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Prologue

The tall, lean, dark-haired man left Del Mathison’s office, shutting the door behind him. He stood there, muscles in his jaw working, as if he were contemplating what he’d just heard. After a moment, he left the hallway and went into Mathison’s richly furnished parlor.
In that room a man was leaning against the mantel of the empty fireplace. He was also tall, but he had the soft, cared-for look of a man who’d lived inside a house all his life. His blond hair was perfectly trimmed, his suit of clothes perfectly cut.
“Ah,” the blond man said, “you must be the man Del hired to take me to his daughter.”
The dark man merely nodded. He looked a little uncomfortable and his eyes constantly strayed to corners of the room, as if he thought someone might be hiding there.
“I’m Asher Prescott,” the blond man said. “Did Del tell you about my part in this mission?”
“No,” the dark man said in a voice that was felt as much as heard.
Prescott removed a cigar from a box on the mantel and lit it before he spoke. “Del’s daughter has a penchant,”—he stopped and gave the dark man a quick look up and down—“I mean, she has the capacity for getting herself in trouble. For the last few years, Del’s allowed her to have her head and she’s been in one scrape after another. I guess you’ve heard of Nola Dallas the reporter.” He paused. “But then maybe you haven’t.”
He took a draw on the cigar, waiting, but the dark man didn’t answer. “Well, her father is tired of it and he’s decided to force her to come to her senses. She’s north of here now, staying with some friends of friends.” He made a grimace of disgust. “Poor girl is convinced that Hugh Lanier, the man whose family she’s visiting, is inciting Indians to massacre missionaries. The charge is ridiculous and Del’s right that it’s time she ended this folly.”
Prescott studied the dark man as he stood looking out the window. Del had said this man could guide them through any part of Washington Territory. In fact, Del had said he even knew how to get through the rain forest—a place that was said to be impenetrable.
“The plan,” Prescott continued, “is to take Mathison’s daughter from Lanier’s house, by force if necessary, and return her to her father. You’re to lead us through the rain forest so it’ll give me time alone with Miss Mathison. I plan to be engaged to her by the time we return.”
The dark man turned to stare at Prescott. “I don’t force women.”
“Force her?” Prescott gasped. “She’s a twenty-eight-year-old old maid. She’s traveled all over the world writing those ridiculous bleeding-heart stories of hers and no man has ever wanted her.”
“But you do.”
Prescott clamped the cigar between his teeth. “I want this,” he said, looking about the room. “Del Mathison is a rich and powerful man and all he has to leave it to is one horse-faced, sexless daughter who thinks she can save the world from all its evils. Now, I want it straight between us from the beginning. Are you going to help me or fight me?”
The dark man took a while answering. “She’s yours if she wants you.”
Prescott smiled around his cigar. “Oh, she’ll want me all right. At her age, she’ll be glad to get any man she can.”



Chapter One

Christiana Montgomery Mathison put her hand in the tub of water to check the temperature and then began to disrobe. It was going to feel good to bathe after a day of hard riding and hours of sitting huddled over a desk writing. She had her story finished now and tomorrow she’d start the arduous journey back home.
When she was nude, she realized that she didn’t have her dressing gown and went to the big double-doored wardrobe to get it.
When she opened the right hand door, her heart seemed to skip a beat, for there was a man standing inside the cabinet, his eyes wide, his mouth open as he looked at Chris’s pretty little body in its unclad state. Chris, alert from years as a reporter, slammed the door shut and turned the key in the lock. Softly, obviously not wanting to be discovered, the man began to pound on the inside of the cabinet door. Chris had one foot toward the bed where she planned to take the spread off and cover herself, but then things happened too quickly for her to react.
The left side of the wardrobe opened behind her and out stepped another man, and he had her in his arms before she could even take a breath or see his face. Her face was buried in his chest, his arms around the back of her, one hand on her bare shoulders, the other resting just above the curve of her buttocks.
“Who are you? What do you want?” she asked and was appalled at the fear in her voice. The man was large and she knew she’d have no chance of success if she tried to escape him. “If it’s money you want—” she began but his arms tightened on her and she didn’t finish the sentence.
His left hand began to stroke her hair as it hung halfway down her back, gently tangling his fingers in its soft blondness, and even through her fear she found herself relaxing somewhat. She managed to turn her head sideways so she could breathe more easily, but he didn’t allow her to move the rest of her body as he kept her pinned close and intimately to him.
“Let me out of here,” hissed the man locked in the wardrobe.
The man holding Chris didn’t react, he just kept stroking her hair, his right hand inching down her back toward her buttocks. She’d never had a man touch her bare skin before and his rough, calloused hands felt good.
She recovered herself and began to struggle against him, trying to get free, but he held her firmly, not hurting her, but showing no signs that he ever intended to release her.
“Who are you?” she repeated. “Tell me what you want and I’ll see if I can get it for you. I don’t have much money, but I do have a bracelet that’s worth something. Release me and I’ll get it.” When she again tried to move, he held her fast.
With a sigh of frustration, she relaxed against him again. “If you plan to take me by force, I warn you that I’ll put up a struggle such as you’ve never seen before. I’ll take some of your skin to replace what you take from me.” She tried to twist her head to look up at him but he didn’t allow her to see his face. Am I saying the wrong thing? she thought, wondering if what she’d just said were words that were inflammatory to a…a rapist, she finally said the word to herself. In spite of her brave words, she began to shiver and his arms tightened around her in a way that, had the circumstances been different, Chris might have found protective.
“We’ve come from your father,” he said in a voice that Chris felt through her cheek. It was a very deep, very rich voice. “There are two of us and we’ve come to take you home.”
“Yes, I’m ready to go home. But first I have to—”
“Ssssh,” he whispered, snuggling her against him as if they were lovers and familiar with each other’s bodies. “You have to go home now whether you want to or not,” he said, obviously not listening to her. “You can fight it out with your father later, but now we take you home to him. Do you understand?”
“But there’s a story that I—”
“Chris,” he said and the way he said her name made her try to look up at him, but he still wouldn’t allow her to see his face. “Chris, you have to return to your father. I’m going to release you and I want you to get dressed, then I’ll let Prescott out of the wardrobe. I’ll meet you outside with the horses. Pack only what you’ll need for the trip. We’ll be going through the rain forest and it’ll take a few days so take rain gear if you have it.”
“Through the rain forest! But no one can travel through that.”
“There’s a way and I know how. Don’t worry your lovely little self about that, just get ready to leave.”
“I have to take my story to John Anderson,” Chris said. She didn’t seem to be in all that much of a hurry to move away from him and sometime during the past few minutes, her hands had moved to his waist. She wasn’t exactly hugging him but she wasn’t pushing him away either.
“Who is John Anderson?”
“My friend and the editor of a newspaper. He’s the one who first suspected Hugh of selling rifles to the Indians.”
He moved his head so that his face was buried in her hair and she could have sworn she felt his lips against her scalp. “We’ll talk about that later, but now we have to go. We’ve taken too long as it is. You’ll have to get dressed so we can leave.”
Chris waited, but he just held her, his hand now stroking gently across her shoulder blades. “Are you going to release me or not?”
“You aren’t cold, are you?”
“I am not in the least cold. What I am is being kidnapped by a man who may or may not be from my father, but knowing him, you probably are, and I am standing here in my birthday suit being smothered by a man I’ve never even seen, much less been introduced to. Now, will you please let me go so I can put on some clothes?”
“Yes,” he said in that voice of his, but he made no effort to release her.
Chris made a sound that was half a cry of rage and half a scream of protest.
“If you hurt her, Tynan, you’ll answer to me,” came the voice of the man in the wardrobe who had been surprisingly quiet for the last several minutes.
The man called Tynan held her for a few more minutes, then with what seemed to be a heartfelt sigh, he released her and turned away toward her bureau all in one motion.
Chris grabbed the corner of the spread on the bed but she didn’t need it since he stood with his back to her, toying with the items on the bureau top. With the spread wrapped around her, she edged toward the wardrobe, opened the left side and withdrew a clean riding habit.
“I need my other garments from inside the chest,” she said to the back of him. From what she could see of him she could tell that he was big, broad-shouldered, had dark hair and that his clothes were completely new. From his boots to the gun and holster slung low on his hip, to his brown leather vest and his blue chambray shirt, all of it was new. He hadn’t spoken since he’d released her and now he merely stepped aside, staring at the wall as if it were of great interest.
Chris withdrew undergarments from a drawer, all the while trying to see his face but she couldn’t, and when she moved back into the room to put on her clothes, he went back to the dresser. She dressed as quickly as possible, tightening her corset strings with such speed that she knotted them and had to spend extra minutes untangling the laces.
“All right,” she said when she was dressed, expecting him to turn around.
But he didn’t turn toward her, going instead to the wardrobe and unlocking it. Out stepped a tall blond man who did nothing but look at Chris.
“Help her get packed. I’ll meet you outside,” Tynan said and before Chris realized what he was doing, he was out the window and she was alone with the blond man.
It was an awkward moment, but the blond man stepped forward, smiling. He was very good-looking, with bright blue eyes that looked as if they were accustomed to laughing and a smile that Chris was sure had melted the hearts of many women.
“I’m Asher Prescott. I’m sorry about what happened there,” he said, motioning toward the wardrobe, but he didn’t look sorry at all. In fact, he looked quite happy about everything. “We really are from your father and our assignment is to bring you back no matter what excuse you give. He is very worried about you.”
She gave him a weak smile. “That sounds just like my father. I’ll go, I was ready to leave, but I do need to pack a few things,” she said as she walked in front of Mr. Prescott to pick up the toilet articles on the bureau top. As she did so, she saw that one of the items Tynan had been toying with was her hand mirror. And, as she looked from the mirror to where she had been dressing, she realized that Tynan had been watching her while she dressed.
A quick surge of anger ran through her but then she smiled, dropped the mirror into the carpet bag she’d taken from the bottom of the wardrobe, and went to the desk to take the papers of her story on Hugh Lanier.
After a second’s thought, she sat down and wrote a quick letter to Hugh, explaining the purpose of her visit, and telling him why she had to do what she must.



Chapter Two

Chris followed Asher Prescott through the window, where, at the edge of the trees, two horses awaited them.
“Miss Mathison,” Mr. Prescott began, “may I say what a pleasure it is to—”
“You can do your courting later,” came a voice that Chris recognized instantly. She looked up at the man on horseback hidden in the shadows. “We have to get out of here, so let’s ride.”
Both Chris and Asher obeyed that voice without delay.
 
Chris and Asher rode close to each other all night and all the next day, through trees as big around as horses, past small villages, both Indian and white, past logger camps, past saw mills. Always, they stayed away from people, moving southeast and allowing as few people as possible to see them. They traveled across paths that were so narrow that they had to lead the horses. Tynan always stayed far ahead, leading them, scouting the trail, looking for places where too many people watched. Only once did they stop. Tynan gave a low whistle and Mr. Prescott put up his hand to halt Chris, then went ahead to see what Tynan wanted. He came back to say that ahead was a party of loggers taking their noon meal and so they had to rest until the men were gone.
Asher pulled jerky out of his saddle bags and a canteen and gave a piece of the dried meat to Chris.
Chris leaned back against the trunk of a tree, her body feeling weak with exhaustion. “I think there’s something wrong with that Tynan of yours,” she said to Asher, watching him from under her lashes. Sometimes the best way to get information from someone was to pretend to not want it. “I think he must be scarred or disfigured in some way or else he wouldn’t be afraid to show his face.”
“He’s not my Tynan,” Asher answered, looking affronted. “If he belongs to anyone, it’s to your father. He hired him.”
“Do you know why we’re going through the rain forest?” Chris asked, trying a new tact. “It seems like such a long way around.”
“It is,” Asher answered, gazing off into the trees.
Chris had been a reporter for several years and she was used to interviewing people and she’d developed a sixth sense about when someone was lying. Perhaps this man wasn’t exactly lying but he certainly wasn’t telling the whole truth.
Before Chris could ask another question, there was a whistle from within the trees and, as obedient as a dog, Prescott rose from the ground and started packing.
“Tell me, does anyone ever see this Mr. Tynan?” Chris asked as she mounted her horse.
Asher looked startled. “Why are you so interested in him?”
Chris watched as Asher heaved himself into the saddle. He acted as if he were more used to the comfort of a buggy than being on horseback. “Professional curiosity. Do you know why my father hired this man? What are his qualifications for leading us through the forest?”
Asher shrugged as he mounted. “He’s been there before, I guess, but he’s an odd one. Doesn’t seem to like people at all, always puts his bedroll outside the campsite, never wants to ride with anyone, and he doesn’t like to talk. Ask him a question about himself and he refuses to answer. I’d like to know where your father got him too.”
“Knowing my father, you probably don’t want to learn the entire truth of whatever he’s done,” Chris said under her breath. When she got home, she was going to give her father a piece of her mind about this ridiculous kidnapping.
At sundown, they heard the whistle again and Asher halted her as he went ahead into the trees, returning minutes later with two fresh horses.
“Did you suggest to him that we might like to rest?” Chris asked as she mounted the horse.
“I most certainly did,” Asher said. He looked more tired than Chris felt and she thought she was probably more accustomed to riding long hours than he was. “But we have to go on. Ty wants to get to the edge of the forest before we halt. But he says we’ll have an entire day of rest when we get there.”
“Ty,” Chris murmured as she mounted. She spent the next several hours as they jogged along wondering about this mysterious man who came into her room and held her, watched her dress, then disappeared to lead them through a forest that was said by the Indians to be haunted. And why had her father hired him? And who was Prescott? He didn’t seem to know much more about traveling through this land than she did, but he’d been chosen as half of the rescue team. What in the world was her father up to?
Chris had plenty of time to puzzle over the facts since they continued riding all night. Her questions kept her mind alert and kept her from feeling the absolute exhaustion that ran through her. They’d had no sleep or rest for two days and two nights now.
When Chris was beginning to weave in the saddle and twice she had nearly fallen off, she thought she saw a light through the trees. Blinking several times to clear her vision, she began to be more sure of what she saw. Somehow, she knew it was a fire built for them. “Otherwise, Ty wouldn’t let us get so near,” she murmured to herself.
“Mr. Prescott,” she called and succeeded in waking him from where he slumped forward in his saddle. “Look ahead.”
There was renewed energy as they urged the horses on toward the fire and all Chris could think of was finally being allowed to stop and sleep. Even as she was still moving, she began to unfasten the straps at the back of the saddle that held her sleeping roll.
When they did halt, Chris dropped her bedroll onto the ground, then fell on top of it and was asleep in an instant.
She had no idea how long she slept before something woke her. She opened her heavy eyelids. It was still dark but there was a faint hint of early morning light and in it, she could see outlined a man wearing a wide brimmed hat moving almost silently as he unsaddled the horses and gave them food and water.
Chris half slept, half waked as she watched him and even when he began to walk toward her, she still didn’t awaken fully.
He knelt by her and it seemed perfectly natural when he pulled her into his arms. Like a sleepy child, she just smiled and snuggled against him.
“You’re on top of your blankets,” he said in that voice that seemed to rumble through her. “You’ll get cold.”
She nodded once while he straightened the blanket under her, then put the other one on top. For just a moment, as he covered the far side of her, she thought his lips were near her forehead and she smiled, eyes closed. It was like a good-night kiss from her father. “Good night, Ty,” she whispered and fell asleep again.
When she woke again, it was full daylight and at first she thought she must be dreaming, for around her was a place of fantasy. Tall, tall trees towered overhead, blocking the sun, everything covered with gray-green moss or ferns, everything so soft. It was as if she were at the end of the earth.
Near her, Mr. Prescott slept soundly. It felt to Chris that she was the only person alive on earth.
Slowly, she got up, stood and stretched. The eerie forest seemed to be utterly and totally silent. In front of her was what passed for a path, little more than a rut in the greenery. They’d come in from the right so now she took the left path.
She was no more than a few feet from the camp but, as soon as she turned a bend, she felt alone. She may as well have been a hundred miles away from another human. She kept walking, no more than a few yards on the springy forest floor, and she thought she heard water ahead of her.
Another few yards and she could see a rushing stream below and to her right, with big boulders in the water covered with patches of black moss. Suddenly, the only thought that Chris had was of the bath she’d missed two days ago. She thought with regret of the tub full of hot water that she’d had to leave behind. Why couldn’t the men have stayed inside the closet until she’d finished bathing? Of course they might have if she hadn’t opened the door to the wardrobe. Stayed in there and watched her, she thought with a grimace as she ran down to the water.
Now, all she could think of was getting clean again and she had her clothes off in a second and was wading into the water. It was icy and took her breath away but she wanted to be clean more than she wanted to be warm. She washed while standing behind a cluster of boulders so that if either of the men came from the camp, they wouldn’t be able to see her, and she was close to the edge of the forest so she could make a run for it if necessary.
She was just finishing her bath and regretting her impulsiveness because she didn’t have a towel with her when she thought she heard a man whistling and looked up to see Mr. Prescott coming down the trail. Quickly, she ran from the water, grabbed her clothes and ran into the forest—only to run smack into the hard chest of Tynan.
For a moment they were both too astonished to speak. The lush, abundant greenery of the forest deadened all sound and two people could walk into each other without seeing or hearing anything beforehand.
Tynan’s hands caught and held her, his fingers moving down her back as he stepped away from her just a bit so he could look at her naked body.
“Miss Mathison, I’d recognize you anywhere,” he said with a smile.
Chris, with a cry, pushed away from him and ran a couple of feet to get behind a tree, where she began to dress with shaking hands.
“The water’s really too cold to be taking a bath, Miss Mathison,” he said and there was laughter in his voice. “Not that I haven’t enjoyed all your baths, but next time, I think you should ask me first. I wouldn’t want you to catch cold.”
Chris could think of nothing to say as she dressed. All day yesterday, during that long ride, she’d fantasized about this mysterious man and had begun to believe what she’d asked Asher about, that he was probably deformed or disfigured in some way and that’s why he didn’t want anyone to see him. But even in the few seconds that she’d had to look at him, she’d known he was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He was very masculine, with generous features, perfectly formed lips, eyes of a brilliant blue, a big, square jaw, and black hair that curled about the collar of a shirt that repeated the color of his eyes.
When she was dressed, Chris stepped from behind the tree. He was sitting on the ground, his back to her.
She’d had such a different idea of what he looked like, she’d begun to think that he was even fatherly after the way he’d tucked her in last night. But there was nothing fatherly about this man.
She walked toward him and when he didn’t turn around, she moved to stand in front of him. He didn’t look up, keeping his face concealed by the broad-brimmed hat. Boldly, Chris sat down across from him.
He kept his head down. “I want to apologize, Miss Mathison,” he said softly. “I seem to keep embarrassing you and I haven’t meant to. It’s just that we keep meeting under very unusual circumstances. I don’t want you to have the wrong impression of me. I was hired by your father to rescue you and take you back to him. And that’s all I mean to do.”
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