobtefor some time,
I'm afraid. At least the swelling has gone down.’



She rummaged around in her suitcase and broughttupleneck,
caramel-coloured sweater, waving it triumphantly hatn. "The
solution has been found! Lord, I'm starved—I'll tyuso we can go
and eat." With that she sat off yet again to thilarbam, intent on
reaching privacy to change her top, and Mike shbak head
mockingly.

'‘Don't go to the trouble, sweetheart. It's muchegdsr me to turn my

back than for you to wear a path going back anith fiarthe bathroom

all the time." With that he made good his offer anesented a large,
indifferent back for her scrutiny.

Dee hesitated only briefly and then was scrambbunigof her blouse
and into her turtleneck in two seconds flat. 'Okslye mumbled, her
mouth hidden in the folds of the sweater, thenvea® posing in front
of the mirror to arrange the neck to her satistactiean hard fingers
came to the back of her neck and lifted out herpglaair, and she
muttered a thanks, grinning at how domesticatey iihaked.

‘That's a very provocative grin,' he said in her &0 you want to
share the joke?'

'‘No," she gurgled merrily. 'It's a private one.'hand slapped her
bottom smartly.

‘That has to mean that I'm the source of your amasé#' he growled.

'‘How long will it take you to get ready to eat? Tdis a restaurant
right across the highway—if you hurry, | just midat you join me

for lunch.’

A blonde brow cocked. 'That's mighty big of yom ko flattered at
that gracious invitation, | can hardly stand stilbne place!

'Well, so long as you're ready in fifteen minutben.’



"'l be ready in ten.' And she was, brushing hear bne final time in
front of the mirror before turning decisively to kéi. He surveyed her
cheek, a forefinger under her chin and tiltinggt u

‘You did a good job with the make-up. It shows oslightly, and
only a very observant person would be able tahelte's a bruise.’

He opened the door and lazily lounged by it whie scooted by,
tucking her brush into her handbag. Then he waswolg her,
slipping the room key into his pocket.

They opted to walk across the highway insteadlohtpthe car. Dee
thrilled to Mike's unexpected touch when he grabiechand to drag
her into a running dash across the wide stretcasphalt. She was
laughing when they finally slowed on the other sideeeks glowing
and eyes twinkling. For the rest of the walk, hsuadly draped one
arm around her shoulders and they joked and paswé#tiwitticisms.

They were seated immediately and she looked over nienu
hungrily. When the waitress came back to take thelers, she let
Mike order for her, and soon steaming cups of eHppeared in
front of them both. She watched with a wry liftegelbrow as the
waitress lingered over Mike's cup, her appreciaaze on him
suggestively. He took it very well, leaning backime booth with a
lazy smile that treated the waitress with a warmanfiliness that
somehow neatly destroyed any sexual connotatioh dbald be
construed.

When she finally walked away, Dee raised her cugito in a
mocking salute. 'Well, done, | say,’ she murmukéek. hoarseness
had dissipated into a rather pleasing huskiness$,sae found that
talking was no longer painful.

He grinned swiftly at her. 'l thought I'd handlegisalf quite well too,
thank you.'



'I'm sure you've improved with practice!' she retdrlaughingly. 'Do
you get a lot of attention of that sort?'

‘A fair amount,’ he countered laconically, his greses vivid with
his own laughter. Finding him a comfortable andeiested
companion, she was soon chattering away to hinilyigis if she had
known him for ever. He was for the most part silemtching her
keenly and shouting with laughter at some of thecdotes she
related about the odd experiences one has whenwvorks in a
twenty-four-hour restaurant. She liked to hearlaughter; it was a
very pleasing sound.

His attitude seemed to change after a while, asgilence began to
have a brooding quality that started to rub onnegves. She ordered
ice cream for dessert and the waitress refilled ttudfee cups. After
letting the silence fall over them again, Dee fynabened her mouth
to ask him about his strange mood when he spoke.

'Strange, isn't it, to be buying a cheap lunchefarillionaire heiress,’
he murmured, and there was something odd in hievend eyes, but
she was too shocked with what he said to reallicaot

Shock soon gave way to anger, though, and her syassudden,
virulent sparks at him as she hissed, 'Don't youaplabel on me,
mister! Don't you dare!" She hated the phraseiomdire heiress'. As
if the only thing about her of value was the money!

'‘No,' he said consideringly, cocking his head te side to stare at her
with those unsettling, assessing, somehow sters &yshould be the
last to do that, shouldn't I? At every turn youshpped out of the
neat, .tidy little mould've made out for you. You change constantl
like quicksilver, always something new, somethimgxpected and
different. When I'd thought of you as a runawaynseger, you appear
to me as a maturing young woman. When I'd labgiedas defeated,
you nimbly slip out a second story window to disagqpinto thin air.



Last night, when I'd thought you were beaten, yaldenly strike out
with a swiftness and a deadly accuracy that sinflogred your
opponent. And today,' a slight, uncontrolled sniilgged at one
corner of his firm mouth and she stared, fascinaf@detting her
anger, 'today when I'd thought you were perhapsndidecause of
the salad you ordered—why, you turn right around arder ice
cream!’

The spoonful of chocolate that had been traveldbgently to her
mouth froze a moment at that, and she staredsaificonsciously.
Chuckling inwardly at his whimsical statement, shéfed the spoon
into her mouth with a robust defiance for the dalantake, nodding
pertly. Mike smiled at her playfulness, apprecialv and yet
strangely absentmindedly. There was an underlyiegogsness
about him, an intent quality that made her sudddndp her act and
sit forward attentively.

‘Why did you run away?'

The question was so simply and quietly spokenftitaa moment or
two it didn't register. When she finally grasped #mormity of the
guestion, her thin face took on a bitterness anmkauliarly hard
guality, the eyes shadowing over and the moutthguntil she
looked years older. It was an astonishing chanmgey her previous
lightheartedness to this disillusioned look.

'How long have you got?' she asked him flippartihe harshness
making him wince.

'‘As long as it takes. I'd like to understand," &ie gjuietly.

At those mild words, her defiant hostility crumbladd she leaned
back in her seat, momentarily at a loss for wotd¥on't know what
to say. I've never articulated my reasons to anymefere. Nobody
bothered to ask.'



‘Try. Was it your aunt and uncle? Did things seemd wrong when
your parents died?'

'l guess you could say that." She hesitated aredtayp look filled her
eyes. She said, very quietly, 'Have you ever beevesy miserable
that you just can't take being miserable any mbne€an to the point
where, if it was a choice between living in a padar situation or not
living at all, you'd choose not to live?'

'No.' He was very attentive.

'l have.' Her simple reply seemed to shake hilmad to leave. It was
a choice between suicide or leaving home, and behbe latter
because | wasn't quite ready to die yet.' Her bbglautiful blue eyes
smiled at him slightly as he looked, stricken, ititem. And, because
he had asked her, she told him about the barres, tmd all her
frustrations. She told him about the lonelines® pressures at
college, the feeling of entrapment, everything. &ked with an

eloguence born from an urgent need to communicete,it made

Mike sit up.

‘You should ask my guardians,' she said conversatyg 'how | did

in school, and I'll bet you anything you like thia¢y won't be able to
tell you. They don't care. They like the allowamggeen to them for
my support, but bother them with my problems? Domike me

laugh! Do you know, no one remembered my birthday year? Isn't
that rich? That was the breaking point for me. Oh, not talking

about birthday presents, gifts, because | had #viegy materially

that | needed or wanted. It's that damned dry ematidesert | was
living in that was kiling me. Do you hear me, Mk&hey were
killing me!'

She looked up into his eyes and encountered somgdbhilliant in his
green, piercing eyes. There was a curious look tabimo, as if he



were seeing something clearly for the first timd aras saddened by
what he saw.

He moved, made an effort to speak. 'Wasn't theyerenthat you
could talk to, turn to, anyone you could ask folphieom? Perhaps
you were friends with the housekeeper or someone diped
around the house?"

Dee just looked at him blankly. 'l didn't know angovho worked at
the house. Judith got rid of all our employeeslaretd her own staff.’

'‘What?'lt was a thunderous reaction, and Mike shot uggdtt in his
seat as he stared at her, incredulously.

Bewildered, she murmured, 'l suppose you wouldavelknown, but
does it really matter now?'

He was staring off into nothing, directing that @l intellect and
attention on to something unseen. He said sloWlynay and then
again, it may not. Dee, if you were to die, who Woinherit the
fortune?'

She stared at him, trying to make sense out opparantly senseless
guestion. 'I'm not sure. | never really considehedpossibility of my
own death before, | guess, having chosen the qiltlr . . . It's
probably a classic case of a youth living in thesibn of her own
iImmortality—it's just not something I've thoughtoaib. | guess the
next of kin would inherit before | turn eighteengdahey still would,
if | didn't make a will.'

The words came out slowly from him. '‘And Judith &halvard are
your next of kin.'



‘That's right. They're the only family | have. Byane else is dead.' It
was said simply, as she tried to follow the pathisfthoughts, failing
dismally.

He said very quietly, 'Oh, my God.' And he staredl at his hands
as if he could see blood on them and was sickendiaasight.

‘Mike, what is it?' she asked, reaching out anahiong one of his
hands tentatively. He shook himself like a dog aanout of water,
and he looked around as if suddenly realising hwwg ithey had sat
in the restaurant.

'Let's get out of here,’ he muttered, sliding outhe booth. Still
bewildered and yet patient, Dee followed and waapeigtly while he
paid for the meal. As they walked out of the buntdishe lagged a
little behind and he turned to look at her questigly.

Her eyes were fixed on the ground. 'Do you suppag®uld have

stayed and tried to stick things out?' she askditly sancertainty

hitting her like a huge, consuming wave. ‘Do yonkH was wrong

for wanting to get out from under all that? | al\wayondered if | was
seeing the situation accurately, or if | was jagionalising because |
didn't have the guts to stick out a sticky situatio

His arm came around her, hard, drawing her clasapelling her to
walk forward with him over the highway. 'No, swesdht, | don't
think you were wrong,' he said at last, and somg@tension went
out of her shoulder blades at his support. It wsisange feeling, this
sharing. She wasn't used to it, and she was sedpaishow much his
approval meant to her. 'lt's probably the only ghtimat saved you.'

Her head turned, and she tried to make sense otiisoftern,
frowning expression.



Back in the motel room she crossed over to the ymavalde bed and
sank down on to it, her eyes following Mike as hedk@d over to his
suitcase and fingered a shirt aimlessly, his esiwas never
lightening. 'What is it?' she asked at last. 'Vhadthering you?'

'l could be wrong," he murmured, putting a handhi® neck to
massage it while he stared at the ceiling, it'tafstic. | could be very,
very wrong and probably am . . . let's forget it fmow, all right?
Maybe I'll tell you later. | need some time to thin

'Is—is it about me?’

His head turned at that and he looked at her geartiyisedly. 'Honey,
I've thought of precious little except you for gh&st nine months or
so0." And it wasn't the words that he said somelbomwthe way that he
said them that made her go warm all over, a sloffusion of
happiness that melted into her bones and made luer dyes
gradually take on a shining response.

But the expression died away and she asked in adise, 'What do
we do now? Where do we go from here? It's funnyijrball the time
that | spent running, I—this is the first time I'sreer actually felt lost.
How long does the truce last, Mike?' Something &r leyes
shimmered and she looked quickly down at her hdgigy loosely
clasped on her lap.

Footsteps, slow and measured, and then a big warmd boming
lightly to the side of her bent face, running dower neck, under her
hair, and then carefully back to cup her tendeekh&he quivered.
‘Shall we forget the truce and call it a friendshipw?' he asked
softly. 'l don't know what to do either, sweethehut maybe we can
figure something out together. Nothing's quite aadhif you have
someone to share it with. You've been too alones. D&t me
shoulder some of the weight for you for a whilee Istrong shoulders
and a wide back, and I'll respect whatever youmaltely decide. You



don't have to run away! I'll help you find what work towards,
instead of forcing you to pick up and run. Can yxust me, just a
little bit?’

She turned her face into his hand and whisperedrit to!' and felt
him bend down to place a kiss on her forehead. Tieestepped back
and his hand fell away. He sat on his bed and degéner wryly, with
a quizzical twist to his lips.

‘Well then. Instead of a truce with neither of m®wing what to do,

now we have a friendship, and neither of us knowatwo do!" The

statement forced a smile out of her, and her egleaway to wander
the room idly. They landed on her neat pile oflodstby the suitcase,
dirty and bloody.

'You say that you need to think," she said abrufitgould use some
space, too—why don't we just take the time rignefie'd like to find
a laundrymat where | could wash some things,' Aecthedded to the
corner, making him look. 'I'll bet you have a fewngs that could
stand to be washed too. Let's put off a major datisintil this
evening or tomorrow, shall we?’

Mike cocked his head at her. 'Such a long timeéhatd'the mocked,
laughing at her flush.

'l make up my mind quickly," she told him with dign ‘and lord
knows I've had to in the past! | just need a litilee to review my
options and possible consequences, that's all.'

‘Very well.' He stood up. 'Let's do the laundrerth

They found a small laundrymat a few miles westt after driving
through a small cluster of blocks with businesddnugs in a tight
group. Dee twisted around in her seat and laugbsti@surveyed the
street that they had just driven down. 'I'll bet feople here are



trying to pass that off as a town!" she giggledl pointed to the short
business district.

Mike pulled into a parking space and turned off émgine, then
twisted around to look where she was pointingiglnsbmile cocking
the corner of his mouth. 'I'll bet you've neveelivin a small town
before,' he guessed shrewdly, and she shook hdy sidalaughing.
'‘Well, | did, and | don't want to hear any moraatude about the state
of small things! In fact, my home town was verelithis.’

Dee turned to look at him contemplatively, a snhilking in the
depths of her eyes. 'Typical middle class famillge guessed. 'With a
nice back yard and two dogs. Your father's retiegu] you see your
parents every Christmas, right?'

His smile turned into a wider grin as he laughetet "You almost
got it right. A dog and a cat, and | sometimes goné for
Thanksgiving, too.'

'It sounds marvellous. Long summer nights on thekbporch
swing --'

'—Front porch, but close enough --'

'—and your mother makes nothing but homemade ledenaght?'
‘The best in the country.’

'‘Where do they live?'

‘California—northern, that is. It's a long way awdt | went to
college in the mid-West and just seemed to hawet@al love of the
East. | know where home is, though, and | dromicean a while, for
the occasional dose of serenity. It's good enooghmke.' His smile



held a wealth of remembered love and happiness, iand Dee
suddenly felt saddened and didn't know why.

‘Well!" she said, suddenly brisk. 'We'd better gt clothes started,
hadn't we?' And she opened her car door, only tstbpped by
Mike's hand, heavy and detaining on her slim arm.

As she looked an enquiry, he said, 'Dee, promisesamething,
please. Don't go anywhere by yourself, all rightiekSclose to me
today.'

Her eyes widened with hurt and surprise. 'But wig®@ still don't
trust me, do you? You still think I'll try to getvay.' There was pain
in her voice and midriff as bewilderment clouded hend at his
strangely urgent request.

'‘No!" he said sharply, shaking her arm a littlen,'®Wee. Please—I'll
explain later, if | may, but just don't go off bgwyrself. We can't talk
here and it's too complicated, and | don't evenakiid'm right or
wrong. I'm—worried about you. Just try to trust mdittle, too,
okay?' His hand left her arm and without physictdkyching her, he
still held her with his eyes.

She had to close hers. 'l don't understand,' shepeted, 'but I'll do
it.' Then she opened her eyes and stared at hioh'Bait | think you'll
have a lot of explaining to do later.’

He seemed to relax, and he nodded at her. 'l willd his words had
a certain promising ring to them that she just tathelieve. They
went into the laundrymat, both engulfed in theimaivoughts.

Dee slowly deposited the clothes into the washiaghime, her mind
awhirl with chaotic thoughts. So much had happendte past few
days! She knew her life would never be the samaagad it was all
because of Mike. Despite every logical reason farth doubt him



and be wary, every instinct and intuition in heggad towards
trusting him. It was a war of intellect and intaiti that was being
waged within her, and she felt torn apart.

She didn't feel she could gracefully and happilyogok to Kentucky,
and she had expressly given her promise to Mikegha wouldn't
run away again without consulting him. So what weee options,
really? She had to confess to an almost overwheldasire to go
back to Kentucky, in spite of all the heartache lshew she would
encounter there, and she was honest enough to ttratihe reason
was Mike. He lived in Kentucky, probably quite &o® where her
home was. It seemed that anything she decidedagntio going
home would mean that she would probably never saeabain, for
all his protestations of friendship. She didn't wnib she thought
beginning in a new location would be worth it.

She didn't know what to do.

Her troubled face lifted at a quick touch to heowdder. Mike had

gone to the counter to buy soap and get changehamanded it to
her silently, his eyes questioning. Dee smiled simolok her head,
dumping the soap into the machine and stepping $athkat he could
put coins into the slot. The machine churned & kind he turned to
the row of chairs available, only to look back he didn't join him.

She grinned. 'I'm going to find the little girleam,' she told him, and
made her way to the back hall as he found a skath@ll was behind
the counter with the bored lady attendant leafimgugh magazines,
and Dee nodded to her as she passed. There wa# doa@ in the
back marked 'Fire Exit Only', standard for publicléings, and she
noticed that it was standing wide open. That wasgude so usual,
and she called back to the lady at the countes!'Beal you know
your fire exit is standing wide open?' There wasanswer, at least
none that she could hear, and she started to vaak down the tiny
hall to call again. 'Hey! Did you know --



And someone grabbed her roughly from behind, iafging her call

and making her scream, more from surprise and geitthan any
particular fear. Then things started to happen vVasy. She heard
Mike's shout and the sound of running feet, andsdméed to struggle
wildly, but the person behind her knew what he daing and held

her arms to her sides. She noticed a bandage defhisand, and

realisation struck her, so terrifyingly and sudgettiat she didn't
seem to have any breath at all. Then she foundvbee and

screamed again, piercingly, and someone slappesbh@ard she felt
blood burst from her lip. Through pain- glazed esles saw the other
man with a small black thing in his right hand—aggHe seemed to
be waiting, and she heard Mike's deep, concernaat sh

'‘Dee! Dee, are you all right. . .?'
‘Mike!" she screamed, 'don't come back here, taeg la gun --'

Then the man hit her again and she grunted as bed wxploded
into white-hot sparks, and just as she faded irdoKrless she heard
another shout and the sharp, deadly report fromutig black gun.
Mike, her mind cried out, anguished—oh, God!



CHAPTER SIX

A RED, moving darkness. A red, moving, purring darknass] Dee
stirred, sighed and opened her eyes. But she stmngdout the red
woollen blanket that was pulled over her, making Wwerld dark.

Something painful jutted into her hip. She was ba floor of a

moving car, lying right across the exhaust humpeong with every
bump in the road. The car jolted and she wincedi tie pain. She
was going to be very bruised on her left hip. Slowved tentatively
and found that her hands and feet were bound yig&tie couldn't
feel her hands, and that made brief, frustrated telar her vision for
a moment.

A sudden strange, male voice just in front of hed,s'D'you think
she's awake yet?'

Another strange voice answered, '‘Dunno. I'll lokd she made her
face and body go completely, utterly limp, effeetigut of sheer
desperation and fear. The blanket was lifted aatetivas silence for
a moment, then the blanket fell on her. 'She'scold. You hit her
pretty hard.’

‘Yeah—well, she was screeching like a banshee.d ftma do
something to make her stop since you were toocdat@iput your
hand over her mouth.' There was a sneer in thevoic

The second man answered indignantly, '‘Could yollyreEame me?
The little bitch sank her teeth into me that lasietso hard | had to
have stitches! Besides, | didn't ..see you harfutké guy with any
degree of efficiency. Did you have to shoot hinr,God's sake? I'll
bet what happened today will be all over the newspatomorrow.
So much for being quiet about the whole thing!'



‘Shut up!" It was a quiet snarl that sent chillsvddee's spine. The
other man subsided, muttering, and they went onafavhile in
silence.

Mike! she cried silently, and then the tears catagge and wet,
splashing on to the floor and soaking into the ear@he couldn't
comprehend what was happening. She couldn't corapdeMike
dead. She got a sudden, horrifying vision of hgg kital body lying
in a growing puddle of his life's blood, and hadsteallow down a
growing wave of nausea and grief. Then with sh&hgnt shallow
pants she forced herself to get under a grim cbri8he would cry for
Mike later and then try to understand why his dea#idle her feel so
utterly desolate, but right now she had to cone¢aton the present
moment, and survival.

She was in such a dazed state of shock and gaehthirst she didn't
pay attention to what was being said. Graduallgugh, she realised
that the men in front were speaking again, andfatoed herself to
listen to the conversation.

'. .. almost there,' the first one was speaking.

'It's the next turn left. No hope of making it loltke an accident, not
with those marks on her face and neck,' the ses@mrdsaid.

Shock coursed through her so violently she felthgart jump in her
chest. Those two men were talking about killing asreasily as if
they were discussing the next Sunday picnic! Whys whis

happening to her? What did they want? Horrible ovisi flitted

through her mind, chasing each other like nastig ldagres, of what
could happen to a young and defenceless girl. Reglied up in her,
crowding at the back of her throat like a pent-opeam, beating at
her temples. She fought it, but tears continuedtifpdown her nose,
falling wetly off the tip. Oh, Mike, where are yol'deedyou --The

car's motion slowed, then slewed left, and she mdback to the



danger so imminent. Scrubbing her face into heulslao to try to dry
her face, she listened as the first man said, Wau her out while |
open the door. You're sure this place is empty?'

‘Yeah, the family's on vacation. It was a strok&iok hearing that in
the doctor's office. The house is nicely secludeal, Nobody around
to hear.'

Nobody around to hear ...The car stopped and doors slammed al
opened, and Dee felt her senses whirl as she vistethon to a rough
shoulder. She went as limp as a piece of strirgathing shallowly,
eyes closed. She was jolted around for a bit aed thseemed that
she was carried up a flight of stairs and throwwrn@n something
soft. The footsteps receded and a door closedh&el the scrape of
a lock.

Cautiously she opened her eyes and looked aroundShe was
alone. With a little more bravery, she lifted heall and surveyed the
bedroom she had been deposited in. The bed wagla she, and the
room fairly small. She noted the stuffed animalstioa waist- high
dressing table and guessed it must be a childs.rocemblingly, she
attempted to sit up, but fell back, so she triedim@nd this time
managed to make it up. With a heavy heart and ateplno will to
do much of anything, she stared at the tape wououahd her slim
ankles and her chin quivered. Mike.

Then her gaze sharpeneéhpe?Sure, it could hold someone well
enough if plenty were used, but there wasn't angtleiasier to cut
through. Looking around with more interest, shetsthto think of
what she could use on the tape when somethingextiayside the
door. She threw herself back down, but didn't Hawgorry, since no
one came into the room. The men were dping songgthinmping
around and making noise, and she heard soundsamfjament. Then
someone walked by the room, and she heard hinoggll.. . get the
job done, then, and get the hell out of here The' other called back



something, but was too far away for her to heat embugh, and the
gist was lost to her.

The sounds of someone moving around faded, andifsdteup her
head to search the room for reachable sharp thieg#tention to try
and get loose from her bonds. She soon had taugiv€he room was
too solidly child-proofed. She turned her face itite bedspread to
keep the yellow afternoon sun from blinding her ,aachazingly,
slept.

Drowsy. She turned her head and winced awake a®tkaess of her
neck muscles twanged painfully. She looked to thedow and
found the sky greying into late afternoon. How Idrad she slept?
Then she twisted around and stared at her bluistmped, useless
hands. They were lifeless, but her feet werenftusky. Knife-like
needles from abused nerve endings made her sgB8m.thought
back over what the one man had said. They had &ordeof job to
do. What was it? A faint drifting smell of smokeaesher nose twitch
and she shook her head. Another, stronger whiffinobke assailed
her quivering nostrils. She wondered briefly atsheid person who
was burning rubbish on a dry day like today—themfsbze into utter
immobility. The window was tightly closed. The sneokvas not
coming from outside. The smoke was coming from wvith

The house was on fire.

She was in the house, trapped as efficiently asdcoe, with no
possible hope of escaping this one. After the fsbibck of
knowledge, she subsided tiredly. What differencd di make?
Chances were good that it wouldn't hurt. Most peatied from
smoke inhalation, not from actually burning to ¢he&he was just too
discouraged and tired to fight any more. What dichatter? Mike
was dead.She turned her face into the soft bed$pitest was
decorated with grinning cartoon figures and wapatiently.



She never could really remember that much about e she
waited for the smoke to get too bad for breathBige knew that she
looked sometimes out the window at the darkening, sknd
sometimes she looked at the small crack of spatvecka the door
and the floor, watching for the deadly white curisiothingness that
would snuff out her life.

It came amazingly quickly. She stared at the fttsh tendrils,
thinking that the two men must have laid the fiezywwell for it to
catch so soon. Then the smoke was coming in thaokethicker and
she started to cough, the acrid smell burning Inerat and making
her eyes water copiously—or was she crying for Mikd for herself,
and for the life that she never would properlydiri?

Then she could hear the noise, the roaring, feuscimise of the
mindless monster that crept relentlessly to the skying wood and
home and girl as it went. She wondered fuzzilyeif teeth would tell
anyone who she really was, or if she would be lutie an

anonymous grave, all shrivelled and charred artdéorShe shivered
convulsively, unable to imagine the total nonexiste of that
personality the world called Dee . . .

... Dee!. .. are you, for God's sake? .. . @el? Dee, dammit, are
you here? . .. Where are you, girl?'

She turned her head a little on the bedspread hemljgaind wondered
if she was hallucinating the sound, of Mike's voibcearsely,
desperately calling her name over and over. Shé¢ beusiad.

'‘Dee, for God's sake, tell me where you are!'

Her head snapped up. That was no hallucinationt Tves a
full-throated roar of fear and dread and rage anlatwas Mike.



'‘Mike!" she screamed. 'I'm up here! Oh, God, thaag they shot you
and | thought you were dead and I'm so scared tg-Hdike!

'‘Keep calling, Dee, I'll be right there—don't giwe . . .'

She heaved right off the bed and landed as hatdeasould contrive,
making quite a satisfactory thump. Then she twistedher back,
ignoring the screaming protest from her jerked abdsed shoulder
muscles, and kicked the floor as hard as she cautiéady rhythm of
life and hope and desperation pounded on that n#ked The
floorboards were warm. The panic that hadn't corhennshe had
been hopeless came then, a wave of pure terroshengcreamed for
Mike, crying.

Over the steady and inhuman roar from the insidiatnste-hot fire,
she heard pounding footsteps in the hall then #tegped. 'Dee!’
Mike shouted. "Which room?"

'Here!" she sobbed. The handle turned, rattled santething heavy
slammed into the wood. She heard herself, quitectied in a way, as
she sobbed out a steady stream of hysteria. 'Yes! ®¥h, God, get
me out of here—please just get me out of here --'

The door splintered open and he surged in, his dairkfalling like
black rain over a grim brow, his eyes glitteringgeliprecious stones,
his mouth pulled into a grimace revealing whitethe®ne second
and he was heaving a broad, panting chest in & gigdg staring at
her crouched on the floor staring at him, and te second he was
down beside her, hauling her up against him hasdnouth all over
her face, raining shaking, fierce, thirsting kissasl she could barely
feel them, because she was kissing him back, amgngtee could
reach him—~his jaw, his cheek, his brow and theripss

And his lips were crushing hers, drinking, givihgsting and the hurt
was so deliciously wonderful, so wonderfully alishe welcomed



the pain. He pulled back, set her on her feet,sdw@dpromptly began
to fall, crying out. Mike jerked her into his armsd deposited her on
the bed, wrenching at the tape around her ankldsipping it off
within a few seconds, then reaching behind herrySbdidn't notice

'Oh, darling --' she gasped out an unsteady, uneanlsigh. She
couldn't feel his fingers. 'lt won't do any goodwén't be able to
walk—the circulation has been cut off too longTe tape was off
her wrists, for her shoulders were suddenly eased their cramped
confinement, and she brought her hands around dohtdhem
together tentatively. Nothing.

‘Not to worry, my love,' he said, sounding incrégibalm after his

ferocious bellowing. 'I'll carry you. You can't beich of a load, such
a little thing, after all. I'll just sling you upver my shoulder like so,
and we'll be off --' He started out of the door awvn the hall,

carrying her, contrary to his words, tightly agaims chest, shielding
her nose and mouth. They were forced back intordloen as red

angry flames licked wickedly at the stairs. Therrohthe monster
was nearly a scream.

Mike shoved at the door with one foot and wenht® window after
dumping her on the hateful bed, weak and frighteteads streaming
down her face. He tried the window, found it nadait, so he found
something to wrap around his forearm and smasheghit through

the glass, running his padded arm around the dddess sure all the
dangerous jagged edges were broken off. Then hesya the

outside for a brief moment, and looked back at Dde. had

apparently made up his mind, and he strode ovewg®ep her on to
the floor, laughing recklessly down into her face.

'‘Didn't | tell you not to worry?' he mocked, kisgiher hard.



She smiled at him quaveringly, trying to joke, 'Borry, I've just had
a bad day.'

His eyes softened on her unbelievably, then hem@gang swiftly,

tearing up sheets from the small bed with a rigplffrex of his

shoulders, tying the pieces together in an amagisighrt amount of
time. He tied one end to the bedpost, yanking & dver to the
window and throwing the other end out. It disappdawrith a snaking
slither.

He turned back to Dee and wordlessly held out imsaShe rose to
her knees and wrapped her arms tightly around &i&,npressing
kisses against his jawline and ear. She felt hsa kier back, then he
carried her to the window. 'It's only the secomahstlove. Do you
think you could keep those lovely arms around ngkrfer that long,
hmm?'

She drew back, stammering, 'My hands—I can't hofd to
anything --'

He drew one finger down the side of her cheekoh'et you fall.'

And looking into his wonderfully sparkling, vividlglive eyes, she
believed him. She tightened her arms around hik ared he wrapped
one arm securely around her waist, swinging themh lover the

windowsill. Then they were dropping into the airik®ls neck and
shoulder muscles bunching painfully, straininghadowered them
both to the ground.

Once down and feeling the incredible destructivag beat had not yet
broken through the outside wall, Mike hauled Dednip his arms
and carried her swiftly away from the burning, dyhlouse. She held
on to him and buried her face into his hard, warmaying shoulder.
Some distance away, he stopped and lowered herttwe hood of a
car. Her head surfaced briefly. It was his darlegreedan. She buried



her face again into him, feeling the marvelloushpd texture to his
skin, smelling his scent, touching him and beiniglhe

He pulled away. 'Dee darling, we've got to callfireedepartment so
that they can get this blaze under control or thelevwood will burn.
Are you all right, dear girl?' The tender tone #melslightly unsteady
hand that passed through her hair made her gutpshe nodded,
waveringly. He scooped her up and put her genttg the car,
grabbing a soft comforter from the back and tuckingnder her.
Then he swiftly got into the driver's side and reee down the
driveway with a squealing of tyres. Just as theghed the road and
he turned right, a distant wailing siren was hetike slowed and
pulled off the road, cocking his head and listenimgntly and Dee
peered down the road briefly, but uninterestedbcduse her hands
and feet were coming alive with a painful intensiBeveral red-
flashing, wailing trucks passed by, and Mike rethxa@ghing. 'Well,
they got here quicker than if we'd had to call ndithey?' His head
rested wearily on the headrest and he turned Iaid teelook at her.
‘What is it, sweetheart? Are you hurt after all?'

Dee turned her face away as the tears streamed kemface. The
pain was becoming unbearable, and she shiftecesshtlto ease it,
but moving only made it worse. 'It's my hands aet,f she muttered,
as he pulled her close to him again. 'I'm not hwt;—but they're on
fire, and they prick so painfully, and—that's &k silly to cry, and

I've cried so damned much, it seems, but—Mikepught you were
dead! | thought you were dead"

And of all the many experiences of the day, theify@mg, the

infuriating, and the very good, what she remembenedt about it
was the darkened early evening when she sobbebesytain and
tiredness and deep relief into the living warmthMike's arms,
smelling pungent smoke in her hair and clothes @ierg dark and
red, balmy night. The sounds of sirens wailed mfulisnin the

distance and an unseen hand stroked her hair.



She wasn't exactly sure when she fell asleep, litramembered
Mike tucking her carefully into her corner and tdae starting up with
a gentle purr. She remembered the passage of nohes@ace, the
wind whistling through Mike's slightly cracked wiod. She
remembered his stern, drawn face, half obscureddmgness and
occasionally lit up into brilliance by the passagjebright, glaring
cars. She dozed and then remembered the car sgoppith him
sliding out of the car. That was when she criedand reached for
him with both urgent hands, and he soothed heepiyi telling her
he would be right back. Then he disappeared fana and sounds
came to her of the boot opening and closing. Tleands back as he'd
promised, but Dee was so deeply asleep by thatthateshe never
even stirred when he bent over to kiss her and &ckrner of the
blanket under her feet.

She slept on and on and finally woke to sit up lao#& bewilderedly
around. It was pitch black outside, the black efdlead of night, with
icy white sparkling stars winking overhead. Mikdace was
impassive and unfathomable in the faint glow of lihelashboard.
She glanced at him, at the unending strip of rbatithe car's speed
ate up avidly. Finally she looked back at him medito see him send
her a quick, unexpressive gaze. 'We're on an tatersighway, aren't
we?' she asked him quietly.

He nodded. She glanced around again, and whatditénery that she
could make out appeared to be that found in nantKentucky. She
turned her puzzled, questioning gaze back to Mikd, he said
nothing.

A myriad collection of thoughts danced through imand, uppermost
the dread of going back to that homeless houseirtbaring hostility,

the remembrance of Mike as being the hunter, theueu, the enemy.
Then she recalled his gentleness to her, his utaghelisg. She
thought of him asking for her trust. Then she dehively emptied her
mind of all thought and stretched out to put hexchagainst his thigh



as a pillow, curling her legs comfortably. She coidel his eyes on
her, could feel his mind wondering at his reactenmg she turned her
head to smile at him sleepily.

‘Wherever we're going, wake me when we get thene,'murmured.

'‘Unless, of course, you'd like me to drive. In tbase, | don't vouch
for your safety or the continued existence of dasunscathed!" She
giggled a bit, then snuggled her cheek down towdsm leg. She

could feel his tension and wondered what he wankitig.

Mike gave a sigh and relaxed. 'You'd be more cotalfibe if you
stretched out in the back,' he said softly. Shehputhand lightly on
his knee.

'‘No. Would you like me to move? | will if you're comfortable.’

He answered as simply. 'No. Oh no." A hand desckndeher
shoulder and squeezed briefly, then was put backhensteering
wheel. '"You stay right there. Thank you, Dee.'

She burrowed into the softness of the blanketjrfgehe delicious
contrast between its yielding pliancy and the hesdnof his leg
muscle. 'You're welcome." And again she sleptulfytf waking
sometimes to his hand resting lightly on her neck.

Some time later the car's motion changed, andtgineds Mike was
pulling off the highway and he said tersely, 'Ll a moment. | don't
want to knock your head.' She kept down while hgotiated the
turn, then she eased away from him to look arowerdaith blurred
eyes.

'‘Are we there yet?' she asked, voice fuzzed byslee

She heard his low chuckle and glanced at him i tioncatch the
fleeting whiteness of his smile in the semi- darknéSear, sweet,



patient thing—you don't even know where "theretisyou? No, we
aren't there, | just can't drive any more withdg fear that | might
nod off as | stare at those lovely white lines loa toad that flash on
and on.'

'l could drive,' she mumbled, and sank againsictredoor to close
her eyes.

‘We're not that desperate,' he replied dryly, kisaestion running
through his amusement. 'We're going to get a rawarséeep until we
wake on our own. You've had it and so have .’

They pulled into the parking lot of a roadside nakat was still
open, and Dee stumbled out along with him. He std@nd stared at
her. 'Go back and stay in the warm car until | t&llyou,' he urged,
shooting out a hand as she staggered.

She doggedly shook her head. 'l want to come vath'yshe blinked
as she looked around. She didn't want to stayenctr by herself.
Silly, probably, but there it was. She followed hamd didn't even
notice his tired grin at her appearance. She wafijfanaware that
she still had the blanket around her and that sheepeering from it
like a small street urchin wrapped in rags, reekihgmoke. His arm
went around her shoulders bracingly, and she leagathst him as if
it was the most natural thing in the world to do.

Later, after they had carried in their luggage, &ikcked the door
and he turned to one of the two beds, strippindpisftiothes with the
simple economy of movement that bespoke overwhgmi
exhaustion, and an overriding desire to get in betwthe sheets
despite clothes flung on the floor and chair. dradnly his briefs

and unaware of Dee's riveted and fascinated gabe ateek animal
beauty of his long body, he slipped between theeand settled
with a sigh on the pillows. Greatly tired herseif spite of her sleep
snatched in the car, she also stripped right therearing if Mike's



attention was on her or not. It just didn't seenmettter. She slid a
clean nightshirt over her head, yawning so widdlgtther jaw
cracked, and started at the unexpected soundla $voice, sleepy
and amused, 'You look about twelve years old inttiiag.'

She grinned as he stretched luxuriously, hugelg,slie padded over
to turn out the light with a careless flick of verist. Then, suddenly
paralysed by the thought and the totally unexpeetadtional need

that struck at her, she stood motionless in thedlmidf the dark

room. A spasm of shaking swept through her astsioel schilled and

alone.

A rustle of sheets. 'Dee?' he asked her quiettyddep timbre of his
voice luring her more than he could know. 'Whya just standing
there like that? Is something wrong?'

Slowly, very slowly, she advanced until her legdbred the side of
his bed. She trembled, wondering what he wouldkthfirshe just

slipped into his bed. Dared she? A hesitant, tramgbhand went
guesting out and found a corner of sheet. Judiptondeside him and
to be held, so wonderfully close and warm and swfbat if he

rejected her? What if he turned away?

His voice came again, puzzled, patient and veryy tieed. 'Dee?
Where are you? | can't see in this infernal darkng&ee you all right,
love?"

And at that she suddenly knew. She pulled backctwes with a
sureness as solid as a rock, and slid right ip@mering long, warm,
hard legs with her own slighter, cold ones. Shéepuhe covers over
herself as she felt-' the quiver of shock run thiobgn. The warmth
of his body was like an electric heater and yahsch more enticing
and comforting, for it was living and breathing aadule to give her
what she needed.



'‘God—— he muttered, as if it were jerked out of him, “ed)what
are you doing?'

‘Trying to get warm,' she whispered, and anothasispof chills
shuddered through her. 'I'm being selfish, you keant to be held,
and warmed, and | want to go to sleep knowing\iregn | wake up |
won't be alone. | don't want to be alone, Mike A®ce trailed away
to a mere thread of sound.

Utter stillness and then, convulsively, his armsl siround her,
drawing her close to his long, warm, vibrant boSllge snuggled and
cuddled and drew as close as she could, and thesa'twanything
sexual at all between them—and yet curiously endlgie was. Just
to know that Mike was so definitely, exquisitelyiealy male made
the warmth very interesting indeed. He groped aatched for her
hands and found them carefully tucked away from lascold as ice.
He pulled them close, in spite of her tentativestuand laid them
right against the heat of his chest without so nagch flinch. It felt so
wonderful and so incredibly good to her, like thstrof his body, that
she sighed, relaxing, and she felt him relax ta® drew her head on
to his shoulder and she found that it fit just élyadght in the hollow
of his neck and shoulder muscles. A quick, sligbtztement had her
pressing her soft lips against the side of his raak then relaxing
again.

‘Thank you, Mike.'
‘You're very welcome, Dee.’
They slept.

Delicious warmth and the total relaxation of tiredre muscles. Dee
turned her head, murmured in her sleep, and roaigedat the light

that peeped through the thin slots of curtain actbe room. She
stretched her legs lazily and collided with lond®arder, smoothly



muscled legs. Freezing in surprise, she remembaned relaxed
again. She slid close to Mike's warmth and stadettift off to sleep
again, after briefly and uninterestedly wonderingpatv time of
morning it was. A large, questing hand roused ket touched her
bare thigh, and she murmured, 'It's just me.'

A low, husky voice vibrated through her back asshd closer.
‘Hmm, so I've found. How could I have forgotten?o@Gaonorning.'

'‘Mm, g'morning.' Dee froze again as that rovingcharept slowly
along her rib cage, over her slim shoulder to thie that lay on her
neck. The hair was brushed gently aside and wasrpliessed to her
nape. The pure physical delight that quivered thholber at this was
totally new and unexpected, and she melted righheobone at his
touch, sighing.

The hand quested down again, found the edge ofigrtshirt,
slipped in. 'Dee," it was said very, very softlgdayet she still caught
the quiver of something ragged running througfilie hand stilled a
moment, fingers tightening, lying heavily and yenhtly against her
ribs. '"You'd better get out of this bed right n®ease, get out.'

He was saying two different things, she thoughtilhatie was
asking her to stay with his hands and telling begd with his words.
And she found that she wanted to stay so very manod, with a
rightness and a completeness, she realised whyafed to stay.

Of course she loved him. She had known yesterdagilermeath,
when she'd been overwhelmed with desolation athitveght of him
dead. She had known at the bursting of joy whenhsiteheard him
calling her name over the sound of the fire. She krsown when
Mike had pulled her close yesterday, and held her.

She turned in his arms and looked at him cleaglying him see the
emotion and the desire in her eyes, without preafion, and the



smile that she gave to him jvas like the morning sising and

spilling its brilliance over a darkened countrysid&hne heard him
catch his breath and felt him come up on one eltzostare down at
her. '‘Can you look me in the eyes and tell megitab my face that
you want me to leave?' she asked him softly, fgedmmehow much
more controlled than he at the moment. 'Becaugeufcan, I'll go,

but not before then.'

His eyes dropped to her moving lips, then he clodedn and
swallowed. 'No matter what happens?' he mutteresl, hland
clenching convulsively.

She touched him and felt the reverberations oftbech shudder
through his entire length. 'Especially for what Webhappen,' she
whispered.

His eyes opened and he stared deeply into her #heegreen vivid,

violent, leaping, fringed with lovely long lasheader a dark and
heavy brow, cleanly moulded. His head graduallyded to her, his
eyes never leaving hers, and her heart startealng Bard pounding
that threatened to stop her ears with its roarwlle leaning over her
and his lips hovered over hers. She saw his eygeiflshut. Just
before he kissed her, he whispered, 'l can't.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

Dee woke again and smiled involuntarily. To be held &mbe warm

and to be loved—what more could one want out @?liA heavy
weight lay on her legs and on her waist, and sldehiea right hand
curled in Mike's hair at the back of his head. tineed to look at him
and he was so close that all she had to do wak @&qdust a little

with her lips. She did, and at her light, feathenych he awoke too,
kissing her back, eyes closed and a low, deep,yhgskan of

satisfaction purring in his throat. The heavy weighher legs moved
as he shifted his, and the weight at her waisteiggd deliciously, but
he was rolling away to lie on his back.

'‘Good morning again. You're a wonderful sight tokevaup to,' he
murmured, head turned on the pillow, smiling lazity her. Dee
stretched and moaned as she felt the creak of @buvsed muscles.
Memory flooded her, and she raised a self-consdiand to her face.

‘Beautifully black and blue, no doubt,' she saiglyydaughing at him
laughing at her. 'l was having the most wonderfabad.'

'‘Oh?' he murmured, coming up on one elbow and ngnai long
finger down her nose. 'And what were you dreamiogu#?'

‘About this warm and sensitive man | met a few days,' she replied
softly, reaching up to his face. He turned his haad kissed her
fingers. 'We were running around and around, anwv&® chasing
me. He finally caught me, too, and when we lookadkbat where
we'd been running, we found we'd been going inyctazles, and not
only had he been after me, but I'd been after filmen there was this
huge, roaring monster that chased us all over lde@nd it started
to rain. The rain melted all our clothes off. . .'



'‘Dee?' he questioned softly, a white smile touclmisgfirm lips. She
stopped to look up at him, eyes wide and innocAnge. you making
this up as you go along?'

She nodded, mischief in her eyes, and he startedigih. *But,’ she
hastened to tell him, 'l did meet a warm and simesman a few days
ago.'

'‘Oh, you did?' He bent his head and began toaiaile of tiny kisses
from her neck to her shoulder, up to her mouthaflung, long while,
and then back again. ‘Do | happen to know thisqgpé&¥$'m not sure if
| entirely approve of you making friends that easilith a total

stranger . ..'

'Of course you know him,' she whispered into his peessing a kiss
to his jaw and feeling the roughness of his unshéaee. He nuzzled
her, then stopped still as she continued blith&fpu remember
Chuck, the trucker, don't you?'

And she shrieked with devilment and laughter agidgigened two
warning hands on her with a mock- serious growlrajea. After a
few more minutes of this kind of play, Mike slapgdest hip and said
with a sigh, 'I'll bet it's some ungodly time ofydend we should have
been up hours ago. It's time you and | were oulteaf, my girl." He
slid out of the covers and stood, a quick, fluidverment, and as she
stared at the smooth strength of his muscular bsidy,went warm
with remembrance. He was turning to look at hesugh, and she
ducked under the covers again, giggling. One sgekand came
under the covers in search of her, and she slagpiedNo, | won't!
The bed's too warm—ow! All right—all right! I'll geout, for
heaven's sake, just stop tickling me! You womblabite if you don't
let go of me—oof!" That last was as he scoopedupdrigh into his
arms, swung her around in a dizzying circle, angodged her in a
heap on the crumpled bed. Her hair went flying bedlegs were all
tangled up in a heap, and her eyes were such d, Jilliant,



flashing blue, they captured his attention and lhéld still. She was
laughing up at him as he towered over her, andeawdiched, her
smile slowly died away to leave a more seriouspleeed pucker
around the eyes.

Dee stared at him, feeling all the questions aedrtbomprehensions
of the previous day well up inside her. The questishe had been too
exhausted, too overwhelmed, too drained to asleti¢ast night now
clamoured for attention. 'Mike, about yesterday-eh't understand
any of it. | don't see why those men came aftermiioad daylight.
It—it doesn't make sense, does it?' And the lookeneyes as she
stared at him was lost, bewildered, and somehowoirmmg).

Something clicked over in his face, something $ligindefinable,
and so tangibly real that she stared, harder. & weexplicably, a
barrier. 'What don't you understand, love?' hecskémly, sitting on
the bed.

Puzzlement quivered through her. 'Well ... foranse, why do you
suppose those two men abducted me after attemjatiagd failing
the night before? Once might be a random incidairttfwice? Come
on, now, really --'

His jaw clenched, briefly, and she sensed the srealyers of a deep
anger that had not quite died down yet. 'l expeciabse they were
afraid you'd seen them the* -night before and watdeget rid of you
before you identified them and pressed chargeséfieed smoothly.

'‘But it was nearly pitch black that night!" she tesied against this
line of reasoning. It seemed illogical. 'l didntea get the slightest
hint of what they looked like.'

'‘But you marked one of them quite definitely wittat nasty bite of
yours,' he pointed out, after a moment's reflection



Dee nibbled at a finger thoughtfully, frowning. dfls true. But it still

seems a bit much, don't you think?' He didn't amsaed after a
moment she shrugged fretfully. 'Oh, well, it's omew, and it doesn't
matter any more! But it's still strange, and it mskne wonder. One
of them said something about having a job to cotapknd | never
have figured that one out. Oh, and | know thathtbese they found
was totally by chance. One of them had overhearthendoctor's

office about it being vacant.'

‘There,' said Mike immediately. 'That's your answéie job they had
to complete must have been robbing the house stahed at him.

‘That hadn't occurred to me,' she said slowlyupip®se it's possible.
By the way, however did you manage to find me soveaiently in
the nick of time?'

''d managed to dive into my car and follow theways,' he said,
smiling crookedly. 'But then | managed to lose theite residential
area where that house was. The streets are verglinginand
confusing, and | was sweating out a whole hosteafrd before |
finally noticed a whiff of smoke coming from theus® you were in.
It was hidden from the road, and I'd gone up ondiineeway purely
out of a rather hopeless curiosity, wondering whtheir right mind
would be burning trash on a day like yesterday.'

'How very strange,' she murmured. 'lIt was my thoeghctly, before
| realized the house was on fire. Then, of coueserything made
sense.’'

He said dryly, 'Of course. Anyway, | noticed it wiae house, too,
and then went to the front door to see if anyons atahome. The
lock, | saw, had been forced and | became susg@aough to break
inside. | called for you, experimentally, and yoisaered. The rest is
history.'



'‘Well!" she said, laughing in a way that was notiaed at all. 'Am |
glad you're of an inquisitive nature! Otherwise lbed past history
right now."' And a shudder quivered through her &ers at the cold,
frightening thought.

Mike was suddenly brisk. 'Come on, up now for swe.have a lot to
do today, and more of our journey yet to go. Huaw/'ll lay first
claim to the shower and use all the hot water!" Baaled,
reluctantly, but something niggled at the back &f mind, even as
she obediently rose to pad into the plain whitétmtm and turn on
the taps. She couldn't pinpoint the problem, neneto herself, for
she wasn't sure she'd correctly picked up the Wesponessages
Mike emitted.

The slight impression that something was not qugget haunted her
throughout their quickly snatched meal, in a restatnot far from
the motel where they had stayed. Mike was resperamough to her
conversation, and yet she noticed his eyes straginge window
when he thought she wasn't looking. He smiled duiekough at her
jokes and good humour, and it didn't seem to rdasheyes. He
responded quickly to her outstretched hand, tuckiadpig warm one
into hers, and yet it was done with a sombre esmaghat had her
more than a little worried.

She helped carry the suitcases to the car latewatghing him

covertly. After he had taken the key to the froffice while she

waited in the car, she saw him come out of thedmagl slowly and

stop, his head turned to the road south, away tnem the spring
breeze fluttering through his dark hair. The setigshoulders was
stiff. Then he moved, breaking the brief illusidrat she had felt
when he had stood so absolutely still, like a neadbthtue, no feeling
and no expression on his face. When he got intecdén@and put the
key to the ignition and yet made no move to statdar, she finally
spoke.



'‘What's wrong?' She watched him, worried. Silemoemovement,
no indication that he had heard her. 'Mike, sonmgtkibeen troubling
you all day long. What is it? Where are we goingyWdren't you
talking to me?"

The questions were spoken quietly, and she triesotond placid

enough so that he would know that she was not @ei@nd trusted
him, but something quivered through her words dedper efforts.

He didn't turn to look at her and his hand wenttouhe ignition. The

car purred to life. 'What do you mean, | havendrb&alking to you?

I've been talking to you all day long,' he repleegbressionlessly. Dee
jerked in her seat.

'‘No, you haven't. You've been making surface ndiseppease me.
You haven't really said anythirig me since we got out of bed. Is—is
it me? Is it something I've said, or—or done?' Meice wobbled
betrayingly at the end, and she caught her bréatbus at herself for
showing such distress at his uncommunicative mood.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw him glancepghat her

unsteady voice, and his hand flashed out, caugdtdfdher fingers
and gripped them so tightly it hurt. She held othtopain as if it were
a reassurance, which in a way it was. 'You're ngigrto last night
and this morning, | take it,’ he said quietly. Dstared out of her
window blindly and nodded, forgetting that he wassimlikely

watching the road. He apparently saw it, thougtr, lie was
responding promptly. 'Dee, are you sorry for laght? | know it hurt
you a little bit, but honestly, love, it doesn'eeytime --'

'‘Oh, God!" she exploded, hiding all her pent-up uagaties behind a
sudden spurt of anger. 'Don't patronise me! | kiowyoung, but I'm
certainly not ignorant of the facts of life—they tkach things in
school, you know!" She stopped abruptly, felt laadhwithdraw, and
her voice changed. 'That's it, isn't it? You'rere¢ting last night, not
l. Is it because I'm so young? | believe it's ahfiatutory rape when a



legal adult has sex with a minor.' The words wésieato- swift and
cutting as she struggled with her foolish desireto@ry.

'Stop it, just stop it!"" Mike's voice rose over fieand she did,
clamming up and staring away from him. 'All rigmaybe I'm
wondering if we did the right thing last night, wisavrong with that,
for God's sake? For crying out loud, Dee, I'm twamhe years
old—eleven years older than you. You aren't evghteen!

‘And if I'd been forty?' she queried chillingly,caheard his impatient
sigh. 'What then, answer me that? It wouldn't haaéered so much,
would it, that you were eleven years younger thaad? You'd have
considered yourself quite capable of dealing wittwobuldn't you?
Wouldn't you?'

‘That's ridiculous,' he gritted. His knuckles waerleite as his hands
tightened spasmodically on the steering wheel.

'‘Why is it ridiculous?' she shouted, spilling all loer turbulent
emotions out and sensing his wince. 'l knew whathBll | was
doing, didn't I? What if I'd been a forty-year-oldrgin? It still
wouldn't have mattered so much—don't shake yount hlea that—it
wouldn't! | can see it in your eyd3amnit, you're looking at statistics
again, and you aren't really seeimg under all that! When will it
stop, Mike? When will people stop looking at me aagling "there's
the millionaire heiress" or "there's the seventgearold"! Do you
know how I've been patronized at the restaurast,ljacause people
think that if I'm a waitress | can't be that shanpthe brains
department?"

'l can't overlook the facts, no matter how you mant me to!" he
shapped, a host of thunderclouds lowering on ow/br

'l don't want you to! It's a fact that | was a wir@gnd I'm not now, and
you're the one who took my virginity!" she hisséehd it's a fact that



last night was something very special to me, atahk that if you'd
let it, it would be special to you, too! And mistéls a fact that you
can either look at what we had last night as jastrig sex or making
love. | don't want you to ignore the facts, mgnst want you to have
the right perspective on them! Would you have mthge much if |
hadn't been a virgin?'

Amazingly, a slight, quick smile quirked at hisdip'l probably
wouldn't be feeling so guilty,’ he admitted ruefull

‘Well, then," she said hardly, watching closelyla reaction, 'if I'd
known, | would have lost my virginity in some ratwdittle motel

room with a total stranger, and then you wouldaitéhto be feeling
so bad.'

She was totally unprepared for his viciously bittéghoath, or the
violent swerve of the car cutting off the highwandgparking jerkily
at the side of the road. He reached for her, ghlder by the
shoulders, and began to shake her hard. '‘Don'eyeu ever say a
thing like that again!" he snarled, and she wordlatdis anger, even
while a slow glow of warmth spread through her. Glyd! Don't you
have any more respect for yourself than that?niéxeer --'

She stopped him simply by reaching forward andgingsher soft
lips to his. Then she leaned back and smiled at Wind aren't you
glad | had more respect for myself and you by mgkimuch, much
more special to me than just a tawdry one-nigimd2ashe asked him
softly. 'Mike, do you really regret it? If so, I'very sorry. | just can't.'

He relaxed his grip on her and sighed, replyingaybt | think |
should regret it. Maybe that's why I'm putting mf/$lerough such
throes of guilt, | don't know. And yes, it was vevgry special to me,
and I'll treasure the memory.' He brought his tps/n and caressed
hers gently.



But she drew back and frowned into his shirt. 'Mkdy won't you
tell me where we're going? Trust is one thing,thig is going a bit
far, surely?'

He looked at her a moment. 'I've been putting fif 6 muttered,
rubbing his eyes with his fingers. 'And you're tigishould have told
you sooner. We're going to Knoxville.'

It was a flat statement, brooking no argument, wetdhe paused,
watching her closely. At his words, Dee felt a dbkypwv of dread in
her chest, but she strove to overcome it, thinkmnlgerself, trust. He
wants me to trust him. Trust him, Dee. She drewepdshaky breath
and asked, 'How long are we staying, then?' AndHerlife of her,
she couldn't help looking the questiarny? at him, tensed. Why
home, why now?

He relaxed slightly, smiled a little, and he cuped cheek in that
familiar way. 'You surpass all my expectations,tdld her quietly.

‘We are, my girl, going to my apartment. We're gdim test out that
once-tried theory of yours and really see if the plaee no one will
look for you is at your own home base. My apartmsnjust

downtown, not fitteen minutes from your house. Ahohy guess is
right and if you manage to keep pretty much hiddes,should be
able to limp along tolerably well for a while.'

Dee felt stunned, bewildered. 'But why? Why cae'tgs somewhere
else for a while? Why do we have to go back hor8é@' stared at
him, feeling that odd barrier from the morning,topgf the strangest
feeling that he wasn't telling her something, bu still couldn't
pinpoint what it was. 'l don't understand.'

Mike straightened in his seat and stared out imtogolden day. "You
said to me not too long ago that what you needest mvas time to
think, to decide what you were going to do. Havel ynade a
decision?'



She hesitated, feeling swamped with uncertaintyzlement and the
desire to tell him just how she really felt abounhhBut it was too
new to her, too early for that, and she was sigentoment. Then,
reluctantly, 'No, | haven't.’

His jaw hardened. 'Well, what I'm going to do ig/lyou that time
you need." Silence, and he muttered something uhdebreath,
something quick and stern sounding, and very s&radige suspected
that he hadn't really meant her to hear it, but lsheé very good
hearing and she picked it up in spite of the sefineith which it was
spoken. 'I'm going to buy you all the time in therld.’

And she couldn't understand its gist, just as shida't understand
the element of inexplicability to his behaviour,t®ince she had
forced the issue so far, she didn't want to askdmgthing else just
yet.

He started the car again, pulled out into the Inesteetch of highway
and silence reigned for a long, long time in thafeees of the car.
And she sank back into her seat and puzzled ah#my unexplained
and unexplainable mysteries in her life.

They stopped soon to stretch their legs and ta getd drink, and by
then she had simply given up on her endless spgewiland just
concentrated on each moment. Life had begun todakan element
of unreality for her, for the events in the pasirfdays had become
too much to handle. Her emotions had been yankeditbf whack,
and her whole schedule had been overturned, andshewhad to
reconstruct something new for herself. She waz@iiaid, because
she had settled into a comforting groove. She vk where she
would be staying the next week, and she had begoake plans and
have hopes and dreams of the simple, every day@ariing next
week's menu according to her budget; the televispatials she had
looked forward to; whether she could afford thaigadiress on display
that she'd been eyeing for several days. Now strétdinow what to



expect, or where she would next lay her head. Wildered her so
much that she had to simply shut down and cope wiily
non-essential, commonplace things.

It was strange, too, how she caught herself lookiagind for Mike

and making sure that he was near. She'd nevey deale that before
except when she had been a young child and hadtbegmoung to

explore without her parents. She found that shetwyag) to reassure
herself of his presence and support, and in a tiayanhgered her, for
she had become quite proud of her self-sufficiezanyy in life. She

began to withdraw in little ways, and not in anytigallar way that he
would especially notice, but he gradually stoppeakimg general

conversation as he sensed her silent mood.

Dee became increasingly grim as they neared theilidam
once-loved area she knew so well, the spring amosthern Ohio
giving way to a more balmy warmth and greenery.\8&& conscious
of Mike's flickered, questioning glances, but was$1:0 mood to tell
him of the strange feelings that were bombardirig$iee felt that she
was travelling further and further into a strangekdess that invaded
her brain and hampered her thought processes. erméere she
turned her head, she saw darkness, in spite ¢hthéhat the sun was
benignly shining and the birds were blithely sirggim chirrupy
spurts. And the darkness that she saw and feltanasnreasoning
dread. She was suddenly able to understand whiateermemories
of Kentucky were dark and misted over with a heasy. It was a
cloud of remembered unhappiness.

She dozed fitfully, then she sank into a murky it caught at her
blood and forced it to slug slowly through her wiand someone
was really chasing her this time, and it wasn'té/lkit an unknown
menacing stranger, and she tried to run and ruh,she was so
hampered by her lifeless limbs that she couldh'aggwhere. 'l can't
move," she whimpered, and jerked with fright asfshea warm hand
descend on to her quaking shoulder, and she waghtawapped,



mired down in mud. She knew a terrible sinking ifeglas she
realised that she was caught for good. She wowldrrgeet away or be
free again . . . "Trapped! I'm trapped!" she sobthgdly, and was
pulled into wakefulness by insistent hands.

Opening her eyes, she stared hugely up into Mé@'serned face.
Then awareness and reality hit her and she stemgbtwith a groan.
They had pulled into a parking lot in the middle aof apartment
complex, stylish, modern, and well maintained. Shgwva quick,

slightly shaking hand through her hair, Dee muteret looking at
Mike, 'Sorry. | was having a bad dream.' One haftidibut he rubbed
at her collarbone with his other hand, thumb rotagently.

‘Are you sure you're all right?' His head was benter and he
suddenly seemed too near, so she sat forward amdi foer shoes.
She'd slipped them off earlier, and one was stucleuthe car seat.

'I'm fine. It was a foolish dream, but then dreaatvgays seem that
way when you're awake and out of them." She seshirding, wry

glance up at him, a twisted smile on her lips. Bhén you're caught
in them, they're as real as the edge of a knifedsa slip and prick
you if you aren't careful ... | always thought tigatting stuck in a
nasty, sticky mud would be horrible, and | alwaysasn of it, or

getting caught and mired down some way. Filthy giali

Her shoes slipped on, she straightened and lookedt dner with
interest, then sent a questioning gaze to thefigilfe beside her.

He smiled at her, easily, but the hand that hagegtan her shoulder
tightened as if he had felt the keen edge of thiéekshe had

described. Then he was pointing out a group of awslthat was his
apartment, warning her that since he hadn't beekfoaa while, the

place would be a mess.



Dee's mood lightened and she laughed at him asstheygled to get
everything from the car into the building. He hagb quite right: the
place was a wreck, with an unlived-in air aboutrtiams and a layer
of dust that was settled on the furniture not ceslemp, and a few
boxes lying around, stacked to the brim with thitigg he swore he'd
stored. She teased him unmercifully as they sattaldeaning up the
roomy place. The furniture was good, she discoveaed the few

ornaments around were tasteful and both lookedf@héxpensive.

She admired Mike's huge record collection as hédusff cabinets,

and peered at all his books with approval and esterHe had

disappeared to the bedrooms to make them up amahdok the

kitchen and heating.

After tidying up the place, they set off to buy gedes, and in spite of
Dee's voiceless apprehensions and darkening pékspehbey had an
uproarious time, skating a shopping cart dangeyotisiough the

aisles and making each other laugh helplessly.rBxeéento an older
woman's cart and was treated with a hostile, dissipg stare, and
Mike accidentally knocked over a stack of cereatdsowhen she
startled him by zooming around a corner unexpegted|

Back at the apartment, they put away the food compably, and
she asked him curiously, 'Whatever are you goingptabout Judith
and Howard? You called them and told them you weraing back
with me. What will happen when you don't show ughwne, as
promised?'

Mike bent and stuck his head into the refrigeratohe arranged the
perishables neatly on the shelves. 'l called theter land told them
that you'd gotten away, and that there would beslaydwhile |
located you again.' The words echoed oddly in thallsconfines of
the humming cubicle, and he backed out to shumallf, only then
glancing at her still body.

Dee asked quietly, feeling strange, 'When did youhet?"



He smiled at her cheerfully. "When you were intliathroom taking a
shower this morning. It ought to give us both adbtime to think,

don't you agree? They're well aware of how slipgefish you can
be, when you choose to get away.'

She nodded, absently, her eyes vaguely puzzled,trecdudden
descent of his hand on her bottom jerked her obeothoughts with
a small shriek. 'What was that for?' she exclaimd@nantly, trying
in vain to slap him back.

He laughed down in her face, it was to get youstihon my supper,
slave,' he growled, and she made a rebellious face.

'l don't make suppers, or do windows, or cleanroatins, or wash
dishes . . ."' she ticked off the items on her fiagbaughtily. Mike
looked extremely indignant.

‘And to think | spent all that money on a worthlsks/e! What in the
world doyou do?'

The peep she gave him from under her lashes wate
mischievously provocative. 'l could become quigoad massuese,'
she replied, contemplatively, and he immediate|yesped appeased.

'‘Well then,that'sall right. But how are we going to live?'

She twinkled at him, 'T.V. dinners?' and had toglauwat his
involuntary groan. Then she became brisk. 'No, Hb,fix us
something to eat, since you drove all day! Go at,aut, get out!
Relax in the living room, for heaven's sake!'" Sheced him out and
he left, only after giving her a laughing, ticklingard kiss to which
she responded gladly.

She spent a busy hour in the kitchen, clanging peomend cheerfully,
having successfully shaken her dark mood fromeaifhe whisked



around, setting the table for two and washing wdinty dishes as
she went, and eventually she went into the liviogm to fetch Mike

to the table. Walking softly on her toes in a nakuathlete's walk that
proclaimed her to the knowledgeable as a sprisker moved swiftly

into the other room.

As she entered it, she slowed and stared throwgbaimi-darkness of
the curtained room at the slumped form on the coanod stopped
silently to stare at Mike, concerned. He had hisdh@ both hands,
his fingers tangled in what could only be an adi#uwf grief, or
sadness. Dee looked at his hands, rememberingnfiget with
tenderness, how her hands had tangled in hisrhaimost the exact
same way—was it only this morning? 'Mike?' It camue soft. ‘Are
you okay?'

His head jerked up at her voice, and he was othefcouch and
walking her way, normal, casual. 'Of course. I'mwtlyeady to chew
on the furniture, I'm so hungry,' he teased, gngrat her.

She didn't return the smile, her eyes troublece Yau sure nothing's
bothering you?' The change in him was astounding;rmoment he
appeared to be extremely depressed, and the nexvase so

completely normal that she sensed even more syrdimgll something
was wrong.

'‘Not-'a blessed thing,' he said cheerfully, themrdided at his eyes
with thumb and forefinger. 'l think I did too mudhiving lately, and

my eyes are bothering me, but other than thattaaébict that | might
die in the next few minutes from starvation—whg Just fine.'

Her eyes slowly crinkled at him and she had to kleucAll right, |
get your drift! Come on, it's ready and waiting you.'

Throughout that evening, as they watched televisiad played
checkers, Mike was indeed so ordinary and calm,cante cheerful,



that she gradually began to believe that what sldesken earlier had
been mostly her imagination. She enjoyed hersatfekiening, more
than she had for a long time. He could make hegHewsterically
with his keen, dry wit and humorous, biting comnsemind he could
force her to concentrate more than anyone elselcouiving her
mind to quicker and keener decisions. He forcedtthenake snap
decisions at the checker board, and she blunderghly on the first
game, flustered by his demands. But the secondavire a bit harder
for him, for she was beginning to meet his demaids, she had
always been quick to react, intelligent and reamlyrtist her own
judgment. And the third time, it was she who motaster than he,
goading him on when his long-fingered hand hesitatefly over a
certain play, and she flushed with triumph whencpured his final
checker. 'Ha!" she jeered, wrinkling her nose amdimg the last
checker under his chagrined nose. 'You got it tima¢, my man!
Didn't think | had it in me, did you?'

Her hand was captured easily, and his green egebed down deep
into her as he smiled a lazy, heartstopping srhdéetobuched her soul.
'l knew very well you had it in you, sweethearg rhurmured, kissing
her small hand quickly. It quivered. 'I'm the ondoaspent nine
months learning just how much you do have in yemember? And |
think I'm only just beginning to dig beneath thefsce. You shouted
at me today, crying, "When are people going to gtafing labels on
me!" and | didn't know how to respond, then. Buti yoe all those
things you listed, Dee, and not only those things rauch, much
more. And you've got to learn that people will sy what you
show them—if you won't show them what's underneéin they'll
never know the special part that's the essencewf y

Unexpected tears pricked her eyes. How had theg@serious, so
suddenly? Her eyes slid away from his and her reosk throat
stopped with the tears she was trying hard natéo sBut how?' she
whispered, and caught at herself before goingHow'do you take



the hurt and the cruelty?' Her hand twisted in kHlew do you take
the indifference?’

Mike stroked her hand into quietness. 'My poor, etwgrl—is that

how you see life? Really? Or is that what you'verbtaught, in the
past few years? You ran away from the unhappinésbome

physically, but you took it with you as you randift you? You kept
the memory alive, and you were determined to kéap from ever
happening again, so you walled yourself into a Dttty life and an

empty little hole of an apartment. You weren't gpto be pushed
away by anyone else, ever again, because you voang ¢p make
sure that no one got that close. You really werthenrun, all the time
you were settled in one place, and you'd be onuhenow, if you

hadn't smashed right into me.'

Shaken, Dee averted her head as her face crumpiedmisery.
'‘Don't, please,' she muttered, tugging uselesslyeathand. Mike
began to pull her towards him, though, inexorahlyd she finally
just collapsed into the warm circle he offered #esob shook her,
and then another. She buried her face as she rieedgrhe
sotrl-shaking truth of what he had said to her, ahd whispered,
mouth trembling, 'l just don't want to be hurt angre.'

'‘God!" The word was wrenched from him, right oonfrthE deepness
of his chest, from his awareness, and it soundgdisined somehow,
sad and tortured. His arms tightened convulsiveiyher, and she
welcomed it, both the pain and the comfort, forytesre both the
same. His face went to her hair and she felt thtengubone of his

cheek, the press of his browbone, and the movingas®n of his

lips. Then he was bending, picking her up, carryiaginto the other
room. It all happened so fast that her breathtéett away from the
wonderful emotional shock of the unexpected. Indakness of the
bedroom, he put her down and wordlessly undressediith an

urgency that left her shaking. Then she was helpingundress and
they were loving each other, warm and intense argivsng that she



didn't know where to put all the love and emotibspilled over on to
the sheets with her dripping tears as she was owerevith the need
and the feel and the love of him.

Much later, he was holding her very, very tightigdatenderly,

wrapping his arms around her with a firmness aghé demand that
kept her right up to the vitality of his damp, hekhausted body.
Silence smoothed over the darkness in a washrofurbity, and she
jumped with the unexpectedness of his voice, oddignpelling.

'‘Dee—Deirdre. Promise me something, sweetheamspleCan you
bring yourself to promise me this one thing?"

She smiled into his skin and lifted her head shgtd try and stare
into his face. It was a pale-hewn sketch of hiduess, drawn in
blacks and greys. 'You know I'd promise you anghishe said
quietly, and felt the impact of her words sliceotingh him.

'l don't deserve to ask this of you, | shouldmyt saything at all,' he
muttered, tracing her cheek with one hand, goirey and over it as if
he would like to imprint the feel and the textufdéner for ever in his
mind. 'Sweet heaven, | shouldn't be saying thisHcan't help it.
Oh, Dee, you have no idea of what I'm talking abBut you've just
got to believe in the humanity and goodness of arahnever, ever
doubt it. Damn, you don't understand me, and |tcarplain,
but—oh, please, Dee, just have faith in mankinst, lpave faith!"

And she thought she had never experienced sucimtanse and
fulfilling happiness, even as she wondered blanklyat he had
meant.

The next morning she woke slowly, leisurely, luously, and
stretched like a satisfied and happy cat, musclalcle, glorying in
her own inherent sexuality in a way she had neeérb. She was a
woman, in every sense of the word, and she lovatyle woman.
Her head turned and her hand went over the sheretsuntering



nothing but pillow and blanket. Mike was gone. Haswprobably
fixing breakfast, she surmised, running her eyesvlgl over the
contents of the room. She liked it. It was plainl gt comfortable,
and it somehow embodied the flavour of him. Sheosead it.
Perhaps it was his scent that lingered on thewpiliext to hers, or
perhaps it was the casual indications of his presénthe carelessly
laid comb and brush, and the cufflinks that weritteging like
goldfish in a shallow bowl. She definitely likedshmasculine
presence in her life. She liked it very much indeed

After a few lazy yawns, she slid out of bed and enadjuickly and
neatly. Then she padded to the small bathroom leddnged
exclusively to the master bedroom, then showeretlveashed her
hair as fast as she could, impatient with the sdely in starting her
day. After towelling dry and dressing, she ran Mikeomb through
her curls so they would not dry all snarled, thea bounded down
the hall, eager to give him a special good morikisg.

It was strange that she felt no insecurities abtiké and the future.
She sensed something in him that seemed to spdh& tamotion in
her. Can one accurately sense something like sta?wondered
idly.

Could that kind of sensitivity be trusted? She wered what would
happen if she were in a crowd of people with himadull room.

Would she be able to sense his presence and dimexftthought then,
or was it all an illusion. . .

The sound of voices hit her a split second befoeeimpetus of her
moving body carried her into the living room, arme svas so totally
unprepared for the blow of intense shock that &ther that it was as
if someone had physically hit her, and hard.

'. .. you really were very, very clever, wererduy Mr Carradine?'
And that voice was one she knew. It was the voideoaunt Judith.



And Dee couldn't stop her entrance into the roemtife messsage to
move had already been sent to her muscles and &wag bbeyed,
even while the shock of discovery was slammed hetomidriff, like

a knife. Judith was still talking and she was h&gathe words, though
she wanted for all the world to stop her ears dodkbthem out for
ever. 'How in the world did you trick her into corgito Knoxville, of
all places, without giving your hand away?'

Then she was in the room, just barely inside tlmencand she was
trapped utterly and completely. It was the nigherthiat was reality,
and the darkness swamped her, eating at her seumid screamed
at the horror, as she took in the scene of Juthtideng near to Mike,
who was facing the window looking outside, his baakrod-stiff,

straight. Dee noticed with a fleeting irrelevanbatthis hair was
sleekly, neatly brushed and that he was dressthiifored black suit
with a crisp white shirt. It suited him. Then hegres, wide and
uncomprehending, slewed to the shorter, squatiardiof her aunt,
who had turned at her entrance and was watchingitiea secretive,
triumphant smile on her plump face. It was a veagty smile.

Howard, she noticed, almost as an afterthought, skasped in an
easy chair in the habitual cringing attitude hestantly adopted, as if
life were too much for him to bear, or Judith. Btid, straight figure

at the window did not move. He could have beenrdiving statue.

After the first wide-eyed, incredulous, uncomprehegdtare, Dee's
face assumed a semblance of normality, though gheat come
right into the room. It was all surface; insideg $élt the plunge of the
knife sink to her life's centre and the burning dipthe painful hot
steel of despair started a slow turning.

Trust, she thought, a last desperate chance tevieelhat he hadn't
meant it, hadn't counted on this happening. It wHhsa huge,

monstrous mistake, a colossal error in logic, adevestimation of
the opposition. Judith and Howard had obviously hidapartment
watched. That was it, surely that was it.



But then Judith was dispelling that last illusiorthaa cruel accuracy,
hitting her thoughts by an accident of chance. Wéds very good,
dear, wasn't he?' she asked, a sly maliciousnds= ismile, if not in

her voice. Her voice was all cooing affection aal$ity. 'We never
lost faith in him . .." and Dee flinched violendly her ironic choice of
words, . . . all those months. We knew he wouidgyou back to us,
dear girl. Of course, he had an excellent incenth@n't he? But he
wouldn't have told you about the staggering bonei®fiered him for

your return. And it was all well earned. Well eatnendeed! Well,

girl, have you got your things packed in your sase? We've got
quite a lot to do today, and we haven't much timevait for you.

Your room, of course, is ready and waiting for yéler light, almost
colourless eyes watched Dee avidly, storing uphatl expressions
and watching for any sign of betraying vulnerapilit

But pee wasn't even paying attention to her aumt,she was
watching that straight, stiff back. Walking slowdgross the room,
right by Judith without so much as a sidelong géarshe halted just
behind Mike, right close to his shoulder. She colbéle moved
slightly and touched him, she was so close. Butigih@t. Then, with
a quick, stern glance behind her shoulder at tlabye hovering
woman, she said with dignity, 'This is privateyolu don't mind.' And
at that, Judith, out of a social courtesy, had ithdvaw to the other
side of the room. Then, facing that quiet figurattstared out of the
window and feeling as if she were about to scream fthe horrible
pain of the knife, Dee whispered shakingly. '‘Mikek-Mike! | don't
believe them. You couldn't do this. They had yoyarament
watched, didn't they? You didn't—tell them, did bdrust, she
thought, tasting bitter ashes in her mouth. Sheasghing for his side
of the story, but she didn't believe that last péders. It was the
death throes of her trust speaking.

'Yes, | did.' The words were a whisper, like harg] the knife twisted
in deeper. She put a hand to his shoulder, aredtivierm and vital,
living rock. He didn't even flinch or turn arourf8he could see the



clean line of his jaw and the dark curl of his egbles as he starec
unblinkingly out of the window. She got the strastgenpression that
he was not seeing what he was staring at.

'‘God!" It was a wounded cry, no matter how low she whisgpaet.

Though he didn't move, she saw a muscle in his jawk

spasmodically. 'You said have faith! You said to, fast night, to
have faith! How can | have faith when everyone atbme is so
damnably faithless?"

'l said have faith in humanity, Dee.' And he tura¢that, glanced at
her emotionlessly, the look in his eyes completddnk. 'Not in me.'

Something died, right there in front of her, on tagpet, bleeding.
She stared at it, head down for a few minutesydr&h she looked up
that something dead was in her eyes and it wasibléesight. Mike
stared at her and then turned back to the windovauégomaton. ‘Can
you,' she whispered dully, wondering why she wastimg the knife
in further and wondering why there was no more gkook me in the
eyes and tell me that you don't want me hereh&leand he tensed.
She could feel it with every nerve of her body,rg\fére of her soul.



CHAPTEREIGHT

BuT then she laughed, and that too was a terribledsoNever mind,’
she said. '‘Because do you know what? | don't beletiumanity any
more." She turned very slowly because if she dsimt would fall
down and not get up, ever. And then with measuaeg® she walked
carefully to the door. Don't feel, don't feel—ahjk®l don't! Her
thoughts screamed and screamed, and she wonderexl tivay
would ever stop screaming. She didn't even know;welgrything
else inside her felt so dead she might never fgmhaand that was a
blessing. The nightmare was real, but the realég & nightmare and
she should be waking soon. It was time to wakeltuwas time to
snap out of the dream, but she couldn't, becaus&rséw she was
pretending, to make things easier. As she readieetll she heard
Mike speak, and the words he was saying were sediide, so
horribly, utterly terrible that she jerked to apstand turned again,
face dead white, hands clenched tightly, and hedevklim body so
tense that she thought something would crack.

'‘Mrs Kimble,' he said deeply, turning away from thendow and

being silhouetted against the bright sun's gltre little matter of the
bonus is something we need to discuss. You seeow lkabout the
plot to kill Dee. Two failings in as many days israther rotten
efficiency, don't you think? It was just a littlea much to believe,
just a bit too obvious. You should have told merfrihe beginning,
Mrs Kimble. | could have helped you with the detailBut

now—well, it's a different matter. Everything's alty different. |

know now, and I'm feeling a bit left out, not beimgluded in the
plans. It may just cost you a little more becausbhat, Mrs Kimble.'

The world stopped, just stopped stock still. Theéntilied so
sickeningly and Dee felt her balance go, starton¢ppple forward.
The silhouette at the window moved so quickly he w#lur, and he
caught her before she hit the floor. But she wasgntonscious,
because life was too cruel to let her faint. Whée $elt those



wonderfully familiar and yet horrifyingly unfamilfaarms close
around her, she screamed and fought him so viglantd with such a
single- mindedness that he had to let go of herbefhe hurt herself.

She fell to the ground like a wounded animal, timgkto herself
hazily, and | thought there could be no more p&irey won't have to
kill me. I'm already dying.

‘Clever, clever man," Judith was saying admiring@nd the
admiration was cold. 'So those bungling fools eaid let the cat out
of the bag, did they? When did you figure it alt®@u

‘After the first time. It didn't take me long,' Bpoke, moving back to
the window. Howard slumped further in his chair.bikd sang

piercingly just outside the window. Dust motes da&hdn the

sunlight. Dee managed somehow to drag hersel€baa and to pull

herself into it. She might not have been theranash attention as
everyone was giving her. She might already be deaall they

noticed.

Always being overlooked, ignored, always being lpn&od, what a
memory, she thought calmly. She'd done a goodfjes@ping—she
really had. Nine months before he found her. Shghtneven try
again, if they were careless with watching her. Butidn't really
matter now, because no matter how she would teywabuld never
escape again. The prison was inside her now. Shédwwver be
able to trust, to let herself love again. She didlly care if she lived
or died, and really would prefer to be dead. Tagigf living that she
had gone off to seek, those months ago, had fibakn destroyed by
the enemy.

'S0 you're wanting a little extra . . ." Judith mdsturning and
walking slowly across the room. 'A little extrakeep your mouth
shut, or a little extra to enlist your aid in oask? No, | think if we're
to be sure you keep quiet, we'll have to expecttpolelp with the



execution of the plan. Then you would be an accarmgind as guilty
as the rest of us.' She glanced sharply at hinultOmu do that, Mr
Carridine? Could you help us?'

'‘Whatever it takes,' he said steadily. Dee hearddmd didn't seem to
react at all. The room was getting a little fuzzguand the edges.
Wasn't it rich to have her lover plotting to kilet? Wasn't it just
absolutely rich? The room snapped back into a haiparity than it
had ever been before. She straightened in her ahdiher blue eyes
sharpened into a hard brightness, her mind tickwiftly over. Rich,
but not as rich as she would have been in a moradalf. If Mike
was as mercenary as all that, why hadn't he tdkesmart way out
and stuck with her, the original heiress, the ameiposition to
ultimately give him the most?

Foolish, foolish . . . her eyes swung to his siltteland he seemed tc
be looking at her. If his reasons for giving helagwo her guardians
were not mercenary reasons—and the very fact énhat apparently
betrayed her and thus lost her confidence andwastd prove that
he was not mercenary—then that would mean thatelaisons were
something else entirely.

Everyone was talking over her and around her, téensy discussed,
plans being made, macabre, terrible plans, butvgasn't even

listening. She was sitting there quite calmly, fa&e no longer that
terrible shade of white, thinking. She was totalhaware of the fact
that she was being watched quite closely by tHhbsette by the

window. If he had a reason, then she could fisthdner or later. She
was coming out of the shock and was no longermnglto take things

at face value. Arid something was not quite right.

She didn't even feel any shock at the ease witklwstie was able to
accept that her guardians wanted her dead. Rettogpé&led her
right along the path that Mike had taken and shetga reasoning,
realising it was sound. She was the only thing shabd between her



aunt and millions of dollars. Dee, the daughteadister she had
begun to hate and resent. Dee, the pretty girsebald have had but
couldn't, just as Dee's father was the wealthy st@should have
married but didn't. It was all so glaringly obviaimat she marvelled
at her own stupidity at having never seen it bef@ehadn't she?
Hadn't she run away when things became too much8 twa
because she had sensed the antipathy in the handeher own
instinct for survival had prompted her to bolt frdmme? She'd
exclaimed to Mike not so very long ago that this had been killing
her. Perhaps her subconscious had sensed that liglem more than
just a figure of speech.

And Mike was going to buy her all the time in thend. Her eyes
narrowed on Judith, cat-like, looking extremely c#éting, and

everything fell into place. She knew what Mike wgsto now. 'You

are such a fool, Judith,' she heard herself sggtairclearly. 'Such an
utter fool.'

The other woman swung around and stared at herswith a wealth
of malevolence and antipathy gleaming in her seyadk that Dee had
to swallow, taken aback at the sight of so mucleaswning, active
hate.

'It appears to me, miss,' Judith hissed, comingdod and looking as
if she'd dearly love to strike her, 'that you're imoany position to be
saying much of anything at the moment, so I'd kasspn well quiet,
if | were you!'

'It does appear that way,' Dee replied calmly,sawd the figure at the
window move at last. '‘But | don't believe | shalhmain silent, all the
same. |—I just don't understand you. | don't unieic you! Why do
you hate me so? Why are you doing this? There'sginmoney,
more than enough for all of us! Don't you realisat tif you'd just
once shown me a bit of true kindness, | would Haaen more than
happy to share everything | have with you? My Gimh't you know



that if—if you'd only given me a little love insaf this terrible,
senseless animosity, | would have given you thddot' Unwanted
and useless tears pricked her eyes and she brustredace
impatiently. She shouldn't, not for them. They wérevorth it. They
weren't worth—a drop of wetness splashed on heddiathen
another.

She was shocked at Judith's harsh, mocking laughtsound that
reverberated through her whole being and hauntetbhquite some
time afterwards. 'Why do you suppose we'd think yarth the

effort?' the older woman sneered, stalking closeyt® her up and
down with a loathing that was all too apparentdAvhy do you think
we'd be content with the crumbs that you'd setfthrow our way
when we could have it all! Oh, it's so easy! Itsiiscredibly easy!
Don't you know that | could crush you like an antthmone careless
finger and never mourn the loss? Alice was a fbok then she
always was a fool! She actually expected me todmp caring for
her child, ready to accept the burden of someoresitod between
me and everything I've always dreamed of! It wasug@id mockery,
that pittance—' and the word was a poisonous dpladte and envy
and destroying greed, '—of an allowance. An insuihe! A damned
slap in the face!'

it wasn't!" Dee screamed, out of hurting for themoey of a mother
so loved and needed and yearned for, and a moohigreyvocably

gone, it wasn't! You could have had more than ehaugney put
away, if you'd only saved your allowance while yiwad at the house
and had all your expenses pailhat does the money mattérfon't

understand!" Her total incomprehension made thtersent a cry of
bewilderment and remembered pain, it brings me ngoref and

trouble than anything | know. | hate it, do you hee—hateit!'

‘Well then, isn't that convenient!" Judith retortpdcing around Dee's
chair in a predatory manner that had her shrindmgn into her seat.
'‘Because you aren't going to get it! All my lifed'stood by and



watched Alice get it all—all of it! Everything!" Hdnand flew out in

convulsive, blinded anger and out of the cornehnafeye Dee saw
Howard shrink away as if Judith had hit him. 'Shd fouth! She had
beauty, and a damnable charm that | could neveatejino matter
how | tried! And in the end she had dear, handsGma&rles, and so
much money she could have shared more with me,adevibrtune

more and—my God!—never would have even missed itil&V
Howard here,' she swept out a contemptuous hancharatinged

away even more, 'hadn't enough sense to hold dayecent job for

more than a few months or a year at a time! Anthenend, dear,
lovely Alice got hers. Oh yes, in the end all of geuth and beauty
and wealth got her nowhere, nowhere!'

Dee couldn't stop the deluge of grief that shook dtethe callous
dismissal of the bright and beloved personality tied once meant
the entire world to her. 'Her own sister! Oh Goef; bwn sister --'

She heard the other woman say abruptly, ‘Well that;s it. It's a
shame that those men we hired were fools, othert\ddee over now.
But Carridine will help us, and that's a surpris@ward, isn't it?
We'd had him figured differently, but he's just géres Judas, like
everyone else in the world." She cocked her head grotesque
caricature of a bright bird and eyed Dee with atemplative look
that was utterly repulsive. 'Suicide, perhaps.aslsing of the wrists
would be messy, but effective. We could put hethm bathroom in
her room, to avoid too much of a mess. Or thetegmgulation. You
could hang yourself, but where would we put you?'

Horrified disgust swamped Dee and she burst outntnallably, 'My
God, how can you stand there and tell me so cédlmalyyyou are—are
actually able to contemplate—which one of you wougld my
wrists? What kind of an animal are you?'

‘A crazed one,' a calm, deep voice intervenedsatliie a breath of
sanity in the terrible confrontation. Everyone totras one to look at



the man who had spoken. He was lounging againsw#fienear the

window, hands in pockets, looking lazy, his gregngen eyes
surveying everything alertly. '‘An outcast of huntgnA maverick. A

manifestation of evil, if you like. There are manyany descriptions
for things like her." The words literally drippet lutter distaste and
contempt. He looked at Dee and slowly smiled irgndyes. 'And so
you figured it out, just like I'd known you wouldtl.saw the very

instant when it all occurred to you. It happenedckgr than I'd

thought it would, darling. You can come into themonow, Darrell.’

And at these strange words, a youngish, blond mao was

powerfully built walked into the room from the hale had come out
of the spare bedroom.

Howard and Judith were identical pictures of inatég and shock.
Their eyes fairly popped out of their heads at threxpected
development. Apparently they could handle blackraad plotting a
death more easily than discovery.

Mike said to Dee, 'lI'd like for you to meet a frieand colleague of
mine, Darrell Krause. We went to school togethensdime back. |
called him this morning before calling your guardiaand we set up
a few bugs while you were so peacefully slumbetiHg. turned to
the astounded and dismayed Kimbles. 'We've beepordieg
everything that's been said today. We have yourissioms of guilt
on tape. There's absolutely no way to extricatesaues from this.'

Dee had nodded her head at his words, unsurprsebishe stood
rather aimlessly and rubbed tiredly at her foreh@&en she looked
around her with a blank expression and said quiéfllgis isn't

happening. Life isn't this bizarre, it really isiPeople wanting to kill
me, private investigators popping out of the woorkaeinsanity,

that's what it is! I've gone mad.' The world seertaelde fuzzed over
in an unfocussed way, as if there was a layer tboavool between
her and everyone else. It was a rather nice ineatashock, she



thought irrelevantly, can be quite soothing. Yoystem shuts down
until you have the strength to let everything smk

She heard footsteps come her way and Mike was @skar,
concerned, 'Dee, are you all right?'

She heard him, turned her head and would have aadwexcept that
just at that moment there was a blur of movemenmnfher left and
she was looking on reflex to see what it was. Heseslewed that
way just in tun:*' to see Judith reach swiftly irttee pocket of her
light suit jacket and pull out something remarkaligked-looking,

for as small as it was. Dee's gaze went to it amally her mind

grasped what it was. It was a gun. ..

That insulation of cotton wool was not entirely b&aal, she

thought dazedly, as she stared into the face ofsthall black death
and found she couldn't move. It was just like thae of mud that she
always dreamt about, holding her in place, trappbiagfor ever, and
she was going to die any second now as Judithexzhaut something
that she didn't quite catch. She could tell thawvas full of her

unreasoning hate and rage, though, and then thevgsitifted to be
aimed right at her.

She had just enough time to think, | really am gdonget it this time,
and then everything exploded around her. Somettatapulted into
her right side and it knocked her all the way awethe wall, which
she hit with such a hard thud that she coughedimand protest. As
she was pushed roughly to the side, she heardrp s@ort and felt
an angry buzzing sting at her cheek, as if a wasplot her. Then she
saw the blond man named Darrell hurtle himself #ikeotball player
right into the dumpy figure of Judith and they batlnt down like a
load of bricks, Judith underneath and howling impand anger.
Howard took off like a rabbit for the door but weispped when Mike
gathered himself into a crouch at her feet and effdike a guided



missile, cannoning into Howard's back much in thme way that
Darrell had smashed into Judith.

Howard staggered but didn't fall, and he turnedito a wild blow at
Mike which Dee, sitting on the floor and watchirg twhole scene
like television, could have told him wouldn't doyagpood. Mike was
quicker than sight, ducking and simply no longearéhby the time
Howard's relatively slow fist had reached the plabere he'd been.
It was almost like watching someone in slow motitbrat was how
much faster Mike was than he, and Howard was sugdieng on the
carpet and holding a hand to his profusely bleedimge and mouth.
Mike shook his hand as if it hurt him, and he turt@ see what was
happening to Darrell and Judith. Dee's head, itatnon, swung to
the left like a pendulum and she saw Darrell getom sprawling all
over her aunt, that black gun in his capable-logpkiand. He rubbed
one cheek where he looked to be scratched. Judsipanting on the
floor, greying hair all askew, and eyes so fulaaholten animalistic
fury and spitting hate that Dee was quite hapetsitting where she
was on the floor, quite out of range.

Then there came such a stream of vile filth fromithts mouth that
Mike turned to her wearily and said shortly, 'Shpt before | shut
you up.' He didn't raise his voice, but her wordsersuddenly cut off
as if a door had been closed.

Dee just sat like a small child on the floor by Hu®kcase she'd been
shoved into, with fallen books all around her aag hair tousled
from the unexpected way she had been thrown ableuthand went
to her cheek in reflex as the stinging didn't gagvand when she felt
something sticky, she brought it away and lookethatred on her
fingers. The bullet sent her way must have wingadshghtly.

Darrell asked, 'Is everyone all right?' and looked way along with
Mike and, incidentally, Howard and Judith. She Hear exclamation
and Mike started for her, but what she mostly head Judith.



'Pity," the other woman said maliciously, 'l hadngant to miss.'
Then Mike was right beside her, putting a gentte around her and
reaching into his pocket with the other free haadracting a white
handkerchief which he pressed carefully to her khbktting the
blood-flow. He pulled back the handkerchief andpated her
cheek.

'It isn't bad at all,’ he told her, gently reassgri'lt's only about an
inch long, and it should stop bleeding in a minutéwo. Here, take
this and press it to the cut and I'll go and getfihst aid kit.' Dee
obediently took the soiled handkerchief and kept flace while he
disappeared. As Mike then applied stinging antisefat her sore
cheek and placed a band-aid against the small waludith and
Howard picked themselves up, while Howard moppedtisgace as
best he could. No one really seemed to notice humhyor care if he
bled all over himself like a pig. But then, Dee mdisHoward always
had been overlooked. It was the story of his life.

She found to her dismay that her cotton protecttas beginning to
wither away, and reaction was setting in. She coyar to the

curtains and pulled them open the rest of the Wwag. others were
talking and Mike and Darrell seemed to be makirang] but she
wasn't paying attention. She was busy trying toeustdnd just why
she was feeling so utterly lonely, so terribly sévakip, when the only
thing that had happened was what could have bepected. She
could handle it. She wasn't the type to have higsteStill, she

thought, her mouth shaking as she stared fixedlytt@iwindow, it

wasn't every day that one gets shot at and nedigdkand I've

nearly died three times in as many days. It's endagget anyone
upset.

But what she found herself trying to cope with, &iting miserably,

was how Mike had omitted to tell her of his plaH& had not only
placed her in a position of severe jeopardy, bubhde manipulated
her with a fine arrogance, not even respectingheugh to tell her. It



made her so very angry she wasn't sure what shkel\douf he came

too close, too soon. She wasn't in control, shedpas she gripped
the heavy curtains, white-knuckled, at her sideerTlshe heard
footsteps come up behind her, and knew who it wasggo be. She
knew quite well who those footsteps belonged td,l@was coming
too close, too soon, for she didn't have her alegshed yet. It was
like a crouching animal, unfettered, ready to striatch out, she
thought, don't touch me or I'll blow up right inwoface. I'm too

furious, just too outraged at what you did to me .

. .. And his hand came down gently on to her shenylgist as she'd
known it would, massaging the rigidity of her neulscles, and the
white-hot fury in her exploded, just as she'd knatwmould. For the
second time in less than a week she swung aroand, tight in a fist,
and totally without remorse hit him as hard as ahdd in the jaw.
And as he staggered back that one step for balaheeyas off and
running for the door and shooting out into the Feter than she had
ever moved in her life.



CHAPTER NINE

DARRELL leaned casually against the couch and surveyath
Howard sitting in two chairs, the gun propped ire dvand. He said
mildly, 'See? | told you she'd be sore.’

Mike looked at him, white and stern, and said Hgrs8hut up, will
you?' He shot for the door, calling over his sheulccompletely
unaware of the contradiction in his commands, 'getbusy and call
the police, too!

Dee was already outside and moving fast. She cough a few
apartment buildings and angled back for the roaerd& were just too
many places for her to go in that building compl&ke had the
advantage over Mike, as she pelted through théibgs and started
running down the street. She could lose him.

She did. In a short space of time she was quitestardte away,
jogging steadily, and the physical exertion easgdyasome of the
excess of emotion that had been bottled up inditkero It was good
just to be on the move, to have that illusion eéftom and to pretend
that she was carefree. The clean air stirred heglchnd the sun beat
down on her head with a life- giving warmth. Evetiyyavalking
and running at intervals, she found herself outtgecity zoo, and
realised she had gone several miles. She stoodthibrg hard and
looking up at the sign that was near the gateweging the free
admission for the day. Then moving more slowly las saught her
breath, she went on through the gates.She walkeohdy feeling the
tightness around her chest and heart ease, amhgeet to look at the
animals with everyone else. A small boy ran into legs and she
grabbed him before he fell, sending him laughinghck to his
apologetic mother. Then, spying an empty benchgalba well-kept
walkway, she went and sat down to bask in the soash



She was just killing time and she knew it. If skally wanted to she
supposed she could run off right now and surviveneghough she
had no money. But it wouldn't serve any purpose.nblae great
escape had been a fine adventure and an excebgribweep hold of
her sanity, but there were just some things shédntiurun from.
They had had quite a few shared experiences, shilke. Some of
it had been really rotten, and some of it verytfteming, but a lot had
been good. They both had been thrown into abnocmalmstances,
though. She knew that she would love Mike probdbhthe rest of
her life, no matter what happened, but she was essonable
enough to acknowledge that they had some very sbbstacles
ahead of them, if they were both willing to work #ofuture in their
relationship. One of her fears was that she waar& if he was even
willing to continue to see her.

There was the problem of their age difference. @reonally didn't
have a problem with it, but she knew that he fdlitastrange being
involved with someone as young as she, and shercoguarantee
that problems wouldn't arise from her extreme yoihe still had
college to finish. How would he feel if she wantedmove to a
different city for scholastic reasons, when he hiadies here?

There was also the huge problem of what she waggoido with all

her money. That, she ruefully acknowledged, wasigaoo be the
hardest problem of all. She could potentially bung &ell a dozen
private investigators. Mike had pride. It wouldldaim, she knew, to
be supported by so much money. He would want tp@uper,

himself. He would never be sure if she would resemt for forcing

her to make a choice between the way of life thateould afford and
his life. It would probably destroy them.

Damn that money! Dee beat the bench with one clohibt and then
winced. It was always getting in the way of her fapss, always
causing more problems than it was worth. She hadrresked to be
rich: she would be more than happy to be just dsary as anyone



else, working for a living, feeling pride in whatesdid. If only—her
eyes narrowed against the sun. If only.

The afternoon was beginning to slide away whernllahadow fell
across her bent head. She looked up, saw him stasiently there,
and checked her watch. 'You're slipping,’ she calishly. 'l expected
to see you about an hour and a half ago."'

He didn't look very calm standing there, his hatldached tensely,
his face white, his eyes vivid with some kind adpeng emotion. 'l

haven't been thinking very logically today," hedsguietly, and came
to sit beside her. Turning her head to look at with that same deep
calm, Dee caught sight of the mark on his jaw.

'l was sorry the first time | hit you,' she rematkd wasn't sorry
today. | meant it.'

He just looked at her. It was a very hurting kinfdlaok and yet
accepting. 'l know. | deserved it.'

Damn her eyes—she couldn't see him suddenly. Sheduher face
away but not before he saw. She heard the catblsibreath. 'Yes,
you did. You know, | guess we just have differapetus of friendship

and trust, that's all. It means something diffeterytou than it does to
me.'

'‘Don't,' he whispered. 'Please don't. It wasn'tnmhéa be like that.
Really it wasn't.'

'It was!" She caught herself up and then wenttowas. You didn't
trust me to be able to handle the situation, sowere going to just
thrust me into it, all unaware of what was going bacause you
thought that it would protect me, didn't you? Ytwought that if |

didn't know what was going on | would be able tactein a more
convincing manner than if I'd just been fakingyibu were going to



play out the big, omniscient hero scene, just arottamned ego
trip!’

‘That's not entirely true, Dee,' he said softlyd &was the same as
when he'd interrupted Judith's tirade. He didrénelvave to raise his
voice. Something in his tone and in his manner nfeestop more
effectively than if he'd shouted an order. "Youwndrgeeing the whole
picture clearly. You're only guessing at my reasarsd though
you're very good, you haven't got the whole okit y et me explain.’

Her throat was strangely stopped up and she cléafednd she still
couldn't say anything without the risk of breakimgp those easy
tears, so she nodded jerkily.

Mike hesitated. 'l somehow realised the dangerltidtrought you,
very soon after that first attempt on your lifedancan't take any
credit for rationally thinking it out. It was antuitive leap, a fluke if
you will. You told me at lunch a few days ago hawyhome was no
longer the welcome and familiar place it had beand you

mentioned casually that your aunt had gotten ridliadhe old family

staff, gradually replacing them with the ones spe&#ed personally.
It wasn't much, but | had heard of a similar casthat happening,
only the person who had fired the servants had lieerson of a
wealthy man who was trying to disorientate hishgilielderly father
in order to have him committed. The poor fellow Hsskn going
senile anyway, and it was fairly easy to get histitationalised. So,
your story sounded familiar to me, and out of adeumdimpulse |
asked you who would inherit the mgney at your deetmember?"'

'‘Oh yes.' Dee looked back and she could rememlzeistrange,
shocked look, the sudden stillness, the odd seresss 'You acted
rather odd at the time, but I'd thought it was pustood.'

‘They must have been planning this for quite same.tA few days
ago it wasn't much, and | wasn't sure, but it wasugh to scare me



half to death,' said Mike conversationally, and twmtent of his

words was at such odds with the normality of hieetthat Dee looked
at him sharply. He was not casual, as his toneduggjested; the
whiteness around his clenched hands and the asaadahis mouth
betrayed that much to her. 'And then they trie#tiloyou a second

time. You see, it was my fault that they'd beer éblget to you in the
first place. | led them right to you, right smackytou, and | would

have been responsible for your death if you'd deked, just as

much as they.'

'‘No!" she protested, horrified at the extent tockihie was taking his
guilt. "You couldn't have been responsible. Yowundidnow!'

'l suspected!" he ground out, self-accusation runmife through
every fibre of him. 'l suspected and | allowed ntiysebe duped into
a false sense of security! | told myself that itswao preposterous,
too far-fetched, that | was making too much out ofaadom
occurrence! | told myself that those two had beemkland ready for
mischief that night. | slipped up, Dee! | shouldv@gone to the back
with you in that laundrymat to check out the platts. standard
procedure, and | didn't do it. And | realised thahould have gone
back there just that split second too late. Toit@h off, when you
screamed | ran to the back like an untried rodkkmow better than
that! You never run into an unknown situation withaaking
precautions, but when | heard you scream, evenyttanbeen taught
went right out of my head. All | could think of waisat you were
being hurt and frightened—if you'd died that dayyould have been
my fault.'

Dee shot out a hand and gripped his tightly, shgakin 'No! It
wouldn't have been your fault, because you're huamahyou make
errors just like everyone else! And that isn't ewam error in
judgment. That was just a simple weighing of the#daand the facts
that you had available to you just weren't enouglibdse a solid
opinion on. You said yourself that you made anitivel leap and not



a rational one—you suspected, but you weren't timikmot really!
Stop blaming yourself for something that didn'tret@ppen. | didn't
die, and it's thanks to you that I'm alive today.'

‘You could have very easily died, and | led theghtito you,' he
insisted stubbornly, though his hand turned undes o grip her
tightly. She sighed with impatience.

‘You weren't to know that, for heaven's sake! Yarenust doing a
routine search for a runaway. How were you to kiioat they were
just using you to find me in order to have me kiftel'hat's ridiculous,
Mike, and you know it' There was no reply to that &he waited,
finally saying, 'Are you going to tell me the restyour story?'

'‘Are you sure you want to hear it?' he counteréén tsighed.
'‘Sorry—of course you do. Anyway, | realised whaswaing on at
that second attempt on your life—God, that wasgatmare, driving
around in circles, looking for you and going crdznew that we had
no evidence to convict your guardians with and yloat wouldn't be
safe until | could pinpoint them specifically foitempted murder. |
also knew that it wouldn't be long before that gurind of yours put
everything together for yourself, and | think | knavhat your
reaction would have been. You'd have run away fitprelieving
you could keep safe that way. | hated to think dftvcould have
happened to you. They wouldn't have given up, yoawk They
would have kept searching for you and I—hated &y harassed
like that. I'd begun to realise just how I'd housh@geu, myself. You
had the right to your privacy and independencenater what your
age. I'd started to care for you very much, you ¥ were no
longer just a teenage runaway who might not haweig@m sense or
wits to take care of you. God, | should be the tiosadmit just how
much wit you really have—you certainly led me anexry chase! I'll
never have an inflated opinion of my skills as &@aie investigator
again!' He laughed suddenly, wryly, mouth twistedelf-mockery.



Dee had to smile at that. 'What is it?"

The look he sent her was enough to send her clmgcktiwas roguish
and rueful, and somehow rakish too, with thoselidni, dancing
eyes—how she loved those eyes! 'l was so surealeé jou back
home, repentant and safe within the first monthwéis the only
reason | took the job. Then | got piqued, and gt so intrigued by
the ingenious and inventive stunts you pulled thaas hooked! It
wasn't just a matter of professional pride thatt kep after you—I
had an insatiable curiosity to know what you wealy like. Every
new clue was like the unveiling of a new and comglersonality,
challenging, stimulating, exciting. | was intelleatly taken with
you, and after a while | was emotionally taken witlu. | wanted to
see you safe and secure enough to be truly happys&d to myself
that | had to move quickly and get a trap set tarnguardians before
you really knew what was going on. All you needeabJust a little
more time— another day or two and you'd have iurkgl out, |
knew—and the best time for you to realise what g@sg on would
be just after your guardians were so convincedttiet were home
free and safe that they would have absolutely moleWw of a doubt.
They had to be that secure to admit their guifhg and the fact that
I'd brought you to them while fully realising thewal intent was
enough to convince them that | would make an egnteliccomplice.
So | called Darrell and helped him set up the r@diogyr device early
this morning, they called then up to betray youhem. It worked
beautifully." He dropped his head into his handsefly, saying
softly, 'l thought | was going to die.’

'‘And of course they weren't to know just how | gmmhthe second
time, and that you'd helped me. But, Mike, | stin't understand. |
still don't know why you did it. How could you dodat to me?"

He rubbed his face tiredly with one hand and stakext it at a group
of chattering people walking by. She knew that hesnit really
seeing them. '‘Maybe my thinking was wrong. | dpnédtend to be



right. | just did what | thought would be the bestthe situation |
found myself in. | wanted your guardians to belibegond a shadow
of a doubt that you'd been betrayed, and | dicavelthe time or the
safety to test your acting abilities. No one cdwdgte acted that bitter,
stunned look in your eyes this morning. It wasm&ttl didn't trust
you—I knew that you'd handle yourself well in antgation. | just
had to be sure of your guardians' reaction. Evergtdepended on
that, everything. If they'd doubted for one mintite utter reality of
the situation, they could have taken you away lggaid gotten off
scot-free.'

He'd thought of everything. He'd been far aheathesfthe whole
time. And it had been she who had betrayed him| \Bas the one
who really didn't trust, then,' she said sadly. &dtared at her. She
explained, 'l should have known better than toklyou would have
given me to my aunt and uncle, and | should haaecked for a
reason right away instead of believing the surfaots. Oh, Mike,
I'm sorry!

'‘Oh, no—don't, sweetheart, please. How could yawkto trust me
that way? You'd learned to trust what | told yowd & said to your
face that I'd betrayed you. And if you hadn't bed@d me right away,
I'd have lied and told you anything but the trdthhurt to see you
looking so wounded! | won't forgive myself for thaEven if

everything has worked out successfully, that wasbtg wrong of

me. It's | who am sorry, Dee.'

She smiled at him and put a finger to his lips. 'Nwmore
self-accusations, please!' she murmured. 'l thinkengoing to have
to agree to differ on this issue, because | thistkduld have had more
faith in you than | did. It was such an obvious tcadiction! You
were asking me last night to have faith in yoursaitl not just
humanity. You didn't have to say it in words. | gahtiwhat you were
really saying to me, and | failed you. | won't edeubt you again.'



Her eyes fell and her face became suddenly so pytep uncertain
that he was moved to ask, 'What's wrong, sweetheart

She looked away, troubled. 'Nothing, not reallyly©roh, Mike, |
do wish | knew what was going to happen to me néwt in the
silence that fell between them, as she waitednferéassurance that
didn't come, she began to feel really frighteneaviaat the future
would bring.

Because she knew then. He wouldn't want to searhemore. This
really was the beginning of the end.



CHAPTER TEN

DEE stood nervously before a mirror, straighteneddress, patted
her hair, then straightened her dress again. Sigéédal ruefully at her
reflection. Today was like every other day. Todagswnot so
different. She felt just like she had yesterdaywd#s foolish, the
Importance that was put on a certain day as opposaay other day
of the year.

Today was her birthday. She was eighteen, a letjdt.&5he came
into a hell of a lot of money today, though thel reawer of her
inheritance did not come to her until she was tyxamie. Today she
was either going to gain a world of happiness se lib for ever.

It would be the biggest gamble of her life.

She checked her slim gold watch for the fiftiettngi Everyone
would be here in about an hour. Then she checkedédfiection
again, restlessly. Her gaze sharpened on hersalfi@sealised the
incredible amount of changes that she'd been thronghe last
eleven months. There was an expression about lest ap almost
indefinable sense of something there, a hint ohbdipy perhaps, or a
touch of calm efficiency. It wasn't surface appeaea she felt in
control of herself, and that had been one of thddst lessons she'd
learned in the last year. She looked—strong.

Yes? -she thought, I've changed. What a stranggy tiiis, this
involuntary emotional impulse the world calls lovelcomes from
nowhere and it takes one by surprise, and it gnaltsof the heart so
securely it's impossible to shake loose. It wotldnatter if we
married, or didn't marry, or if we would marry aedentually get a
divorce—or if | would never see him again. | lovémh All
throughout the changes and the pains and hightoarsdof my life,
that one fact will remain immutable. It may chatig@ugh the years
and metamorphosise as | change and metamorphbsisd, will



never die. Though you may build a life all by yalf®r perhaps with
someone else, and though you may have some hapmmgsur life,
how could you ever forget that special one youd#éoe, loved?

She shook her head bemusedly. It was an unanswegabktion to
her, just as the very emotion that she was expgrnignwas
incomprehensible to her. She did not know whemaihe from or
why. All that she knew or cared to know was that klved.

She checked her watch again and sighed. Aimlessytavelled

from room to room in her huge, spacious, beautimie as she
waited. The darkness that had been her depressasngane. The
house was home again. She could look and remermbdrappiness
and the love that she had shared with her famitis wostalgia and a
misty smile, and yet the keen edge of grief wasegaiong with the
unhappiness.

So much had happened in the past month and aHaifmind still
spun with the whirlwind events that had crowded Iiferlately. At
least Judith and Howard and their accomplices lesh hlaken care
of. Certainly she would never have to see themmagaid that was a
huge relief.Mr Whittaker, her solicitor and legalagdian for the past
several weeks, had been wonderfully kind. He haacigusly
allowed her the respect and consideration she taa@d, and though
he went out of his way to see her several timesekwdining over at
the house more often than not and spending longsheith her on
the subject of her money management, he had nigtadsthat she
move in with him and had not questioned her autharirunning the
house. She was given the right to act on her oworelion and
judgment, like any other adult, and she had respdradtcordingly,
growing fond of the man.

A pang of uncertainty and apprehension quiverealthin her and her
palms were so damp that she wiped them down her gkimacing.
Then, running down the stairs with her silken bla&kt swirling



around her slim legs, she checked in the larggaalsdining room to
see if the room was ready. It was, with platesogethe antique
sideboard for refreshments and on the other sidkeofoom a table
set up with various drinks, both alcoholic and mbreholic. Then
she slipped into the kitchen to keep Mary company.

One of the things that Dee had done right away aftening home
was to look up the housekeeper who had been watllahsons ever
since she could remember. She'd been in luck; Magn't taken
another position but instead had spent the timgrgjavith her sister
and 'taking a rest'. It had been a joyous reunmhMary, plump and
greying, had eagerly agreed to come back to hendoposition. It
was, she had said, what she'd always wanted. Astiesdived with
Dee and was more of a friend and companion thath gaivant. It
was wonderful having her back.

Hands moving quickly over the trays of refreshmehtg she was
finishing, Mary glanced up quickly and nodded hgpraval to Dee.
You look just beautiful, sweetie, but do you redllink black is quite
the thing to wear to your own birthday party?'

Dee threw back her head and laughed. 'l hadn't gnarght of it! |
just picked the dress because | liked it bestalbthe clothes | bought
last week. Do you think it's inappropriate?' Shekked down at
herself, slightly crestfallen. She didn't want lange.

'Oh, no! It's simply gorgeous on you and you kntWasy plunked
down a tray noisily and threw some utensils inte targe sink.
Whenever she was particularly happy, she made guteof noise,
happily throwing pots and pans around and usuailyirsg at the top
of her tone-deaf voice. She'd been quite noisyatef 'lt makes you
look real elegant, and it slims your figure downeajitoo. That wide
belt makes your waist look so tiny, | bet | couldas my hands
around it! You don't eat enough, my girl. I'm plargon fixing that
right away. Just wait until you see what's for snip



Dee cowered obligingly in the face of the huge way\knife that
Mary brandished cheerfully. 'But do you think | slbput up my
hair?' she asked uncertainly. 'Or does it lookighit down?'

'You look just fine, except you're too pale. Whyniiggou put some
blusher on, for heaven's sake?' Mary scrutiniseglDiace with an
easiness born of familiarity.

'l did,' Dee grumbled goodnaturedly, putting upraroluntary hand
to one cheek. 'Should | put more on, do you think?'

'‘Well, it certainly couldn't hurt.' The older wompaused as she eyec
the younger girl in front of her and continued nmgdy, 'Strange sort
of birthday party you're having, not knowing marfytioe people
coming and most of them older than you by many s/ddot quite
what | would call fun, but then," sniff, 'l guessiis not my birthday,

| can't be complainin'.'

'‘But I've already told you, Mary,' Dee explainedigatly, 'it's not
really a birthday party. It's just a meeting oftaar people because
it's my birthday, not especially for it. You'll see

She received a suspicious stare. 'Why will | see?"

'‘Because | want you to be there. Some of what Wwe'ltliscussing
involves you, so you'd better hurry—and put on attprdress,
because you'll be joining us!" She skittered fer dloor before Mary
could get out any of the astonished expostulattbas her opening
and closing mouth was forming soundlessly.

Dee ran up the stairs again, nimble in spite ofitigh-heeled black
shoes she wore, and after peering into the migof she expected a
nasty surprise, she grabbed her blusher compactcarctied a bit
more colour along her cheekbones. It was an impneve. Her



watch revealed that it was a quatrter till threed goests should be
arriving soon.

Another wave of pure nervousness hit her and sispell trembling
hands in front of her tightly. Strangely enoughe stasn't nervous
about the unknown people that she was about to. fideat was
sending her into a near panic was the thought at Whke's reaction
to her surprise was going to be. She had no ided drwould do.

The past several weeks had been strange in mors thap one.
She'd continued to see Mike frequently and he mften than not
dined over at the house along with Mr Whittakergdming good
friends with the older man. But they were both queng a strange
sort of never-never-land, not really furtheringithrelationship and
not really breaking things off.

One night, not long after the climatic confrontatmith her former

guardians, Mike had stayed for supper and aftersvimely had spent
some time in the small, intimate family room. Desdhsnuggled

closer to him and, after an apparent hesitationhdge put his arm
around her. But eventually he had gently repelled tentative

advances, saying only that he thought that theh beeded some
time to reassess their lives and goals. Now tfeatlould be going on
more or less normally, they both needed breathiages.

No matter how gentle the rejection had been, it balll been
rejection, and not only a sexual one but a repulsiothe closeness
they had shared. It still hurt to think, of thagimi, and the hurt was
bottled up with all her uncertainties and insecesit He had
continued to see her with every sign of affectiod gladness, and
that had been nice and good, but that night sabbé between them
like a huge brick wall that she slammed into ev@ne. Mike was
wonderfully supportive, attentive, stimulating gmmdvoking, but she
couldn't quite act normal around him, self-conssimss making her
feel awkward. Theirs was a bizarre combination fiéciionate,



intimate friendship, and a wary keeping of distante was
nerve-racking, to say the least. He seemed to biingafor
something, but what she couldn't say.

Well, today was the last day. She wouldn't wait lmger.

She looked out her bedroom window and could seeaila
approaching. It was dark green. Mike was earlwdtld be nice not
to have to face all the strangers alone. Mike raatlea of what was
going to happen any more than the others. Onhastdevir Whittaker
knew. Dee skipped down the stairs and opened ¢im¢ diloor before
he had knocked. She smiled up into his lean, sefiace.

‘You're the first,' she said, slightly breathlessif both her hurry and
from excitement. 'I'm glad. Come on in.' She stelgpack so that he
could enter.

He looked good, very good. He wore an expensivekitgogrey
tailored suit with a crisp white shirt and a darkygtie. His dark hair
was combed neatly back and rested well againshibedy shaped
head. It revealed the grace of bodyline from hig {a his temple,
down to the nape of his neck and beyond to the dalhaurve of his
back. As she stared at him, taking in the greehidmte of his
gleaming eyes against his dark face, Dee felt @equif pure sexual
awareness and longing pierce her and had to tuay @aworder to
hide her face.

Then she was walking briskly down the hall and itejkbusily,
moving so fast that she didn't see the hand hethetthed out to her
and the movement he had made to speak. He watenedrhoment,
his eyes almost reluctantly appreciative of handraceful figure
moving down the hall. Then as she paused and glaoggously
back, he gave a small, wry shrug and smiled asihed her. She fell
silent as he approached.



'You look beautiful,’ he told her softly, touchioge cheek with a
finger. 'But then you look beautiful every day. Reahough, was
black absolutely necessary?'

'‘What is this?' she cried, laughing up into hisefdEveryone thinks
my black dress has some sort of deep symbolic feignce! |
honestly put it on because | like how it looks.'

One brow cocked, thoughtfully, and his eyes traekleéisurely down
her entire length, making her flush delicately.sywell,' he drawled,
'l do see what you mean. Is it new?'

'‘Mm, yes. | splurged and bought some new clothssvieek. Talk
about feeling guilty!" she gurgled merrily, swingirmway and
travelling around the room they had entered, untbkeep still. 'l've
learned thrifty habits in Ohio. It was a chore andrench to see all
my hard-earned money go on clothes when | was trgmbard to
save money for college, and the feeling stuck! @él], it's a nice
habit to get into, | suppose!

He had a curious look on his face, she saw, asushed a smiling
glance his way. 'Strange indeed. I'm sure the moymy spent
wouldn't even make a dent in the inheritance yoeivwe today.'

Sensitive on the subject, Dee flushed again, bigt time from
annoyance. 'That's all you can think about, isA'tshe demanded,
upset. ‘My stupid money. That's all anyone carkthimout, it seems!
God, just when | think I've found someone wholklime just for
myself and nothing else, they catch a whiff of thigty rich stink
that somehow hovers around me like a poisonousagassuddenly
that's all they can think about! You're like akttest --' Unable to go
on, she turned and stared stonily at the wallsherfoot tapping out
her temper on the hard wood floor.



'Will you just stop it!'" In two strides Mike wasght beside her,
turning her forcibly around and shaking her slighil thrill of shock

and something else rippled through her at his alsviagitation. 'l

meant nothing of the sort! | merely made a comnaenhow ironic

your reaction was when today is the day you corneearfortune! It's

an obvious subject, not something | dwell on dag amght!" The

frustration welled up in his eyes and two grim $nsut down the
sides of his mouth. His hands tightened on herthed he made an
obvious effort to relax. His hands fell away. 'idet's quarrel on
your birthday, Dee. It shouldn't be. You shouldhlappy. Look," and
his hand went to his pocket to pull out a smallpped package, 'l've
brought you a present.' He offered it to her.

Unable to resist his gesture of peace and his ngasmile, Dee
smiled and reached out, but instead of taking tlesgnt that lay in
his hand, she cupped his hand with both of her amth squeezed
affectionately. 'ltold you not to buy me anything,' she scolded, b
the scolding was a gentle one accompanied by &glsime couldn't
guite resist at the gaily wrapped parcel.

He laughed deeply and pressed it into her handsv,'Nknew that to
be obviously insincere. What woman in the worldsioike to open
a present? Go on—open it. | think we have the tine.'

She looked at the package and then peeped upisfade with the
beginnings of a twinkle. Then, giving up to theiglet of the special
unknown quality that wraps every present with tregim of delight,
she laughed. 'Oh, all right! But you didn't redigve to, you know. |
was just happy to have you here today.' Then hgefs went nimbly
to the package's edges, coaxing the paper apahnt avicareful
anticipation that made the man beside her smiléinaself. The
wrapping was off and discarded without another ¢garand she
turned the velvet box over and over in her hands i pleasant
puzzling. Jewellery? Her fingers went to the sidd pulled the box
open gently, and as she saw what was inside, she @ajasp of



horror and delight. Nestled in the brown velveidesthe box was a
glittering, dazzling pure green emerald pendanklaee. The stone
was not so large as it was simply perfect, andenh®ed to catch the
ray of the sunlight that filtered into the airy ropthrowing them back
again with a magnificent glow. 'Oh, dear lord, MiKéis is—well,
it's—it's just gorgeous, but it's too --'

A hand cupped her slight chin and gently forcedrheuth to close,
then tilted it up so that he could stare deeply mer bemused eyes.
'‘Dee,' he said kindly, 'shut up. | wanted it fouyand | bought it, so
wear it and like it or I'll beat you! It's your bastone, did you know?"

Her eyes went as if drawn back to the dazzling jewé¢he box. 'l
guess so,” she murmured abstractedly, simply gtarBBut it's
S0—so- --'

'‘Beautiful,’ he supplied helpfully, taking the bio@m her unresisting
fingers and extracting the gold chain carefullyoMierful, a perfect
present, you'll love it for ever, thank you verychuMike. You're
welcome, Dee. Turn around and I'll put it on yow @, girl, turn
around!'

Dazedly she complied and soon felt the cool todghrecious metal
against her skin, along with the pleasing warmthisiong fingers at
the nape of her neck. The necklace settled intepland she thought
she felt something brush her exposed nape, bagtgene so quickly
she couldn't be sure. Her hand went up to the Wwodibher throat
uncertainly, her eyes winging to him doubtfully.

‘Just as beautiful as I'd thought it would be,nn@mured, smiling
down at her. She thought fleetingly that no deagkjeno matter how
brilliant, could match the brilliant warmth of th®@$right eyes. His
expression altered as he saw the troubled deptheriawn eyes and
he said with a quick harshness, 'Cut it out, widlyfor heaven's
sake? | have money too, and I'm not a damned paepen if |



haven't as much as you! It caught my eye and | liatigand that's all
there is to it! If you don't want it, then you ctake it back yourself
and keep the refund,’ And his eyes shuttered dewre durned away,
as if bored with the whole scene.

Distressed, she moved over and laid a hand ortiffigusn. 'Mike,
that wasn't what | was thinking, really! It's jssich a—a special gift,
a really special one, and—and | don't know hownhtmk you for it.'
She let her hand fall hopelessly to her side. He really offended
this time. She said in a small voice, 'l really amerwhelmed.’

As she watched, his rigid stance relaxed and theeteess of his jaw
loosened. He sighed, impatiently, and shook hislhis&n he smiled
ruefully at her. 'l guess we're both a bit touahgay. Do you really
like it?'

Her instant glowing smile and sparkling eyes toid ko, even before
her swift, 'Oh, yes, | do! Thank you so much.' Ame leaned on her
toes to give him a feathery kiss on his lean cheek.

Suddenly he was rigid again, she felt, as her hasted on his
shoulder for balance, then he was taking her rqughd his arms, his
mouth running along her cheek and blindly seekiaglips, and they
were kissing starvingly, desperately, strainingetch other. Dee
touched his face with both hands, emitting a sjigtarticulate moan
deep in her throat and . . .

... The front doorbell sounded with a melodiaogyriating chime.

She was released instantly as Mike's dark headughaind he put her
from him almost absentmindedly as the rather biowd in his eyes
gradually dispelled into the realisation of hisrsundings. She saw
that look fade away, and could have screamed siration. He had
broken down right then, had been out of contro anw he was



back into the awareness of whatever devil was [agum, keeping
him away from her.

Well, she thought, drawing in a deep, steadyingtbreno matter.
There was still the whole rest of the day, and ke with her now. It
would have to be enough.

He went obligingly to answer the door for her as shddenly flew

into a panic and sped to the kitchen to make sueeything was

running smoothly for Mary, dithering and delayingtilithe other

woman finally shooed her away, in a frenzy of ingratnervousness
herself. Dee helped carry in a few trays of refreshts to sit on the
sideboard as Mary took care of the rest and thewsmt, outwardly
collected, to meet the strangers who were arriwitg an onslaught
of punctuality.

Mr Whittaker was already there, his white head miieg and his
distinguished face sending her a look of encourag¢nand a
welcoming smile. He came forward to take her bytthied and begin
the introductions to the well dressed men and womehe room,
eleven the final total.

Their names and faces blurred together in Dee'd,mamwill happen
when one meets so many new people, but she reeajgthis names
and the occupations that she and Mr Whittaker logoiagnstakingly
sought out. She glanced nervously over her showtlétike as he
stood by a large, unlit fireplace. He wore an asiegs alert
expression, his eyes running around the room altectiag data, but
as yet coming up with no answers. He looked her aray lifted a
dark eyebrow as the elderly solicitor finishedititeoductions. It was
a strange assortment of people. There was a repatise from the
Allied Corporation, the company that Dee held tleganty of stocks
in, and there was a woman representative from therikan Cancer
Society. Every person represented either the hdad oertain
organisation or company, and none of the diffeagaas of business



and enterprise seemed to have anything in commtntive other.
And then of course there was Mike and Mr Whittalerd Mary
would be joining the group shortly.

The group was soon chatting politely to one anoémel to her, but
for the life of her she couldn't remember what wasl. Mary soon
joined the group and was promptly introduced alad, and if there
were a few discreet eyebrows lifted at her presend@e group,
everyone was too polite to say anything about it.

In the painful process of mingling and being gelherpolite to
people she didn't personally know or give a hoauabDee found
herself temporarily alone and was about to makewsy to the
sideboard for something to quench her parched thvban a voice
drawled behind her, 'Here. | thought you were lagla bit dazed and
wilted. This should help.' Mike pressed a glaskgbit wine into her
hand and she accepted it thankfully. He continumdathly, 'I'm
playing bartender to the group.’

She started. 'Oh, | forgot! | meant to ask youdaitso flustered it just
went right out of my head. Thank you. And you'ighti—I needed
this." She glanced around and then gulped unob#lysiat the
beverage, aware of the alert, watching man be®de h

'Hell of a birthday party you invited me to," hedseonversationally,
keeping his voice low enough so that no one elsdddoear. "That
was what you had said it was to be, a birthdaypartdid | hear you
wrong on the phone?’

She started to feel uncomfortable. He was watchergo sternly and
so strangely near to hostility that she was begmio feel distinctly
il at ease. The fact that his puzzled suspicios warranted didn't
help. 'Yes, well,' she coughed, 'l thought it wheuwd time to meet
some people that—that my parents knew some yeaks aad --'



'‘Come off it, sweetheart,’ he said, his anger pgldieneath the
surface politeness. 'You're cooking up somethinthat pretty little

head of yours, and I've learned to be very warynwoal do that. And
for some unfathomable reason, it has something teith me. | don't

know what's going on, and | don't like that feelittgnakes me feel
uncomfortable. What the hell is going on?"

Dee decided that the best strategy at the momeuldwie a fast,
prudently surreptitious retreat, and said quickigw is this the way
to mingle socially? Come on, Mike, I'm counting ysu to help me
make the guests feel comfortable . ..' She tookvarfimble steps
back as out of the corner of her eye she saw theamofrom the
Cancer Society come their way, an appreciativengleaher eye as
she gazed at Mike. He was neatly caught as heBeata brief,
furious glance before turning his attention towwaeman beside him.

It was time. She couldn't take much more of thivyoes excitement,
and she signalled to Mr Whittaker with her eyes.ceeght the look,
nodded to her reassuringly, and stepped into an epace to gain
everyone's attention.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,' he started out formallyar@hg his throat.
‘We are very pleased that you were all able to ntakere today, and
we know you must all be feeling justifiably mys#idi at the reason
why you were alil invited. If you all would be saklias to have a seat
at the table over here . . ." An ensuing quietfee@frose at that as
everyone slowly filed over obligingly to sit dowrt ¢he huge
mahogany table. Dee moved over to the end seatsahdlown
silently, putting her wine glass in front of hereithead turned as she
looked to see where Mike was heading, and she sawstart her
way, still with that stern expression on his fade.was forestalled by
something the woman said to him, and by the timéndux turned
around again, the president of the board of dirscab Allied had
seated himself at her left while a man whom shédriiuremember
seated himself at her right. She noted that Mile fivally located a



spot about halfway down the table, then she tuneea@ttention to Mr
Whittaker, who had taken up the position at thedradahe table.

. . thank you very much.' He paused and cleaiethihoat again,
then looked towards Dee. Very much aware of theechitention that
she was receiving from Mike and, incidentally, g/ogre else in the
room, she nodded slightly and the older man beyan.have all met
your hostess, Deirdre Janson, the daughter of atee millionaire

Charles Janson. He was the man who started AllegdZation and

built up the business into the multi-million-dollaperation it is

today. What most of you do not know is that todajiss Janson's
eighteenth birthday and the day that she legaliye=ointo the bulk of
her inheritance.’

A buzz of conversation murmured around the room &k
responded somehow to the expressed good wishesiotis people,
but she wasn't really paying attention to themeRald tense, she
kept her eyes on Mike as he shot her a narrowesh gance. She
kept her eyes on him.

Mr Whittaker quietly continued, 'Several weeks aDejrdre asked
me to look into the various organisations that giuepresent here
today and to collect information on each one's goal financial

status .. ." She could see a muscle bunch in Mjke's

He was as tense, then, as she was.'. . . whicls lqwie willing to
comply with. Then, after learning what | had td kedr about you all,
she requested something of me that was so incegdiat first did not
credit her with being totally serious. After maryuns of discussion,
though, | realised that she was utterly sincere atamant, so |
reluctantly started the rather lengthy procedurasrmanaging such a
huge estate entails. Thus, on the date of her Egglisition of her
inheritance, she is able with little delay to dispewith her fortune as
she sees fit.' He put on a pair of gold- immed@wsses, and while
he rummaged around in his coat pockets, the roomseastill one



could have heard a pin drop. Dee was still watclivike and saw
him turn rigidly white. Mr Whittaker asked gentlWould you like to
carry on, my dear?'

She started as if coming out of a trance and muedhuNo, thank
you.'

‘Very well," and he pulled out a sheet of whitegragnd studied it for
a moment before continuing. 'Without further prelamhere are the
final figures that Miss Janson has decided to dauttie to you. To the
American Cancer Society, she wishes to contriblueesum of five
million dollars, to be used specifically for resgapurposes and the
relief of the huge medical costs for cancer-strickenilies. To the
Blue Cross, she wishes to contribute the sum af fimllion dollars,
to be used as the administration sees fit. To toNal Aeronautic
Space Administration, she wishes to contribute shen of four
million dollars, to be specifically used for spaerploration and
research. To the . . ." And so the list went, asWihittaker's dry,
unemotional voice read the distribution of the seuof all Dee's
former unhappiness. She didn't listen; she'd heia@ll before, time
and time again, as they'd thrashed out the exact & the money
she was handing away so freely. She was expergatine moment
a huge relief to be free of the heavy burden hHeemtance had been,
and a terrified reaction to Mike's silent, whiteck-carven face and
leaping eyes. She didn't even hear the incredupasps from
everyone else or the ejaculations of astonishmenbbmbshell had
induced.

Mr Whittaker was finishing. '.. . and finally, theilk of the rest of the
inheritance, which is around six million dollars, o go to the
workers at Allied Corporation, to be specificallged for better
insurance coverage and retirement benefits, aretyspfocedures.
Miss Janson has expressed the wish to me that otwkaty-first

birthday she wishes to sign over all her contrgllistock to the
workers of Allied Corporation on the stipulatiorattthe controlling



power of the stock shares is to be used by thedbafatirectors only,
while the profits are to be put back into the compto benefit the
workers and the business. Miss Janson is keepimggénmoney for
the complete and permanent upkeep of this hougether with a
pension plan for her housekeeper, Mary Janusireski, enough
money to send her through college, but it's a ni@etion of the

money she's just handed to you all on a silvertgrlatn essence,
ladies and gentlemen, she's just given away twémget million

dollars." And in the amazed and delighted uproatr fillowed these
words, no one heard him say softly as he sat hedailvn, 'And a
more lunatic and wonderful act I've yet to see!’

Dee was swamped with the effusive thanks and deligh
exclamations. She felt bowled over with the coreskrush everyone
made to shake her hand, and it was a few minutesdoshe could
look up to see where Mike was. He wasn't in his, seeher eyes flew
around the room and she found him casually pouaidgink on the
other side of the room and handing it gallantlyhi®woman from the
Cancer Society. His face was bland and calm angtedy normal
that at first she felt a sharp disappointment. Thenooked up and
glanced her way, and she caught the banked-dowtie@mao those
violently leaping expressive eyes. Still, it wagpmssible to gauge the
extent or exact nature of his reaction, and shesteldenly, totally
flat.

After an eternity of chatter and the nightmare e&ting patiently
with everyone's bubbling gratitude, she finallyt teht she could take
the chance to sneak away for a breath of fresh air.

A smiling, quick glance around the room placed goBe's position
in her mind, and a minute or so of alert scrutingsented a moment
when everyone, for some reason or another, wasngaway from
the direction of the door. Dee nimbly made her pec®ut in the hall
she sent one brief, longing glance towards theeddsont door,
imagining momentarily with a sharp pang the feebhgtter freedom



and flight, and the exhilarating excitement of dhase. She smiled,
touched the necklace that caressed the hollowrodlime throat, and

sedately walked into the small family room, towattols back of the

house. She checked her watch and guessed fiveaninut

Mike made it there in three.

Her head jerked swiftly to the door as she hearl sbund of

approaching footsteps. They paused outside thedldsor and then
the knob was turned and the door opened silendysliped through
quietly, checking the hall before shutting the doehind him. Then,
as he turned to face her, sitting with a credilpleearance of calm in
a high-backed armchair, his hand went to the dowt lacked it

deliberately.

That made her heart start to thump with surprisg @nsternated
uncertainty. With lifted golden eyebrows, she watthhim lean
casually against the door, one foot kicked oveother, hands folded
across his chest, and an implacable, unfathomabledn his utterly
serious face. His jaw was tight, she could see. Usate bunched
spasmodically and then relaxed. 'They're begintongonder where
you are," he commented offhandedly.

Dee expelled a sudden, explosive breath and thesyme of the
moment made her answer snappily, 'So what? I'ntleshtio my
privacy, like everyone else. They were all smotigeme!" And she
caught her breath at the controlled frustratiohenvoice.

He didn't move and his expression didn't shift lmarge. And with
that flat, unemotional voice that gave her absbfute hint as to what
his feelings were, he asked her, 'Why did you do it

She just looked at him, large eyes black with ddastrain, darkly
sparkling against the perfect background of hedgolhair and pale



skin. She swallowed, and the glittering gem atthevat winked. 'l
didn't want the money.'

One brow lifted, sardonically, and he remainednsjlais expression
extremely sceptical, goading. She resented th&t load she retorted,
'‘Don't look at me that way, damn it! I've no earttdason to lie to you
or anyone else about it! It was a dead weight atoay neck, always
present, always constricting, always the source oy
unhappiness—it's caused me nothing but grief anoh @ad
trouble—ever since my parents died. It's been the that bogged
me down so that | couldn't be free!'

Something quivered across his face and flickeredyawo fast she
couldn't define it. He seemed to hesitate and bdaravords, then he
asked her carefully, 'Why is it always the sourck your
unhappiness? Why was it making you unhappy now?'dYo
everything ahead of you, the freedom and respemt fiyour
guardian, the immense freedom of being wealthy ghoio do
whatever you wanted . . . what's made you unhappy?h

As realisation hit her of what she had just giveray she flinched
physically and then instinctively retreated into shell of
uncommunicative silence simply sliding away intodedf, quivering
in her chair like a caught and frightened rabbitdAeven while she
reacted so involuntarily she berated herself farlo@ing able to take
that final, declarative step.

Across the room she heard a violent exclamationste didn't catch
what was said—and then suddenly Mike was righthanftoor in

front of her chair, reaching convulsively for hesrhbling hands. But
everything about Dee was trembling, and not just Hends: her
shoulders, her mouth, her whole body quivered. Teewas looking
up at her, so dear and familiar and strong, womdlgrfmasculinely
strong, nd she couldn't stop herself from falliagifard, right into his
arms. They closed around her with an eager swgtn@sishing her



tight against him, and as her face instinctivelyrowed into the front
of his shirt, she felt his face come down with eagisigh and nestle in
her hair.

'‘Dear, sweet, unpredictable, crazy girl,' he muedurunning both
hands up and down her back. She hiccuped an ineathersponse,
meaning vaguely to say something intelligent buy emanaging an
inarticulate mumble. He whispered to her, 'Shakll you what |
think? | think you meant every word you just sade, but there's
something you haven't yet told me. | think thatré'se only one
explanation for the reason you invited me hereyddavitness what
just happened. | was the only one besides Mr WHattavho-wasn't a
beneficiary. There was no practical reason for mgsence, was
there, sweetheart? Except maybe one insane, wifitpbable reason
... Dee, look at me.'

It was an impossible request. She shook her haatidally, twisting

her hands into his shirt and probably ruining thatemal quite

irreparably, but neither really noticed as he mthkhands gently on
the sides of her head and forced her to meet kigdible, warm

eyes. And of course once she looked at him shedotubok away
but instead drank in greedily that telltale emotioat spilled from his
glowing gaze.

‘That money has made you impossibly touchy for some now,' he
went on slowly, still with that look of incredulityngering. 'And we
both know that it's made me more than edgy. | whixegive you
time, time to readjust to a normal life without alyg having to look
over your shoulder and be afraid. | wanted to & giwu the chance
for freedom if you wanted it, and chance to reatls® enormous
potential that your inheritance would bring youditin't want to
restrict you in any way. And oh, God, | wanted &wvé you so!' He
closed his eyes and brought down his mouth to aram&ssingly from
her willing lips. Then he said with a thread of w@asly laughter,
‘Deirdre, my mad darling girl, | love you quite pamately and



always will, and | probably would have gotten ardua telling you
fairly soon, but did you have to chuck the wholedaly bundle right
out the window to prod me to it?'

Dee exploded into a breathless laugh and pressetipketo him
again and again, and of course Mike was responglitg eagerly,
and the closeness and the wonderful warmth of has &verything
she'd known it would be. Then, leaning back agdhestcurve of his
arm and laughing brilliantly up into his face, emat making her
eyes almost impossibly black and blue and whitenatja pink flush
of happiness, she said, gurgling merrily, 'You'varied your
deduction admirably far, but you haven't reachedihole of it quite
yet." He smiled involuntarily at her deliberate wewords which
brought to mind their last confrontation, now sedeveeks ago. ‘At
first, several weeks ago, | was desperate enougjrik of the Big
Gesture, but | thought about it more and more arehlised that |
really didn't want the money. It became a matteraofell, | just
wanted to be rid of the whole mess. The real gamale how you'd
react to such an action, not necessarily the aclohtions. | love
you. | don't want anything to come between us,.é¥et | still don't
think you realise that like to balance my own chequebook ever
week, and like to earn a pay-cheque by my own sweating effort. M
father's success was wonderful, but it's not mgessg, and | want to
taste success the striving, climbing, hard way,réda way. I'm not
the same person who so blithely skipped out of talvinose months
ago. I'm different, and I'm older, and I've freelyosen a different
way of life, without pressure from you or anyongeel

His finger ran over her face lightly, lovingly, arte breathed,
incredibly to her mind, disgustedly, 'At every tumevery single
damned time, I've managed to underestimate you. Wanderful,
lovable lunatic! Dare | assume that you're goingh&ary me, love, or
did you have something else in mind?'



She sent him a look. '"What do you think?' Her éy@skled at him as
he laughed, head thrown back, hair falling offtirigw.

He moved off the floor, bent and slid his arms acbhber, and picked
her up as lightly as if she had been a child. Themoved over to the
couch and sat down, firmly holding her against ¢hest as if he
would never let her go. Dee put her head down sndfioulder, and
his arms tightened convulsively. 'l never wantdbyjlou go, never
want to see you walk out of my life," he mutteréeep in his throat,
staring straight ahead. She held very still, irtdtuely recognising in

that low tone something important. 'Dee,' he whisge and the

whispering was both a plea and a command, 'l neadlyneed your

warmth and your gaiety, and your zest for adverdmeklife. I'm too

old for you.'

At that she moved in an instinctive protest, héention-to deny it,
contradict what he'd say in that low, serious voitelooked down at
her and held her quiet with his eyes.

‘But I'm a selfish man, and always have been," betimued,
self-mockery evident in his manner. 'And I'm notétto let you go.'
His green eyes were gently smiling at her, and theoat felt
constricted suddenly with emotion.

'‘Don't you know even now?' she whispered, her eydsilliant,
sparkling wet blue as she stared up at him. 'Dagnit know that |
need you every bit as much, need your love? Thiowt it, my life
IS as barren as a desert?'

But Mike was shaking his head at that and smilingngiely. 'Oh, no.
No, you're one of those special people who nevee lagbarren life,
because of the quality in them that makes themhreat and grasp
what there is in life with both eager hands.’



'‘And you're not?' Dee queried laughingly. 'l camt won't believe
that! Not in your line of work, not in your profess! You've reached
out every bit as eagerly for that special life—ahdt's one of the
reasons why | love you so.'

'Yes,' he mused, leaning his head back on the ¢divehled a pretty
full life. I've had some experiences as a privatestigator, let me
tell you! It was a good time.'

She stared at him, alarmed. 'You're—you're talkis\§ it's over,' she
managed to get out, hesitantly. His eyes slante@ndto her
roguishly.

'Itis," he said simply, and waited for her expdosiDee surprised him
yet again by simply staring, finally managing td gat something
that sounded quite strangled.

'l—don't understand,' she whispered.

His eyes looked amused, and it was a gentle amudehat caressed
her. '‘Deirdre my sweet,' he murmured in a lovingckaoy, 'my line
of work has been rough, with its fair share of siskve done some
harrowing things in the last few years, not to n@ntunning into a
burning building, nearly getting shot—twice, | lesle—and fighting
for my life and yours in near-pitch darkness wiotopponents.
Before | had only myself to think of, and now | leaxou. There's one
thing | never want for you to experience. | nevantwfor you to get a
phone call, or a late night visit from kindhearteglyctant policemen,
and that would be a possibility, if | didn't quiow. | love you—I
want to spend my life with you. Listen to what Isaying, Dee.
They're simple words, but they have an overwhelmiregedence in
my mind.'

He shook her up so. Her eyes really were blurredha looked away,
feeling somehow terribly sad and incredibly touched



'l have money invested," he said, continuing chdlgriafter one
intense, quick scrutiny of her face and expressitis a fair
amount—quite enough to draw an annual income frorfact. After
you finish school and have a better idea of whiagtation your career
life is going to be heading in, | think we shoulohsider traveling
around a bit. I've always wanted to have adventavesseas. Then
perhaps | can think about setting up a detectieneyg and put my
administrative college courses to use.'

Dee began to brighten. 'That's an idea. | coulgdoe secretary.'
‘Can you type?'
‘N—no.’

'‘We'll work on it," he told her kindly, and laughatiher expression.
He pressed his lips to her forehead before comghd¥ou say you
want to taste success on your own steam. | thinkygademonstrated
adequately this afternoon that money can't be goat. Just suppose
you were to make a fortune on your own—what inwloeld would
you do with it?'

She ruefully grimaced and laughed. 'l just gobfidne headache and
here you are trying to give me another one! | yedtiubt that | would
do that—I'm the world's worst businessperson. &, fadon't really
know what kind of success or lifestyle that | wemtvork for, yet! |
think I'll just be happy to be happy, no matter wihdo. And | know,’
and she snuggled down closer to him, 'that I'mgytorbe happy. But
if by some bizarre chance | made a fortune in mowéay --' her eyes
twinkled coyly up at his and slipped away, '—I guéd give it all
away and do it again.’

The swooping, laughing, unrestrained hug that siidrgm him at
that was so full of a wealth of joyous warmth aode that she
wordlessly knew she'd already found her fortunel @rwas more



than enough for her. Mike grabbed her head, pulkdaround, and
he started to kiss her strongly, hungrily, and shddenly felt the
piercing ache that had been inspired by weeks withan. They
were both so totally swept away with their own veaauhd needs that
she felt more than a little out of control, andlsra

He broke off kissing her, leaned his head into hiolow of her
slender neck and shoulder, one hand jerkily masgdwgr shoulder.
And then she felt him smile, felt his chest heavghdly, and she
smiled to herself, murmuring, 'What? What is it ee.’

Mike turned his head and whispered into her eamu$t confess to
some ambitions, even though you are so singulegly from them.'

'‘Mm. What are they?' she asked, not really payttepaon since his
hands were distracting her so deliciously. He bhougs lips even
closer and delicately nipped her ear before whisgesomething into
her ear that made her eyes start open wide, het thea hard, and
she laughed breathlessly. "You're kidding! Tonigbt? my, you are
an ambitious fellow, aren't you?'



