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To Jessie,
who saw this book from its inception through its many faces to now,
who assists me with wisdom and joy in building the Kingdom.

All glorious is the king’s daughter as she enters…
borne in with gladness and joy.
PSALM 45:13, 16
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CHAPTER

1

Noelle pressed her back into the textured wall and tensed, her breathing fast and shallow. Her pulse throbbed in her throat. What was this feeling of prey, of eyes scanning the crowd as a hawk searches a field, circling, circling, until it strikes?

She shrank against the wall, heart pounding at something lurking deep in her subconscious. Fear. Déjà vu. Nightmare. She couldn’t move … she didn’t dare. But she had to. She knew it. Why didn’t matter. She’d been propelled this far by something raw, primal. Her mind need not engage beyond the command to run. Move, she told her legs. But they wouldn’t.

Frantic, she watched the people passing by. The noontime throng surged and stalled and moved with a purpose in the Port Authority Bus Terminal. She alone was still. But she had to go now or it would be too late.

“Did you wash your hands?” Noelle jumped when the woman spoke behind her, tugging a child from the rest room. If only someone could hold her hand, make her move. But there was no one except herself. Her knuckles whitened on the strap of her tote. As the woman and child passed, she stepped into the crowd.

She must not panic. Panic had frozen her before. Now she must move. She hurried toward the exit. Just board the bus. Its door opened, beckoned. Before her, an elderly woman mounted the stairs slowly, so slowly.

Noelle glanced over her shoulder, looking for … what? Her mind offered no explanation. It had shut down, functioning now on an animal level. Hide. Flee. To someplace deep and dark; no—someplace … She couldn’t think where, but it didn’t matter. Away. Just away. She climbed the bus stairs, pressed down the aisle, and sank into a seat, breath suspended while the bus pulled out from the terminal.

Then she sat silently, alternately dozing and staring out the window as the miles passed, their markers, like the lines on the highway, a pulse soon unnoticed. Day passed into night, light swallowed by darkness. The different terminals were a conglomerate of fluorescent lights, rows of seats bolted to the floor, and everywhere the bodies in motion. Before this, she’d never ridden a bus, never traveled commercially with the masses. Now she was just one more—no different, no one special.

After the first terminal the panic had numbed. She felt invisible, boarding one bus, then another. They were a means only. She cared little where they took her as long as it was away. Her mind had closed down and that was fine. She didn’t want to think, to feel. Only to act, and even now that took the smallest effort. Simply sit while the buses carried her away.

But at one station she paused beside a pay phone, biting her lip. Hesitating only briefly, she dug out a handful of change and approached the phone. According to the clock on the wall, it was nearly four o’clock in the morning. If she called the office, she’d get his voice mail, and that seemed better. Though she was twenty-three years old, if she didn’t call, he would mobilize a search. Even so, he would wonder why she called from a pay phone in Ohio. But maybe it would be enough.

Holding the receiver close to her mouth, she spoke softly. “Daddy, it’s Noelle. I’m fine and I don’t want you to worry, but I’ll be away awhile.” She couldn’t tell him why, couldn’t tell him where. “I need time to think, to … figure things out. I love you.” She hung up. Don’t worry? May as well ask him not to breathe. But perhaps that was part of it. She’d consider that when it was time to think. She rubbed her temples, then boarded a new bus and went on.
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Inside the spacious office, the noise of the city was muffled by plush carpet, drapes, and heavy mahogany furnishings. Cool air-conditioning replaced the sweltering mugginess of downtown Manhattan. But William St. Claire brooded. Noelle’s message, which he’d received upon arrival that morning, had charged his mind and wakened his ulcer. At 4 A.M. she had phoned his voice mail, not wakened him at home, not waited until a normal hour, but nonetheless left a cogent, if perplexing, message.

He jerked his head up when Michael Fallon rapped on the open door. Maybe Michael could make sense of it, but by the look on his face, maybe not. “I’m sorry to interrupt, sir, but I need to speak to you.”

“Come in, Michael.”

“It’s about Noelle.”

No surprise there.

“William, she’s missing.”

William kept his lips in a tight line as he controlled the familiar fear. Just the sound of that word. Missing. He closed the portfolio sharply. “Why do you think she’s missing?”

“I’ve looked everywhere.” Michael’s blond hair was neatly styled, his suit impeccable. He stood alert, almost mercurial, balanced on the balls of his feet. William held him in his gaze. It was that energy that had first caught his attention, as it so closely resembled his own.

Michael was driven, determined, and one of the few men William genuinely took an interest in. He had nurtured that interest for years. But something in his manner now caused a seed of disquiet and even annoyance to form.

“It’s nine o’clock in the morning. She could be having her nails done.”

“I don’t think so. I searched the bungalow.”

Searched it? Noelle’s bungalow was near the west gate, across the lake from the main house. Michael had access to the estate, one of the few William allowed that freedom. But why would he search Noelle’s home? She couldn’t have been gone more than twenty-four hours. They’d dined together the night before last.

“She seems to have packed … meagerly.”

Of course she had packed. And called. If Michael had approached in any other mode, William would have touched his phone and played Noelle’s message. He had heard no terror in her voice, not like—he jerked his mind back to the present. This had nothing to do with that other time. He could put both their minds at ease. But something said wait, some instinct honed by years of vigilance.

“She took the Gucci bag you gave her for Christmas.”

He pictured the tote. Not exactly luggage for an extended tour. What troubled him was the obvious impetuosity; it was unlike Noelle to take off without discussing it first. He would have liked details, an itinerary, a clue as to what she needed to think about—all part of her safekeeping.

Even during college when she had taken an apartment outside the estate, he had kept close watch. Not surveillance, exactly, but near enough. After graduation, when she’d moved back to the estate, he had relaxed, trusted the security system. But that was to keep danger out, not Noelle in. She had a right to come and go and owed him no explanation. Though Michael might make a different argument.

“Michael, what’s this all about?”

After an awkward moment, Michael took a small box from his pocket and opened it. “She left this.”

Frowning, William eyed the sparkling engagement ring Michael had presented to Noelle, but inside, his relief grew. No thief would have left so valuable an item; no abductor would have removed it from her finger. Michael’s alarm was ungrounded. “She said nothing? Left no note?” Why not a message on Michael’s voice mail? Even at four o’clock in the morning.

“Nothing.”

William leaned back in his chair. Perhaps Michael’s unease was natural. It couldn’t be easy to tell his prospective father-in-law he’d been jilted. Noelle’s irresponsibility surprised and annoyed William, for it was uncharacteristic. But she was not in danger. He had to believe that. “Well, she’s an adult. She can make her own choices.”

“Yes, sir.”

Neither of them sounded convinced. But as much as he would like to deny it, Noelle had grown beyond his ability to control, maybe even to protect. William drew a long breath, felt it clear his head, easing the ache. He could play the message for Michael now, but again he refrained. In the same way he sometimes left a cross-examination at a heightened point, so he’d leave Michael now and watch. He said, “Give her time. It’ll work out.”

“Yes, sir.” Michael’s voice sounded tight, but he held his emotion well—another reason he’d brought him up from the ranks of aspiring lawyers to junior partner in the firm. For a young man whose passion ran deep, Michael had amazing control.

As the door closed behind his prospective son-in-law, William sat grimly. What foolish whim of Noelle’s was this? Had he not trained her better? She could do worse than Michael Fallon, worse by far. Michael knew what he wanted and had the courage to grab it. He had compensated for his upbringing through sheer determination, unlike the privileged sons and nephews of old money who came to work for the firm on their family’s reputations and some flimsy effort at school.

William judged by what he saw here and now. He appreciated Michael’s drive to climb up from his wretched beginnings—something Michael never discussed but William had complete knowledge of. Noelle, of course, knew some of it, had even met Michael’s mother and sister. Was that it? Had he raised a snob?

No. He shook his head. It must be more than that. Was Noelle afraid to commit? Possibly. There was that element, that unreachable place in her he had sensed more than once. All the more reason for someone like Michael. Noelle needed someone to keep her safe, keep her happy. He leaned back in the leather chair and looked at her picture on his desk. Her hair hung straight to her shoulders, the bangs casually disordered. Her lips smiled, but it was the eyes that held him, her mother’s eyes.

It was painful to look into their gray-green and see Adelle. Though the color was his own, the shape of the eyes, the placement in the face, the delicate cheekbones and narrow jaw gave her the same vulnerable beauty. How had she grown into the young woman in the picture? How had time slipped away? Where was his little girl?

The emotion hit him so hard it winded him. “Where is she? What do you mean she’s missing?” And Adelle almost cowering before him. “I only looked away for a moment.” Her wretched face pale with terror. William clutched his forehead. This was different. It had to be. But why hadn’t Noelle told him she was going? Didn’t she know—no, of course she didn’t. She couldn’t remember. She’d been too young. Too young.

William sighed. This time was different. Wherever Noelle had gone, she would be back. This was not a crisis. A lover’s spat, a stretching of the wings, a bid for independence; these were normal. He must allow her the freedom of womanhood. He must not grasp or he would lose her. Wait and trust. She would be back.

He returned his attention to the business Michael had interrupted. This case was tenuous, and the prosecution had wrapped up sooner than he expected. He had ordered his calls held and cancelled all other appointments. He had thought it was about the case that Michael had come to his office, not this business with Noelle. He needed everyone focused. He must focus himself.

He pressed the intercom. “Margaret, see that I’m not interrupted again.” He pressed his jaw one way then the other and released the tension in his neck, then looked back at the papers on the desk. Okay. They want to fight … we’ll give them a fight.

He read the details over, piecing them together, searching their relevance. Silently assistants brought him the information he called for and left without acknowledgment. That human hands assisted him was irrelevant. His focus was complete until a tap on the door broke it. He wrenched his head up, scowling.

Margaret stood sheepishly in the doorway, the office lights dimmed behind her. She looked like a small potato dumpling, innocuous and ordinary, but there was nothing she couldn’t do, and no one penetrated her web. She was his right arm, and he’d cut off his left before he’d lose her.

He cleared his throat. “That time?”

She nodded. “Is there anything you need before I go?”

“No. Thank you.” William leaned back and undid the knot of his tie. He should call it a day, be fresh tomorrow. He was getting too old to work the kind of hours he used to. “I’ll just finish up here.”

She paused, but she had long since given up remonstrating him. He would finish when he finished, and no well-intentioned words from her could move him one minute sooner. He hid a secret smile as she left quietly. The outer door closed behind her with a solid click. Sighing, he activated his voice mail, replaying Noelle’s message. This time he listened for strain, fear, anything that said he should take Michael’s cue and panic.

Had he not received her message, Michael’s alarm would have been contagious, but he had her own words. Daddy, I’m fine. He rubbed his eyes, ashamed at the pulsing joy her voice brought. She was safe! He willed himself to believe it. Eyes closed, he steepled his fingers against his lips.

She had the right to time alone. She hadn’t needed to call. She was a grown woman, no longer answerable to him. Still … he had traced the call through the office system. What on earth was she doing on a pay phone in Columbus, Ohio?

[image: image]

Michael Fallon sat in the darkness of his upper Manhattan apartment, his fingers slowly drumming the edge of the table. He stared at the silver-framed photograph until the light dimmed and he could hardly make out the delicate features. He gripped the frame and held it close, then threw it across the room.

Where would she go? He fingered the three-carat diamond ring, slipped it over the edge of his smallest finger, then flung it too. It struck the glass-covered picture on the wall, glancing off the widespread wings of the hawk that attacked with talons extended, beak open.

He stared into the amber eyes, felt their fierceness. At times he felt like that bird, restless and seeking, undaunted and daring the world to move beneath him. He almost heard the cry from the hawk’s throat—not a plaintive cry, but rather one to terrify some small prey into fleeing its hiding place and awaiting his plunge. His plunge.

The hours passed, and he felt immobile, paralyzed. He’d done everything, been everything she wanted, everything she needed. He’d played by her rules. What more could she expect? He slammed his fist on the table. Where, where, where?

He had taken Noelle’s absence to William St. Claire, hoping the man would mobilize a search. William had means he couldn’t dream of. But William hadn’t acted as he hoped, and Michael didn’t dare tell more than he had. He dropped his head to the table and groaned. Where was she? He never dreamed she would run away.

He woke with the morning light sifting through the shade in horizontal bands. He rose, retrieved the photograph from the floor, and looked again at the face behind the cracked glass. If William wouldn’t act, he would find her himself. And if his means were less straightforward than William’s, it couldn’t be helped. He set the picture on the table and went to the phone. “This is Michael Fallon; give me Sebastian.”

Sebastian Thorndike came on the line. “Hey, Mr. Fallon.”

“I’m calling in that favor.”

Quiet. “What do you want?”

“I’ll meet you at six at the Cove Grille.”

Michael got into the shower, standing so the water hit the back of his neck and shoulders. Less than an hour later, he walked into the firm of St. Claire, Meyers, and Harrison. One day it would also be Fallon.

“Michael.” William motioned him in as he passed his office.

“Yes, sir.” Michael approached the mahogany desk.

“I’d like you to hear this.”

Michael’s throat tightened as he recognized Noelle’s voice on the message. Would she say more than—but she didn’t. In fact, she said nothing to indicate why she’d gone, where she’d gone. He made a show of relief, but his heart hammered. “When did she call?”

“Earlier.” A non-answer.

“From where?”

William shook his head. “A pay phone. I suppose she wants space.”

Michael’s pulse raced. William knew where; it was impossible he didn’t. But he wasn’t saying more. He was testing Michael, watching as only William St. Claire could.

William fixed him with an offhand scrutiny Michael had observed in the courtroom. What was he looking for? “At least we know she’s all right. We can wait for answers.”

Michael forced himself to nod. She could be in the city still, at some hotel or with some friend, though he had already racked his brain and contacted everyone he could think of.

“Now, put that aside. Here’s what I have for the court today. As we discussed, you’ll do the opening statement … since the majority of the jury is female.” William gave him a wry smile and stood. He accepted cases only on merit, either precedent setting or high profile, and then only if he believed the client could have acted within the law. But he was not above using every weapon in their arsenal, even, as he had once put it, Michael’s good looks and magnetic gaze.

William circled the desk, rested a hand on Michael’s shoulder, and spoke instructions he would have thought of himself. The man was savvy, but already their minds worked alike, mentor and student, senior and junior partner, master and protégé.

Two hours later, adrenaline surged as Michael faced the jury, making deliberate eye contact with each member, speaking smoothly, sincerely, and without condescension. Systematically, he refuted each of the prosecution’s claims, painting a wash of doubt over the scene depicted by the opposing attorney’s allegations.

Their client could be guilty as sin, hiding inside the loopholes, but Michael would so cloud the issue, the jury would stagger. It was a fine line with their sort of clients anyway. The ultra-successful. Not one had risen to the top through hard work and sweat. Not one started with Michael’s disadvantage. If they twisted the law in unethical practices, bent the wording or intent, no one screamed. It was only failure or stupidity that landed them in a courtroom—the two things Michael couldn’t abide.

But the money was in defense law, not prosecution. Money made every successful defense worth it, and it gave him the personal power he would wield shortly with Sebastian Thorndike. When you successfully defended a guilty man and both of you knew it, that set up a certain quid pro quo. He didn’t assume his usual clients were guilty of the crime with which they were charged—only the crime of having life too easy.

Thorndike was different. Michael had accepted that case himself, defended it against William’s better judgment—and won. It was one of the times Michael had stood up to William, but a man like Thorndike came in handy, something William would not understand.

Mr. St. Claire worked this side of the law for neither money nor power. The Rhodes Scholar Harvard lawyer was anything but needy. No, William practiced defense because he believed in the system. He actually believed in the maxim innocent until proven guilty, and he believed he must make the court prove its claim. His archaic ethics precluded methods employed by other firms, but that just made the challenge greater. William also believed in winning.

Michael returned to the table beside William and received the slightest nod of approval. It was all he needed. He knew he had achieved his goal, to set up a relationship with the jury. Now he and William would subtly work that relationship, ever so subtly.

At a quarter till six, Judge Morril banged the gavel and adjourned the court. Michael wasted no time. He caught a cab at the curb. The Cove Grille was crowded as he made his way between the red-and-white checked tablecloths to the back. The air smelled of charbroiled fish and fries, but he wasn’t hungry. Sebastian waited in the corner, taking up most of one side of a booth for four. Michael took his place across from him.

“What is it I can do for you, counselor?” Sebastian’s neck was the color and texture of raw chicken.

Michael pulled out a handful of photographs and spread them on the table.

Sebastian whistled. “Looks like a class act.”

“She’s William St. Claire’s daughter.”

Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “And?”

“I want to know what she buys—when and where.”

“A debutante with a credit card? Give me something challenging.” Sebastian spread hands so smooth he must lotion them by the hour.

Michael crowded the table. “Bank account, airline, traffic violation, manicure, anything. Find her in the system and tell me where she is.”

“What did she do, torque the old man off?”

“No.” Something in his tone must have clued Sebastian.

He looked up. “This is personal?”

Tossing a fifty-dollar bill on the table, Michael stood. “Buy yourself some dinner.”

He went next to Noelle’s bungalow, paying the taxi and keying in the code to the west gate of the St. Claire estate. He let himself into her place, passing silently through each room. How tastefully they were decorated, colorful and imaginative, so reflective of Noelle.

He had searched it before, looking for her when he realized she had gone. Now he looked for her essence, for anything that would guide him to her. He stopped in the bedroom, looked in the closet still filled with the Donna Karan, Vittadini, and Scassi wardrobe he had provided piece by piece. She had taken none of it with her.

He pulled open the drawer of the bureau and ran his eyes and then his hands over the silky negligees. His fingers knotted in the flimsy fabric. Lifting a rose silk teddy, he brushed it against his cheek, breathing in the scent of her.





CHAPTER

2

With the bus still humming, Noelle woke in the reclined seat, her palm pressed to her cheekbone. She could feel a bruise, though it didn’t show through her skin. She’d noticed nothing when she washed her hands in the terminals, but now she touched her fingers to it, wondering. Other aches intruded, also invisible, and for a moment her mind groped for a reason. But she refused to give it substance, closing it away and locking it tightly in the part of her thoughts and emotions that were thankfully nonfunctional.

Absently, she worked her fingers around the back of her neck. After three days of travel her body protested the inactivity. The same automatic brainwaves that had made her move were now saying stop. But not here, not in the city. She wanted someplace obscure. With her tote heavy on her shoulder, she exited the bus.

Inside the Denver terminal, she perused the departures board, noted the Rocky Mountain tour bus listing and its departure time. She grabbed a sandwich from the vending machine, then headed for the counter and purchased a ticket, counting the cash out onto the Formica surface. One more ride and she would stop.

She slid her hand up the smooth metal bus rail, found a window seat, and looked out. The roar of the engine joined the hissing of the brakes as diesel exhaust wafted past. She scrunched her nose. Her senses were awakening, the numbing cloud of panic lifting. She was no longer in shock but was still somehow removed.

Maybe she should have taken her car. It had been her first thought as she’d crammed her tote full. But the need for anonymity had impressed upon her mind, so she had left the BMW at the bungalow and taken a cab to the bank, then to the bus depot. By then her mind had grown hazy. Her first actions had been frantically decisive. After that she’d moved automatically.

But now she took stock of her surroundings. No one shared her seat because her tote strategically barred them. But she slowly became aware of voices and faces around her. What was this disembodiment? She looked at her hand lying on the armrest. The other hand too.

They were her own, but she felt disconnected. She should have paid better attention to psychology. Fight or flight. She chose flight because … because … She shook her head. That part of her mind wasn’t operating, only the animal part that said run. This numb part simply asked, why?

She looked back out the window. Leaving behind the noise and congestion of the city, the bus made its slow, winding ascent. She watched from the rectangular window with the first interest she’d felt since leaving, studying the land as it passed. It seemed at once strange and wonderful.

Pink stone crags towered, unyielding, up both sides of the canyon, sparse, scraggly juniper clinging to their lower edges. Beneath them, lanky pines thrust pointed spires to the sun, marching up the slope amid slender white-barked trees with pale green leaves, tremulous in the breeze. And now she did respond. Something in her was still able to feel, to appreciate.

With a wheeze and hiss, the bus stopped in the small mountain town, and the tourists piled out. Noelle did not follow the crowd up the street to the shops. She stood in the red gravel lot of the sturdy log building and read the sign: Juniper Falls General Store. General Store? Was she in a time warp as well?

She looked up the street where her busmates were dispersing into shops. For a moment her courage failed. The land around her was vast, unyielding, more wild and terrifying than Central Park at its worst. Too unknown, too … untamed.

But she hoisted her tote and went inside. The wooden floor creaked loudly, and she jumped, her mind overcompensating for its earlier malaise. There was nothing fearsome about this quaint shop.

The burly bearded man behind the counter looked up from his American Angler magazine. “Better than a bell.” He grinned, two lower teeth missing.

When she didn’t move, his grin widened. “Don’t worry; it’s the only spot that does it.” He hooked a thumb into his suspender just under the grizzled ginger beard. “Did you lose your tour?”

Noelle set the tote down and rubbed her shoulder. “I’m not shopping. I’m looking for rental properties.”

He shook his head. “You’re about six weeks too late. Everything gets snatched up at the start of the summer.” He took a drag on the cigarette that lay in the tray. “Everything but the Walker place, and trust me, you don’t want that.”

Noelle’s heart sank. It hadn’t occurred to her that this place might not have what she needed. “Cost doesn’t matter.”

He sent the smoke out the side of his mouth. “It’s not cost, it’s condition. Though to hear Ms. Walker talk, it’s the Taj Mahal.” He shook his head.

“Isn’t there anything else?” She was too tired to think of boarding the bus, to drift uncaring again. She would chafe every mile.

The man squinted one eye, considering. “You could try the Spencer ranch. But as far as I know, he’s full up.”

Hope flickered. That was two possibilities. In spite of this man’s lack of encouragement, she’d try them both. “Where is the Walker rental?”

He walked to the door, automatically avoiding the creaky board, and pointed. “Two blocks up on the corner there’s an art gallery. The back side on that same block is the Walker place. You’ll know it when you see it.” He swung his arm the other direction. “Then you’ll want that gravel road away up there. Take you to Spencer’s.”

Noelle saw the zigzagging cut that marked the road climbing the slope behind the town. “Thank you.” She shouldered her bag.

“You walking?”

She glanced back. “Yes.”

“Air’s thin at this altitude.”

She nodded, but thin air or not, her legs were all she had. She headed up the street the way the tourists had gone. They were happily milling in and out of the shops. She found the art gallery with a flamboyant window display: an oil of a trumpeting elk with an enormous frame upon a draping of turquoise velour—tacky; a bronze bear with twin young and a wolf carved from driftwood—not bad.

Though a far cry from the galleries she frequented, on a different day she might have gone in just to wander between rows of canvas and absorb style, technique, and theme. But right now her need was to find a place to alight. She had flown as far as she could.

Almost directly behind the gallery around the next corner she found it. There was no question in her mind this was the Walker rental. The sign in the front—For Rent—seemed a perpetual fixture. The residence behind the sign looked far less permanent. A good wind could collapse the sagging structure with one final sigh.

Noelle turned and studied the town from there. Several dozen houses dotted the hills in the immediate vicinity. Stores lined the highway, and another cluster of houses bordered the creek side. All the streets off the highway were red gravel. It was certainly not the kind of place anyone would think to look for her.

But she needed a place to live, and Walker’s Taj Mahal was not it. She looked up the high gravel road the storekeeper had indicated, shifted her heavy tote, and sighed. The sooner she started, the sooner she’d get there. The mountain air was warm and clean, the sun a fiery untamed ball, burning on her bare shoulders unprotected by her cotton tank.

She breathed in the pine fragrance as she walked, her Italian leather sandals grinding on the gravel. She bent to examine the flowers that grew in the middle of the road, tiny yellow heads with lavender daisylike petals. A bee hung drunkenly from one tiny bloom, then buzzed to the next. Whatever traffic went up that way must keep to the shallow ruts for them to grow undisturbed like that.

When was the last time she’d seen something wild struggling for existence? Some non-hybrid, wind-scattered seed standing firmly where it landed, just as she did now? The tiny flower gave her courage; strength proved elusive.

As the slope steepened, her breath labored, burning in her chest. Her feet were weights. Thin air? She felt as though she battled some unseen force just taking one step after another. It couldn’t help that she’d hardly eaten all the time she traveled and exercised less. At the road’s summit, she dropped her head into her hands until the dizziness passed. Her hair slid in silken threads over her fingers, then she tossed it back and looked ahead.

The road ended at the ranch, broadening to a wide gravel apron where a tan pickup and a new red Corvette made an incongruous pair. On one side of the yard were the stables and barn. Directly across stood the large, golden-hued log house wrapped in a sweeping porch with a swing suspended in the corner.

Beside the house, three small cabins nestled in the tall pines, and two more vehicles were parked there, a nondescript sedan and a white SUV with bicycles on the back. The middle cabin had no car outside, and, with rising hopes, she envisioned it hers. It looked homey in a rugged western way and decidedly sturdier than the Walker rental.

Beyond all this, the meadow climbed to the base of a craggy peak. A rocky stream wound down the center of the meadow and on behind the house. Noelle could imagine it murmuring as she breathed in the wildflower scent carried on the breeze.

She was too tired to truly appreciate the beauty, but it touched her nonetheless. There was something solid, serene, implacable in the scene before her, and she quickened to it. Though vastly different from anything in her experience, it felt like home. And that was crazy, because home was many miles and a past life away. She walked down the last bit of road, then climbed the porch steps, set down her tote, and knocked.

In his khaki shorts and golf shirt, the man who opened the door looked like a summer cover of GQ, his casual elegance more suited to Daddy’s club than a horse ranch in the Rocky Mountains. His too-blue eyes and suave features brought walls up inside her in spite of his easy smile. It didn’t matter. Once she’d climbed the steps and felt the porch surround her, she had determined to stay.

She drew herself up. “Excuse me for coming without an appointment, but I was told you might have a cabin to rent?”

He brushed his fingers through his black hair and leaned against the doorjamb. “That would be my brother. I’m just freeloading.”

He had none of the shiftless look—in fact the opposite. But there was nothing menacing in his smile, and if she gave in to the irrational anxiety, she may as well go home. There would be no place safe enough. Besides, she’d seen the tour bus heading down while she climbed the gravel road, and it was here or the Taj Mahal. “May I see your brother, then?”

“He’s up on the high pasture somewhere, but he’ll be down later.”

A diminutive elderly woman bustled up behind him. “Hello, can I help you?”

“I’m handling it, Marta.” He half turned from the doorway, yet Noelle felt no diminishment of his attention, and his next statement was for her. “Want to come in and wait?”

Of course he would ask. He wouldn’t expect her to stand on the porch. But she shook her head. “I’ll just look around.”

“I’ll show you.” He held out his hand. “I’m Morgan Spencer.”

It was a natural gesture, an everyday connection, the sort people made on the street or in boardrooms or at a party. It wasn’t threatening, but somehow things had blurred, and his outstretched hand brought a tension to her neck like a crane slowly pulling the tendons taut.

Training and common sense won out, and she reluctantly took it. “Noelle.”

“Just Noelle?”

“Noelle St. Claire.” A thought flashed that she shouldn’t have given him her real name. Yet the need for anonymity did not come naturally. Why wouldn’t she use her name? It had always opened doors.

“St. Claire. And I can just picture you on the Champs-élysées. Enchanté, mademoiselle.” He bowed his head and released her hand.

She smiled in spite of herself. His charm made him less menacing—not that he was truly menacing. That was the worst of it, the way she looked at people now with a shrinking inside she could not account for. She hauled her tote back to her shoulder, but he reached for it.

“You can leave that inside.”

She resisted his gentle tug. “I’ll hang on to it.”

A small sideways smile, then he controlled it and leaned close. “You’re right. Marta’s dangerous.”

Noelle glanced through the open door where Marta had been. That wasn’t what she’d meant, and it must seem strange for her to cling to the heavy bag. Wouldn’t a bellhop take her luggage at any hotel? Reluctantly, she let him set it inside the door against the wall.

He closed the door. “Now stretch, take a deep breath, and relax.”

Did she look so tense? She straightened her shoulders, relieved to be free of the weight, drew a slow breath, and sent her gaze back over the yard.

“Where to first?” He swung his arm.

She didn’t hesitate. “The stables.” She’d know more about this place by seeing the stables than anything else. Little chance they’d house the sort of horse to which she was accustomed, but her expectations were low.

Morgan motioned for her to precede him down the steps, then took the lead across the apron to the stables. “You won’t see much. The horses are out.”

She would see enough, see what kind of place she’d come to. She entered the enclosure and breathed in the smell of leather and manure and hay. She looked over the neat, orderly tack accessories, bridles, saddles, currycombs, and hoof picks. The animals were well kept and cared for. No dark, dingy stalls for droop-necked nags. That spoke well for the rancher and confirmed her desire to stay.

They went back out and Morgan showed her the barn filled with sweet hay and barrels of grain, a tractor blade, and other tools and machinery. It was also a workshop, she concluded. He walked her past the guest cabins, each one a different size and shape, not one plan repeated three times. The builder was either creative or haphazard. She guessed the former.

“That’s about it,” Morgan said. “Unless you want to tour the main house.”

No need for that if the center cabin was hers. She looked up the slope to a white-fenced corral high up the meadow. Several horses were pastured outside it. One, it seemed, was being worked.

Morgan followed her gaze. “Rick raises good quarter-horse stock.”

Even at that distance, Noelle recognized the shape. From an artistic viewpoint the quarter horse was less symmetrical, less elegant than other breeds but splendid in its own right. As a girl she had loved horses, had drawing pads full of them. She’d spent as many hours drawing thoroughbreds as riding them.

And here she was on a horse ranch. What irony. Or was it? She was making her own decisions now, consulting no one. Maybe she had willed this place for herself, created this reality. And why not? It made as much sense as anything else.

She took in the wide, steep meadow as though she’d brushed it there on a giant sheet of stiff rag paper, then breathed life into it and stood back to watch. As she did, a horse and rider charged down the meadow and came to a sliding halt before them in a scatter of gravel. The man leapt from the roan’s back as the horse reared, then stood nervously, tossing its head and chafing the reins, its raw power barely contained. The animal was magnificent.

The man spoke low, gentling the stallion with his hands until it stopped fighting, though the sheen on its hide rippled still with barely suppressed energy. He led the horse to the holding pen between the barn and stable, then returned. This was the owner of the ranch. It must be. His was a Rocky Mountain face, angles and shadows, eyes the color of earth.

“Hi there.” He pulled off his work gloves and smiled. “Rick Spencer.”

Morgan spoke for her. “This is Noelle St. Claire. She wants a place to stay.”

“When?”

She answered for herself. “Now … today.”

Rick swatted a darting fly away from his face. “I’m afraid all the cabins are taken. Booked solid through the middle of August.”

Morgan said, “There’s room in the house, Rick.”

Rick glanced at his brother, then back to her. “That’s against my policy. I’m sorry.”

“Professor’s got a room. So has Marta.” Morgan’s tone was congenial, but Noelle felt an undercurrent between them. If Rick rented rooms in the house, why wouldn’t he rent her one?

“Marta’s on staff.”

“And the professor?” Noelle smoothed a strand of hair back behind her ear and used the information Morgan had provided.

Rick hooked his thumbs into his belt. “How long did you want to stay?”

How long? She hadn’t thought that far. “Indefinitely, I guess.”

“Did you try in town?”

She looked back down the road toward the town. “The only place was—”

“The Walker rental.”

She turned back, sensing by his tone he would not suggest it. “That’s right.”

He squinted past her. “Ms. St. Claire, I don’t rent rooms in the main house to women.”

Had she heard him correctly? What sort of Neanderthal was he? A quick glance toward his brother revealed a cloaked amusement. “Doesn’t that violate fair-housing standards?”

He never flinched. “It’s for your protection.”

A shadow crossed her spine, but she ignored it. “Morgan’s already told me Marta’s dangerous. Who else should I fear?” She couldn’t believe she’d said that after running like a rabbit these last days. Her words actually sounded combative, and yes, there was something inside her that wanted to fight, something that battled against her normal restraint and compliance. The blind fear that had driven her here fell away in its wake. She would not be afraid!

Rick brushed his jaw with the back of one hand, a subtle change in his eyes. Submission? Compassion? “I guess there’s room in the house. Nothing fancy.”

She searched his face. Did she look like she needed fancy? Did she telegraph who she was, what she came from? “That’ll be fine.” She had won. She had taken a stand and beaten him down. Terror and exhilaration vied. She turned to the corral. “Your horse is wonderful.”

He followed her gaze. “That’s the first time he’s made it down without throwing me.”

“What’s his name?”

“Destiny.”

A thrill passed through her. Destiny. “Why?”

He shrugged. “It just came to me when he was born.” He glanced at the horse circling his confinement, his roan hide still quivering and nostrils flaring.

Noelle followed the stallion’s stride with her eyes. “He’s spirited, but not mean tempered, I’d say. He wants to obey but can’t get rid of the wild.”

Rick appraised her. “Sounds like you know horses.”

“Some.” She smiled.

Morgan groaned. “Don’t get him going, Noelle. He’ll have you standing out here in the sun all day.”

Rick slapped the dust from his pants and gave Morgan a raised eyebrow. “Come on, then.”

She followed him to the house with Morgan behind, a sudden misgiving tugging her insides. Though she’d fought for the right to stay, she knew nothing about either of them. Could she walk inside the house with two men, on a ranch she knew nothing about, where no one would think to look?

But that was exactly why she was there. Maybe she hadn’t created this place, but she’d found it, homed to it with some instinct that had to be truer than following where others directed. She was no longer blind and mute. Something else had awakened within her: resolve.

She stepped inside and lifted her tote once again to her shoulder, looking up at the lofted ceiling of the main room. It was more like a lodge than a house, she thought. But it welcomed her as few places did. She sensed … what? Haven. Yes, haven.

“Give me just a minute.” Rick strode into the kitchen off to the right of the main room.

Morgan motioned for her to go in as well, though she would have considered the kitchen off limits. Shouldn’t there be a sign that said Employees Only? Or was this a place where people came and went from the kitchen without disdainful looks from the staff? Green plaid curtains hung at the window above the sink where Rick washed up, providing the only color beyond the golden hue of the logs.

She tugged the strap of her tote higher onto her shoulder and cleared her throat. “You haven’t given me a rate.”

Rick looked back over his shoulder. “If I don’t know how long you’re staying, I’m not sure how to charge you.”

“What are my options?”

He washed the dust and sweat from his face. “For a single room, twenty-five a night, one fifty a week, or let’s say … four hundred a month.”

She hid her amazement. “I’ll take it for a month at a time.” Nowhere on Long Island would she find a closet for that. But while he was in the mood to be generous … “Meals are included?”

Morgan smiled, obviously enjoying her tactic. He was certainly easier to read than his brother

Rick turned the faucet off and shook his hands. “The cabins have kitchens, but not the rooms. Unless you want to take your meals in town, you can join us in the dining room. I’ll let Marta know.”

“Are there others on staff?”

Rick wiped his hands dry. “Just Marta.”

“She’s all you need,” Morgan added. “Housekeeper, cook, and drill sergeant.” He winked.

“And don’t you forget it.” Marta bustled into the kitchen from what must be the dining room. Spare in stature with mousy hair streaked with gray, she moved deliberately, wasting no motion. For her small size she seemed to fill the room with energy.

Her skin crinkled over pointy bones, but her smile was warm, touching Noelle with a motherly affection foreign to her. In her experience, there were two types of domestics. The lazy ones who served because they had no drive to do better, and the ones like Marta who thrived on their work and generally ran things accordingly.

Noelle noted the lighthearted affection in both men’s faces. There were also two kinds of employers, those who made their help family and those who made them feel servile. She saw by his demeanor which kind Rick was and lowered her guard.

He hung the towel in its place. “Marta, this is Noelle. She’s taking the first room upstairs.”

Marta gave her hand a brief, tight squeeze. “Glad to have you, dear.”

“We all are,” Morgan added.

Rick reached for her tote. “I’ll show you your room.”

She surrendered the bag and followed him up the stairs to a wide hallway that crossed the main area as a balcony, then led to rooms on either side. She stopped behind him at the first door.

“This room has a three-quarter bath, shower only. There’s a tub in the full bath at the end of the hall, but it’s common use. I’ll have Marta bring up linens.” He opened the door and set her tote inside. “The meal schedule’s on the door. My office is directly downstairs. You can bring your payment there when you’re settled and pick up your key.”

That was it? No contract, no questions? Noelle glanced in, then turned back on a sudden impulse. “Are the horses for use?”

“Can be. You’ll need to sign a waiver.” He seemed on the verge of saying something more, then merely appraised her. His was not an expression she knew, not containing the interest she’d recognized at once in Morgan’s. “Well, if you need anything, Marta and I are usually around somewhere.”

“Thank you.” When he left her, she surveyed the room: the bed made of cleanly hewn pine logs the same color as the walls; a bureau, also pine; a writing table and chair. It was as though the room was made out of the mountain.

Crisp, white curtains hung at the window. From there, she viewed the woods that grew behind the house. Fat mountain chickadees flitted from branch to branch on the tall, scraggly pines, and a magpie hollered raucously from the rail.

Noelle closed the door behind her. She hoisted the tote onto the bed and dumped the contents—some clothing, toiletries, and a makeup bag that held the cash she’d taken out of her account. She opened it, took out four crisp bills, and folded them into her shorts pocket, then searched the room for someplace to stash the rest.

The absurd simplicity of her space left her few options. From what she’d gleaned of Rick, there would be no loose floorboard, and Marta’s obvious efficiency ruled out the mattress. Noelle looked again at her makeup bag. Maybe obvious was best. She brought it into the bathroom and set it on the wooden shelf under the mirror.

Then she crossed to the bed, gathered up her personal items, and added them to the shelf as well. Until she thought of something better, it would do. Marta didn’t strike her as the snoopy sort, whatever Morgan said in jest, and if Rick was uncomfortable with her even being in the house, he would hardly raid her room. She closed her eyes and allowed the tentative peace to grow. Inside the solid walls she felt small and enclosed. She felt safe.





CHAPTER
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Downstairs, Rick went into the office, moved the mail from the chair to the desk, and sat. He booted up the aging Pentium tower and glanced up as Morgan leaned on the doorjamb.

“Not your typical mountain mama,” Morgan said.

Rick opened his bookkeeping program. “Nope.”

“Don’t pretend you’re impervious. I heard the rates you stammered.”

“I didn’t stammer.”

“Well, you gave her the deal of the century. You even threw in meals.”

“I always include meals for the rooms without kitchens.” Though he did usually charge them separately. Rick brought up the ranch accounts. Finances were good at the moment. Last week’s sale had put him ahead, the cabins were solidly booked, and what he took in from Miss St. Claire, he could sock away toward feed. Besides, she had the look of a sparrow needing to light.

And that was the only reason she now had a room in the main house against the policy he’d established from the start—fair housing notwithstanding. He didn’t rent rooms to single women because the house was also his home. He didn’t advertise the ranch. Word of mouth people who knew it was a Christian operation, and he ran it accordingly. Reputations were hard to salvage, and he guarded both his and his guests’.

Morgan looked pensive. “What do you suppose her story is?”

“I don’t know.” Rick brought up the column Long-term Guests. He hadn’t had many stay monthly before. Though he could rent the cabins as residences, he preferred vacationers and had no trouble keeping them rented by days or weeks. And as the cabins were only minimally heated, they were summer lodgings only.

“She comes from money.”

Rick typed in Noelle’s name. “You don’t know that.”

“Oh, come on. You haven’t lived your whole life on this mountain.”

He keyed in her room and the fee he’d named. “It’s her business.”

“I suppose. Well, I saw her first, so I’m trumping you.”

“You don’t have to trump. I don’t date my guests.”

Morgan clicked his fingers. “Good thing I don’t have your reservations.” He pushed off the doorjamb. “This R and R might turn out more interesting than I thought.”

Rick paused his typing and gave his brother a glance. Morgan always saw possibilities, but Rick sensed something brittle in Noelle St. Claire. She wasn’t looking for excitement.
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After folding her meager wardrobe into the bureau, Noelle eyed the small but clean shower. The thought of running water was ambrosia after traveling, especially in the sooty tour bus. She’d inhaled enough secondhand diesel to taste it still. Rick hadn’t seemed impatient for payment, so she stripped and showered, holding her face to the stinging spray. Her skin tingled.

She was coming back, awakening from the daze. She rubbed herself dry with the coarse, white towel and hung it on the wooden rod on the log wall. Everything was hard, rustic. No pampering heat lamp, no lush towels, no elegant wall coverings, only bare wood. No amenity she would have previously expected as a matter of course. The lack invigorated her.

She dressed in shorts and a sleeveless cream knit shirt. Now that she had a place to stay she would see the town, get to know her surroundings. She’d never done anything like this, and she had to get it right. She bit her lip, wondering at that thought. At some point she would have to face reality, but since it presently eluded her, she would take thought as it came. She locked the door from the inside and crossed the landing that overlooked the main room downstairs.

The heavy log walls angled up two stories to the vaulted ceiling. A stone fireplace dominated one wall with bookcases flanking either side. Across the fireplace was a massive log mantel, and above that hung a plain wooden cross, pine like the rest. It was the only ornament in the room.

No feminine touch softened the space. No color accented the pale wood, lichen-covered stone, and saddle-tone leather couches. No curtains blocked the view from the wide front window. It was a man’s place, untouched by a decorator’s hands, almost primitive in its simplicity.

She went down and found the office underneath her own room. No one was inside, but a metal key lay on the desk with her name on a yellow Post-it. The note said, “Please leave your rent on the desk.” He probably didn’t realize she had cash. She took out the four hundreddollar bills but couldn’t leave them lying there. She would give them to him later but took the key now. She put both money and key in her pocket and walked out.

Morgan sat in the corner chair in the main room, one leg crossed over his knee. As she passed, he looked up from his newspaper. “All settled in?”

“Yes.” No need to tell him she hadn’t yet paid. She started for the door.

“Where are you going?”

A quiver of fear licked up like a flame. It wasn’t him. It was inside her, like a frayed nerve reacting and not knowing when to stop. What was dangerous, what wasn’t? And when would it stop? It was a perfectly ordinary question, and she answered, “To look at the town.”

“Want a ride?” He folded the paper down over his knee.

“No thanks.”

He stood anyway and met her at the door with an easy stride. “The walk down’s not so bad, but up’s a bear. Much worse than my bite.”

Had he sensed her fear? Her mind whirring over endless possibilities of danger? She could drive herself crazy with what ifs. And the walk up the gravel road was daunting. “All right.” An instant trembling chased up her spine, but she resisted it.

He fished his keys from his pocket. “How’d you get up here?”

“I walked.” She passed through the door he held.

“I mean up to Juniper Falls.”

“The tour bus.”

“Aha.” He closed the door behind them. “So what brings you here?”

“I liked the look of it.” The questions were inevitable, but she hoped her terse answers would discourage him soon. She slid into the fawn leather seat of his car. Of course, his was the Corvette. “What does FSTLN mean?”

“Hmm?”

“Your license plate.”

“Oh. Just add vowels.”

Noelle solved it in her head, and as the gravel flew behind his tires, she fastened her seat belt. Though the grasses brushed the underbelly of his car, he drove with just enough velocity to keep her attention without putting her over the edge, literally. Then he parked in the central lot outside the general store. Fast lane indeed. She surveyed the street before her as he walked around to let her out.

“To the right, tourist row, down that way, the real town. Which will it be for starters?”

She followed the sweep of his arm with her gaze. “The real town.”

“It is something of a relic. The theater, for instance, was converted from an opera house in the forties and still shows a whopping one movie at a time, at least six months later than anywhere else.”

Noelle smiled. “Quaint.”

“Here’s the bank. It was robbed fourteen times in its first year, 1884. So they called in the Congregational minister, had him bless the place, and it’s never been hit since.”

Noelle stared at the stone structure. It looked like a toy compared to the skyscraping bank buildings of New York City. Finches fluttered around its eaves, ducking in and out of the tiny apertures, and a mudand-daub nest in one corner showed where a pair of rock swallows had raised a spring brood. “That’s interesting.”

“Coincidence, really. The silver shipments stopped changing hands here and went to Golden instead.”

She smiled again. “Sounds like you know your history.”

“I got all that from the professor.”

“Professor …”

“Jenkins, your fellow guest at the ranch.”

“Who else is there?” Since she had a guide, she may as well use him to learn what she could.

“A family from Michigan, three members of a Pathfinder Club, a couple on their honeymoon. Won’t see much of them. But the professor likes to gab.” They passed a hardware store, a drug store, and an icecream parlor.

Noelle paused at the French patisserie. “Is it any good?”

“Want to try it?”

“No, just wondering.” She started on before he could encourage her to share one of the pleasant umbrella tables on the patio. It was one thing to catch a ride and let him show her around, another altogether to linger and chat over pastries.

The general store she’d already seen, and there was a modern, though tiny, grocery mart. Across from that a square stone building housed the library, post office, and city hall. Next to that was the Roaring Boar Grill and Saloon, made of red granite with huge rough beams supporting a peaked roof.

Morgan stopped. “That’s it, except for private residences, the church there, and behind it the new community center for civic activities.”

“Such as?” She looked at the low-peaked warehouse-type building that looked completely out of place behind the old stone church.

“Oh, you know, Elks Club, ladies guild … a quilt show now and then. Pure excitement.”

Noelle smiled. He was irreverent but amusing, and her intimidation lessened. But her head throbbed and she was uncommonly tired.

“You okay?” Morgan eyed her.

She nodded. “My head aches.”

“That’s the altitude. Drink lots of water. You’ll acclimate in a few days. You want to see the tourist strip?”

“Not really.”

“There just might be a curio you can’t live without—ceramic hind end of a horse with the clever quip ‘Rocky Mountain quarter horse.’ Even has a slot for quarters. I won’t tell you where.”

Noelle groaned.

“I bought one for Rick in honor of his profession, but I haven’t seen it displayed.”

“I can’t imagine why.” She stepped over a missing chunk of sidewalk.

“All sorts of treasures. Bottle of fool’s gold that people buy to prove they really are.”

“No thanks.”

“Don’t want you to miss out on the priceless finds that bring the bus people every day.”

“I’ll bear responsibility.”

He shrugged with an emphasized sigh and led her back to the car. He held her door open and she climbed in, steeling herself for the drive. In truth, though he rode the edge, he was an accomplished driver, far safer behind the wheel than she’d be on those curves. As Morgan’s Corvette hugged the road up to the ranch, she looked down at the town nestled below.

He glanced over. “Sleepy little afterthought, isn’t it.”

She nodded. But it was perfect. No one would expect to find her in a little place like Juniper Falls. She could just disappear. When they reached the ranch, she went up to her room, tucked her legs beneath her, and sat on the bed. She’d landed. And now her life was her own. She breathed deeply.

[image: image]

After a short nap and several glasses of water, Noelle’s head had stopped aching. But she was hungry. She checked the schedule on the door and thankfully started down for dinner. A thin, stoop-shouldered man was already seated at the table; the professor, no doubt. She noted his Roman patrician nose and deep-set umber eyes beneath graying brows. His short-cropped beard had a dark brown V between two gray patches on his chin. She wondered if it was cleft underneath.

Rick spoke from behind her. “Noelle, this is Professor Jenkins, here for a couple of weeks on sabbatical. Professor, Noelle St. Claire.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Professor.”

He nodded formally with a smile. “Likewise, Ms. St. Claire.”

Rick took the chair at the head of the long pine table, and Noelle sat on his left across from the professor. Two middle-aged men and a slightly older woman were introduced, and Noelle guessed them the Pathfinders Morgan had mentioned. The family from Michigan must be using their own kitchen, and, as Morgan had suggested, the honeymoon couple did not join them.

Morgan followed Marta in from the kitchen as she carried the first steaming platter to the table. “You can’t say that, Marta. I dated a girl so nice her worst nightmare was not getting to heaven. No joke. She dreamed she was in line behind Mother Teresa, and St. Peter told the bent old woman, ‘You could have done more.’ She dragged me through more good deeds—”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to better the world.” Marta turned back for the kitchen.

“Don’t I know. Just gotta have fun doing it.” Morgan took his place and winked at Noelle.

It could have been a family argument, a naughty nephew and a favorite aunt. She wondered if Marta was related, but the physical characteristics were too disparate. Though, to be sure, Rick and Morgan were different enough. Marta laid out the meal: pork chops, potatoes, buttered peas, and rolls still steaming—exactly the kind of fare Noelle had expected there. Marta’s swift, concise motions were like the darting of a ground squirrel, but at last she stopped and stood at the foot of the table.

Noelle laid her napkin in her lap and reached for the rolls, then stopped, fingers extended, as Rick bowed his head and said, “‘I will extol the Lord with all my heart in the council of the upright and in the assembly.’”

She stared. She couldn’t help it. Never would she have taken him for a praying man, though now the cross over the mantel made sense.

“For this food we are deeply grateful. Bless it for our use in your service, O Lord. Amen.”

Amens surrounded her. Catching Morgan’s amusement, she dropped her gaze. She hadn’t meant to be so transparent, especially with Morgan more attentive than she wanted.

The professor turned to her. “Visiting from New York?”

She looked at him in surprise and with more than a little concern.

“How did you…”

“I detect an accent.”

“My tutor would be disappointed to hear that.” Noelle sliced open the steaming potato, noticing the glance Rick and Morgan shared. She shouldn’t have said that either. She wasn’t used to guile.

“I’m a bit of a linguist, you see—a trained ear.” The professor leaned forward. “While you lack the obvious accent, your diction does betray you. Long Island?”

She gave him a slight smile, but her heart thumped. Since she’d given her name, it would be a simple matter for them to trace her back to … But why would they? She’d done nothing wrong. She could go where she pleased, do what she pleased. What she’d lived before was the farce. This was real.

Morgan passed the rolls. “How’s the book coming, Professor?”

“Oh.” He shrugged. “I’m ruminating. That’s the most part.” He nodded to Noelle. “I’m writing a history of western expansion through the anecdotes of small towns such as Juniper Falls.” The timbre of his voice belied his spare, lanky frame, the long, almost delicate fingers with which he precisely cut his meat. He had the hands of an academic.

She responded politely, thankful when Morgan engaged him and the professor’s attention shifted from her. As he and Morgan conversed, with interjections from the hikers, the talk washed over her, just as it had so many times with her father and his associates. She felt invisible and was content to remain so.

Morgan seemed undaunted when Professor Jenkins corrected him. He shrugged carelessly and offered his rebuttal. Even she could tell he was fudging, but the professor took pains to correct him again. Rick said little but had the look of a man who attended every detail.

She was glad to be left to her thoughts. The food was like heaven. Marta was a good chef. Or maybe it was simply the first meal not from a machine that she had eaten in days. Whichever, its simple comfort and satisfaction was a healing balm. She cleaned her plate without shame.

Morgan engaged her eyes. “There’s a band at the Roaring Boar tonight. Want to go?”

“No thanks.”

“It’s a good band,” he coaxed.

She shook her head. “Not tonight.” Or any night. She handed over her plate to Marta’s waiting hands, excused herself, and left the table.

She went to the bookshelves that flanked the fireplace and searched the titles. There were classics from Homer to Mark Twain with a few by Michener and Clavell. Quite a few by C. S. Lewis and T. S. Elliot, whom she hadn’t read. Tom Clancy was the only current New York Times bestseller among them.

The other shelf held travel guides, historical, wildlife, and nature books. She found a Rocky Mountain botanical guide not unlike the one she’d studied for the Northeastern states. She slipped it from the shelf as Morgan approached.

“You can’t possibly think that would be more entertaining than a night on the town with the best band the Boar sports.”

She turned to him. “I’d like to recognize the plants I encounter here.” To own and absorb this strange place, to make it hers.

“That’s what the daytime’s for. The night was made for fun.”

She had him pegged now, but merely opened the cover of the botanical and said, “No thanks.”

“We’d have a good time.”

She expected he would. But she was not there for a good time. “No thank you, Morgan.”

This time he shrugged and left without her. And that was telling as well. He might coax, but he didn’t force the issue. She released a slow breath. She was learning, reading them, apprehending her situation and those others within it. She glanced up from the book as Rick crossed to the door after Morgan. “Excuse me. Are these for anyone’s use?”

He took a jacket from the hooks and reached for the doorknob. “Help yourself.”

Through the front window she watched him cross to the stable. It seemed he wasn’t joining Morgan in town. He was going back to work. For brothers, they could hardly have been more different. If she’d had a brother or sister, would they be her opposite? Staring at the darkening window, she imagined a sister, brave, brash, and outspoken.

With a sigh, Noelle carried the botanical guide to her room. No doubt many of the plants, trees, and flowers pictured would be ones she already knew. But mountain flora had to differ from that of sea level, and she was genuinely interested in what she might find in her new environment. Before she settled in, though, she checked the money in the makeup pouch from the shelf, counted each bill. She should have taken more than two thousand dollars, but she had only been thinking of travel money, hadn’t thought past her escape.

Paying bills had never occupied much of her thoughts. It was automatic; she either signed for her expenses or used a credit card. She never carried cash. To walk around with four hundred dollars in her pocket—She realized with a jolt that she hadn’t given Rick her payment. It was still in that pocket.

But he hadn’t asked for it. Was he a careless businessman? It seemed contrary to what she’d noted as his methodical and diligent nature. Well, she could hardly chase him down as the evening drew toward dusk. She left the rent in her pocket and replaced the makeup bag on the shelf. The money ought to be in a bank, even the little one in town, but an account could be traced. She would have to figure that out, but tonight she was too tired. She put the bag back on the shelf.

After changing for bed, she read until her eyes would not stay open, then turned out the lamp and curled under the coverlet. She had never slept in a place so unfamiliar, except on the numerous buses from the past days, and already that seemed like a strange interlude, a pinch time that may not be real. Lying in the pine bed, she drifted into a warm, nebulous calm. The sleep that had been fitful as she traveled now came heavily, and she gladly succumbed.

Without warning, she sensed the shadow above her, heard the beating of the wings. All her flesh trembled, and she crouched, pulling the grass down around her. But the blades were too thin and brittle to conceal her. Helpless, she grasped at them, frantic to cover herself, then, despairing, turned her face up to the cruel beak and talons.





CHAPTER

4

William St. Claire sat in his office. He stared at the plaques on his wall—certificates, awards, and mementos of achievements that did nothing to lighten his mood. Not after a miscarriage of justice, a guilty man set free. He was not fool enough to believe every client innocent of the charges against him, though the Constitution presumed so. But this time the realization of his client’s probable guilt came after he had accepted the case. It didn’t change his job; the man was entitled to defense, the best his money could buy, and William had billed accordingly. But where was the strength of the system? Why was it so easy to win? And why was his heart still in prosecution after all these years?

The prosecutors should do their job as effectively as he and Michael did theirs. He sighed. He was getting old—he would turn fifty-nine this year. He sat down in the smooth leather chair and massaged the back of his neck. Where were the answers he’d thought he knew? How brash and arrogant he’d been as a young man. But no more. Now he understood too much and believed too little.

Ordinarily when he felt this gloomy he would call Noelle, have her come for supper. Simply seeing her restored his spirits. But that wasn’t possible just now, was it? Ohio. Was she there, or had it been only a along the way? And why had he withheld her location from Michael?

Maybe Michael could have suggested some reason his daughter would be calling from a pay booth in Columbus, Ohio. But then, maybe not. And something had kept William from telling. Did he trust Michael? As much as he trusted anyone besides Noelle. He sighed. It would sort itself out. He had to believe that and not let irrational fears make a bogeyman in every shadow.

Noelle was safe. She had sounded calm. And if she’d never done anything like this before, it wasn’t as though she couldn’t do it now. She was twenty-three years old. Hardly a child, certainly not the vulnerable child she’d been when … His stomach seized. Would it ever cease, the physical reaction to the memory, to the awful, awful memory?

Or was it another instinct? One he should heed? It wouldn’t hurt to learn where she was. He wouldn’t interfere, just… He pinched the bridge of his nose. Where was the balance? His daughter was grown and intelligent, and she had assured him she was fine. His need to know should not violate her right to privacy. He would wait… for now.

[image: image]

Noelle awoke to the scolding of a magpie outside her window. The early morning sunshine poured into the room, and she stared at the log walls and ceiling, then made sense of it as full consciousness returned. Hardly a vestige of the dream remained, and she felt surprisingly refreshed. She slipped out of bed.

When she had showered, she pulled her hair into a loose French braid. She dressed in jeans and a V-neck T-shirt. She could hear Marta humming in the kitchen as she started down the stairs, a homey sound that cut straight to her heart. The staff at home would never draw attention to themselves that way.

She replaced the botanical guide, then wandered into the dining room and noted the long table set with plates, white stoneware on wood. An extra table leaned against the wall, and shelves held stacks of dishes, glasses, and mugs to accommodate many more guests than were currently at the ranch. This room also was unadorned, everything serviceable, bare. This morning it seemed bleak. It cried out for some artistic touch, even a simple centerpiece.

Glancing around the room, she saw what she needed. Taking with her a glass water pitcher and knife from the shelves, she went outside. The air was chilled, raising the flesh on her arms and legs, in spite yesterday’s heat. How could it be so cold in July? But that was something else to file in her memory about her new environment at that elevation.

Shivering, Noelle filled the bottom fourth of the pitcher with small stones and water from the creek. The smell of the juniper grew pungent as she sliced the tender branches and stood them in the pitcher. She carefully added thorny stalks of wild roses, then went in and set the pitcher in the center of the table, turning it one way, then edging it back just a little.

“That’s nice,” Rick said behind her.

She spun, her heart leaping like a rabbit to her throat.

“Sorry I startled you.”

She drew a sharp breath. “It’s okay.” But it took some time for the jolt to pass.

Marta bustled past with the coffee cake. She stopped and eyed the floral arrangement. “What’s all this?”

“Flowers.” Rick took the cake from her with a soothing glance.

Marta raised her eyebrows, then went back to the kitchen.

Noelle knew that look. Her cheeks heated. What was she thinking? She was a guest, not a resident. “I should have asked.”

Rick set the coffeecake on the table. “Marta’s … practical. She thinks a water pitcher is for water.” He slid out her chair, but before she sat, Noelle took the four hundred dollars from her pocket and held it out to him. “I meant to give you this yesterday. I didn’t want to leave it on the desk.”

He took the bills with just a hint of surprise, then tucked them into his shirt pocket. “Thanks.”

“I’m sorry I forgot. But you didn’t ask.”

He shrugged. “I knew where to find you.” He eased the chair in as she sat.

Marta returned with coffee and fruit wedges, then made a third trip, returning with sizzling sausages and hard-boiled eggs. The family from Michigan, two stout adults and three preadolescent kids, followed the steaming platter to the table. They’d used their kitchen last night, but they must have preferred Marta’s breakfast to their own—with good reason.

Rick seated the mother beside Noelle and greeted the kids by name. For all his reserved temperament, he was a warm host.

“I’m Shelby.” The woman held out her hand, soft and short-fingered.

Noelle squeezed and released it. “Noelle.”

“Up here alone, are you?”

Noelle nodded. Would her business be discussed at every meal?

“I dream of slipping away alone.” Two deep dimples appeared in Shelby’s cheeks when she smiled. “But this crew wouldn’t survive if I did.”

Marta came to stand at the end of the table, and Noelle guessed they wouldn’t be waiting for the Pathfinders or honeymoon couple. The food was hot and ready. She flicked her eyes up to Marta, who seemed to have put the flower arrangement from her mind. Her face was serene as she stood, head bowed, while Rick prayed.

“‘Happy the man who fears the Lord, who finds great delight in his commands.’ Lord, you are the source of all joy. Bless this day and this food for our nourishment. Amen.”

Noelle kept her hands in her lap and did not stare. This was obviously a ritual he would repeat each time they ate. When he finished, the kids grabbed for the coffee cake, scolded by their mother but not dissuaded from grabbing the pieces with their hands and plopping them on their plates. Noelle took the platter from Shelby and helped herself with the server from the other side. The cake was still warm and she smelled its lemony sweetness.

“Coffee?” Marta held the pot above Noelle’s cup.

“Thank you.” Noelle took a bite of cake. It was moist and light and the tiny gray poppy seeds crunched in its softness. She savored it silently. Why did everything taste better here—even with the children shoving whole sausages into their mouths and mashing their boiled eggs? Everything seemed more vibrant, more real. She added cream to her coffee and glanced at Rick.

His features were regular, not the sort to turn heads wherever he went, not like Morgan’s, not like … She shuddered away from another image, forced her mind back to Rick. He moved with controlled mastery, and his forearms, bared beneath the loosely rolled denim sleeves, were lean-sinewed like the horse he had ridden yesterday, his hands calloused but clean. He dug his fork into the cake with a determined stroke.

“Room all right?” He met her glance for a moment.

“Yes, it’s fine.” She had slept well enough.

“Too bad you didn’t get a cabin.” Shelby patted her hand. “They’re so cozy. We had a fire last night.”

“We popped popcorn in a weird black box on a handle.” The oldest boy looked exactly like his mother, though more thickly freckled.

“And Sean dropped it in the fire.” His younger brother was a smaller copy with thick freckles across his nose.

“Did not.”

“Did too.”

“Boys.” Shelby’s husband had a high, thin voice.

“Well, he did.”

“Did not.”

Shelby rolled her eyes as though Noelle knew how it was. In truth, she knew no such thing. She thanked Marta for warming her coffee, then sliced into her boiled egg and lightly salted the slice. She had wondered if Marta would join them, but except to replenish the coffee, she stayed in the kitchen. Noelle had never given thought to it at home. That’s where the servants belonged. Why, here, did it seem strange?

Everything seemed strange. She felt drunk with possibilities. She was free, independent, alone. It was deliciously heady. The reasons that made such a step impossible for Shelby might be different, but it was no less a step for Noelle. Never again would she be trapped. Never would she allow anyone power over her. She was not invincible, but now she would be shrewd.

Shelby’s family filled the room with noise: questions, bickering, laughter, and excuses from Shelby. Noelle was glad they were there. It would be uncomfortable to sit at the table alone with Rick. He responded pleasantly enough to anything directed his way but didn’t seem to generate conversation. She thought of her father, though there was very little to connect them. William St. Claire was the epitome of class and culture, and Rick seemed … unconcerned with either. Two different worlds, though maybe the same type of man packaged differently. With the exception of religion.

Noelle looked at Shelby’s husband. His head was round as a bowling ball, the dark hair thinning on top to reveal a sheen. Even shaved he bore a five o’clock shadow, and his nose was a small round bulb. He was shaped like an inverted spark plug, but Noelle guessed when he took to the mountain on his bicycle he was tougher than he looked.

When they were nearly finished eating, Morgan came in, collapsed into a chair with a groan, and reached for the coffee carafe Marta had left on the table her last trip through.

Rick slid it closer. “Morning.”

Morgan nodded. His eyes were heavy, one cheek still creased from whatever he had lain on, no doubt without moving. His night at Roaring Boar must have been quite entertaining.

“Well …” Shelby seemed to take that as her cue. “I guess we’ll be off for the day. Taking the bike trail, you know.” She nudged Noelle’s arm.

Why did the woman assume Noelle knew and understood all her thoughts and duties? Noelle smiled politely as Shelby gathered her chicks and herded them from the room, then turned back to Rick. “I’d like to ride this morning. Is there a procedure?”

The corners of his mouth deepened, though she wasn’t sure what amused him. “Greenhorn or equestrian?”

She wasn’t altogether sure what he meant by greenhorn, but equestrian certainly fit, and she answered accordingly.

“Then the procedure is you sign my waiver and I get you saddled and show you the boundaries. The ranch borders the national forest, and it’s easy to get lost up in there. If you ride well enough to go on your own, you’ll still have to stay within the area I show you.” He tossed down his napkin and stood.

Noelle followed him out of the room with a last glance back. If Morgan realized he was alone, it didn’t matter. His forehead rested on his palm, supported by his elbow to the table. His other hand clutched the cup of coffee he had yet to drink, and his eyes were closed.

They went first to the office, where Rick put her rent payment into his cashbox, then took a clipboard from the wall. It was a standard liability waiver, which Noelle knew meant very little in case of accident. Anything could be challenged, and personal injury suits were almost always settled out of court. But she would not be getting injured. She signed her name.

In the barn, Rick saddled a bay mare and a buckskin gelding. The buckskin appeared to be the only non-quarter horse he owned. “You’ve ridden a lot?”

“I’m competition trained.” She didn’t tell him her equestrian training had ended at age fourteen and she’d ridden only sporadically since. It wasn’t something one forgot.

He gave no indication her declaration had impressed him anyway as he held the head of the mare for her to mount. She took up the reins, prepared to extinguish his doubts.

Again that sideways smile. “She won’t respond that way. She’s trained Western.”

“Oh.”

“Hold both reins together.” He adjusted them in her hands. “That’s why they’re tied like that.”

“I see.”

Rick looked her over, adjusted the stirrup, then mounted the buckskin. Swinging the horse’s head around, he clicked his tongue. Noelle experimented with the reins until she felt the mare’s ready response. It was different but not difficult to adjust. Her training in all other aspects was complete. He’d see that for himself.

The pale gold grass of the meadow rasped under the hooves. On either side, the slopes up to the rocky crags were wooded and carpeted with spongy kinnikinnick and wild roses, both plants she recognized from the mountain botanical guide. The quiet seemed to swallow her as they passed under the trees.

Her senses heightened. The hooves softly crunched the rusty pine needles, releasing their scent. She could almost feel the pristine secrets of the wood opening to her. Wisdom and knowledge. If she stayed to listen, what would she learn?

Rick turned in the saddle. “There’s no fence dividing the national forest and the ranch, so keep to this side of the stream.” He indicated the larger stream to her left, and she nodded. They came out of the trees and skirted the fenced pasture, which held an inner corral. She guessed that was a training corral, and no animals were inside it.

But in the pasture itself were the roan stallion, Destiny, and two others, one red like the colt and one black. They tossed their heads and ran, manes and tails like banners. Their wild abandon touched an ache inside her. What would it be like to ride the roan, to feel his strength and spirit?

“Do you think that colt would carry me?”

“Not a chance.”

“I’m a capable rider. I’ve had extensive training.”

“I doubt you’ve ridden an unbroken colt with a will of his own.”

“There’s always a first time.” She smiled, but it had as much effect on Rick as on the crags above him.

“Sorry.” He turned away from the pasture. Across the meadow they climbed back into the trees more steeply than before. “I want you to stay away from that high ground up there. The shale on the slope is unstable.”

Noelle eyed the ridge he indicated with disappointment. It would afford the perfect view of the whole valley below. He was certainly of rules and restrictions, but she merely nodded and followed him back out to the meadow.

She surveyed the long draw down to the ranch. It was shaped like a shallow U with the creek down the center and the grasses rich on either side. The house at its base faced squarely up to them, and she wondered who had placed it so capably.

“Come on.” Rick urged his horse and they cantered down.

She resisted the urge to kick in her heels and challenge him. Now that she’d had a look, she wouldn’t jeopardize her chances to ride the ranch alone. She reined in at the yard. “Do I pass?”

“As long as you follow directions.”

She held herself straight in the saddle. Follow directions. Oh yes, sir. If there’s one thing I know, it’s how to follow directions. She brought the horse around and headed back into the trees. The white-barked ones were aspen, she now knew, and their notched leaf stems were what made the vibrant green leaves tremble in the breeze. Quaking aspen, they were called, and they were beautiful.

She wished she had brought her art supplies, then Noelle recalled seeing a section in the general store that might have something she could use. With a sketchpad and pencil—or even better, paints—she could capture the beauty of this place. She looked down toward the ranch house. Rick was no longer in sight.

If she skirted the house along the creek, she could ride down the gravel road to town. Rick had said not to cross into the national park property. She was neither crossing that stream he’d pointed out nor climbing the high ground he’d forbidden. She was only riding to town.

First, she tied the horse behind the house, snuck up to her room, and took another bill from her pouch. Then she rode down and reached Juniper Falls without incident, crossing the highway the greatest challenge. But the horse was even-tempered and steady. She tied it outside the general store and went inside. The same man was behind the counter.

He smiled. “Guess you found a place to stay.”

“Yes. Thank you for your help.”

“Rick know you’ve got that mare down here?”

She hesitated before shaking her head. She had hoped no one would notice.

“Can I get you something?”

“I’ll just look.” She turned for the shelves that held sketchbooks other art supplies. It was actually a good selection in several media. She knelt and opened a wooden case that held a portable easel, watercolors, brushes, and heavy-weight stiff rag paper. Not the quality she was used to, but sufficient. She could add to the set as needed. She also chose a sketchpad and pencils and brought it all to the counter.

“Find what you need?”

“A good start, anyway.”

“We get quite a few artists up here. That’s why I stock that stuff.”

So she wasn’t alone in her reactions. Such natural beauty cried out to be captured.

“I can order things from my supplier as well. Let me know if you want something specific.”

“I’d look at a catalogue, certainly.” This was better than she’d hoped. “But this’ll do for now.” She paid for the items and thanked him. At the door, she turned. “If I walk next time, could the mare be our secret?”

He picked up the cigarette from the tray and drew in the smoke, then smiled. “He won’t hear it from me. But he might from the rest of the town.”

She could only hope not. With the wooden case under one arm, she walked the horse across the highway, then mounted and rode up to the ranch. She left the animal in the holding pen beside the stable and went inside. Up in her room, she set the art supplies on the table and rubbed her inner thighs, surprised to feel sore. But then, it had been a long while since she’d been on horseback. Keeping her legs straight, she bent and lowered her palms to the floor, then sank her chest to her knees.

The stretch of hamstrings and calves felt good as she reached behind her legs and worked that final pull. She let her upper body hang, then slowly drew her arms up over her head. She reached high, then swung down to the side and around. She bent her knees to plié, then did a series of jazz moves and spun.

She smiled grimly at the small oval mirror above the bureau, quite a change from the glass wall in the studio. She tucked her toes between the logs of the wall at about the height of a bar and stretched both legs again. She should establish a routine, yet the thought vied with her current rebellion. No routine, then, but she would exercise—when she felt like it.
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