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ONE

 

 

NEW YORK WASN’T her favorite place in the world. She probably didn’t have a favorite place as far as cities went. Thinking about it… as far as anywhere went. Her life was not about location, location, location. She went where the job took her. Simple. Straightforward. Bills got paid.

The current scene wasn’t hers either. Glittering hotel ballroom. Champagne. Canapes. More jewels than fingers and toes. Some might think it was special but in truth, the rich loved to get together and flash the fancy frocks.

She didn’t get it. The room was fine, food, drinks, totally cool. Even the people were nice enough. She assumed. For the most part. She didn’t know many personally. Okay, so she didn’t know any of them personally but live and let live.

Hypocrisy marred the air. It hung around the bodies, weaving between them. An invisible shroud coated skin and laced words with false sincerity. 

As discrete parts nothing offended. It was just… unreal. She didn’t get it. Stiff postures, false smiles. These people came together to play a game, not consciously, etiquette did the thinking for them.

“You’re humphing, Jessamyn.”

“I’m not humphing,” she said, deliberately pushing her shoulders back and pasting on a smile.

Her sister, Ruri, laughed. “Faker.”

“What do you expect?” she asked, tension in her shoulders drooping again. “I hate this shit.”

“You’re working.”

“Yeah, which involves me standing at the side of this grand ballroom, waiting to be called on by the pretty people,” Jessamyn said to her twin. “It’s demeaning.”

“It’s lucrative. Isn’t that why you took this client?”

A new client. “I haven’t quite got the measure of her yet.”

The elegant gowns of the black-tie event circulated, smiles and laughs just as plastic as hers.

“You don’t like her.”

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say that.”

“Babe, how many times do I have to tell you that you have the worst poker face in the world? You don’t know how to pretend anything.”

“I can pretend. We shared a womb. Just because you can tell doesn’t mean others can.”

“‘Cept the thing is, you don’t need a poker face, Jess, your mouth does the truth telling for you. Can’t help itself.”

“Have I said a word?”

“You just said you hated this.”

“To the client,” she said, enunciating. “Have I said a word to the client?”

“Maybe, I don’t know. Could be you’re pacing yourself.”

“Gotta warm up before you work out, sister.”

Her lips stretched again as Mieux Penrose, technically her supervisor—also an incredible person— joined them.

“Wow, Jessamyn, tell your face how you really feel,” Mieux said.

Ruri laughed. “Did you share a womb with Mieux too?”

“Ms. Britton likes what looks good,” Mieux said. “Her people are happy, we’re only happy.”

“Only happy?” She sighed. Easier said than done. “It’s these parties. Round and round and round we go.”

“If it’s easier, remember we’re Brooker,” Mieux said. “There’s always a potential client in the room. We’re the face of the business. We’re what people see.”

“A bunch of plebs in cheap polyester loitering, poised to be beckoned by the Great and Powerful adorned in silk? What an ad. Do we get a cut of the marketing budget?”

Their employer, The Brooker Agency, gave the rich and the super-rich whatever they needed. Maybe not whatever they needed, that made Brooker sound like a pimp agency or something. They connected clients and took a cut. Hmm, kinda like a pimp.

Ruri clasped her shoulders to squeeze. “Forgive her. My sister doesn’t take well to change.”

“Adjustment time is over,” Mieux said. “Ms. Britton wants to talk to you.”

“That’s what? Twenty-four hours you’ve worked for her?” Ruri asked. “And already a stern talking to? That’s a record.”

“It’s been forty-eight.” They’d only met twenty-four ago, but their contract started the moment she signed it. “And I haven’t done anything worth yelling for yet.”

Brooker accommodated all professional needs. Assistants. Accountants. Artists. Consultants. Copywriters. Chefs. Anything a client required, Brooker pulled on their considerable resources to provide. Some were in-house, some freelance.

They also provided temps. Like her.

Brooker’s catalog of full-time roles wasn’t for her. She never applied to change her contract because floating from here to there worked. She liked the variety that sent her across the country.

The spice of life, right? 

“No, this is the canceled meeting you and Ms. Britton were supposed to have earlier.” Mieux raised a tablet from her side. “Ms. Britton’s date is taking a call. She doesn’t have space in her calendar for the next two weeks and needs you on a plane tomorrow.”

Intriguing. “A plane?”

“Jess does better on the move,” Ruri said.

“Come with me.”

When Mieux started moving, Jess went too. 

Sticking to the perimeter, they made quick progress. “Have you worked for everyone in the room?”

“A lot of them.”

“I respect that. Never sticking with one client. You’re a Brooker legend. They all want you, but you stay on the move.” A quality she admired. Did it extend everywhere? “Do you have a boyfriend?”

In the recesses behind the band, orchestra, whatever they were, Mieux, back to the door, reached for a handle. 

“She’s in here.”

Mieux opened and in she went, answerless. More respect. Privacy was about the only thing a person could dream of these days.

Inside some kind of generic office, Ms. Britton sat behind a desk writing something. 

“Jessamyn. One moment.”

Yeah, she could wait. Much as she griped about it with her sister, it wasn’t a bad gig to be paid for standing still most of the night. They may not be millionaires, but they did better than other regular Josephines on the street.

“Sorry,” Ms. Britton said, slipping something check shaped into a binder that she zipped as she stood. “Do you have a problem working with men?”

“No. I can work with anyone.” Was that Ruri’s laughter in her head? That womb never went away. “Anyone at all.”

“Do you have a problem leading men?”

“Leading them?”

“Being in charge.”

She snorted. “Have you met me?” Okay, she shouldn’t hang out with her sister at work. She cleared her throat. “I have no problem being in charge.”

“Good.” Ms. Britton came around the desk, binder extended, so she scurried over to relieve her boss of it. “This is an extremely important project. Top secret.” Oh, more intrigue. “When I approached Brooker about someone from their ranks leading this, I was impressed by your history.” 

Impressed? Was that so? Someone tell her father. Though it was a little—very—perplexing.

“Which part exactly?” Jess asked.

“You grew up renovating property.”

“Oh, yeah,” she said, not exactly the wiser. “Always a project on the go. You need tile grouted, I’m your gal.” Though there were probably more professional operations available to a woman like Ms. Britton. “Do you…?”

“Need tile grouted? No.”

This woman was something else. Tall, sleek, not a single hair out of place. It was wonder-inspiring. Somehow, it didn’t feel like money, there was something else inside this beauty, a kind of elegance that made perfect nails and invisible pores biology. No need for makeup or rich fabrics, though she had both, nothing could change Ms. Britton’s excellence. Flawless. Absolutely flawless.

“What kind of property are we talking about?”

“A hotel.”

And that siphoned her optimism. Shit. A fucking hotel? That size of project was—what couldn’t she do? Uh, nothing. Hard fucking work was in her blood. Sweat. Tears. Whatever it took. Someone somewhere was always waiting for their money. Life was about leveling up. Do well and be ready for the boss fight, ‘cause they came out of nowhere.

“Don’t worry, it is currently a hotel. This will be more of a remodel than a repurpose.” Good, okay, she could handle that, just like a big condo. Solo. “The hotel hasn’t been open in some time. Quite some time. And it was more of a… private hotel. Exclusive clientèle, you understand?”

Sure because she was so in exclusive clientèle circles. Invited to a private hotel by invitation only, oh, yeah, happened all the time, her mailbox overflowed with those.

“The cream of the crop.”

“Yes, exactly. I need a project manager. A discreet project manager,” Ms. Britton said. “There are others more…”

“Qualified?” she asked. “It’s okay. You can say it.”

“Contractors have been engaged. Though some are not the most…”

Her lips quirked. “Qualified?”

“They have references, they are perfectly capable just not at the top of their field.” And why, she had to wonder, would someone with unlimited means hire less than the best? “Slightly peculiar, I know. Discretion is of the utmost importance. There are extensive plans and ideally, there are certain parties I prefer not ask questions.”

Okay, was she going to go to jail for this? Because if she was, she’d jack up the hourly rate.

“Do you own the building?”

“Yes.”

And if she had to get on a plane, that meant it wasn’t in New York City. 

“It may be a problem to keep the renovations quiet if the general public—”

“Oh, it’s on private land,” Ms. Britton said. “Rural. Isolated. Far away from… there won’t be any spying eyes.” She took a breath. “Unfortunately, the network of best contractors have links to interested parties that I’d rather be unaware of the plans for as long as possible.”

Asking why wasn’t exactly her place. “The ultimate purpose is…?” 

Because changing a hotel to a hotel that was owned by the person doing the remodel shouldn’t be anyone else’s business.

“There’s an event planned there in a few weeks. An important event. We’ll fill the hotel, celebrate its upgrades.”

Okay, this woman didn’t know much about renovations, did she? A hard deadline, hard, hard? Saying it out loud was fine, hiring caterers and furniture was a whole other ballgame. Phew, talk about unnecessary pressure. Flexibility didn’t equal failure.

“Invitations haven’t gone out, have they?”

Delays happened, incidents, the unforeseen. God knew what they’d have to account for.

“Not yet,” Ms. Britton said. “Like I said, at this time, the fewer people who know about this, the better.” The fewer people knew about a party? She wasn’t getting it. Who the hell cared about someone’s party? Ms. Britton was rich, but not Hollywood. “We’ll keep it quiet and ask for the discretion of our guests when they are sent out.”

“I’ve got to ask, just to be sure that… There’s no chance of physical harm, is there? I’ve worked on a few sites with disgruntled neighbors and—”

“No, no, nothing like that. We’d rather people didn’t ask questions because it may lead to speculation about the need for the transformation.” What the hell did that mean? There was something Ms. Britton didn’t want the world at large to know. “Those at the party will be potential buyers.” Ah. Okay. Fix it up to sell it, exactly up the Dahl street. “That is extremely privileged information. You must not utter it to anyone. Not the contractors or nosy townsfolk.”

Ms. Britton didn’t have to say it with disdain like that.

“I’m great at keeping secrets.”

“Yes, I knew you could be trusted.” She could? Why? “When I learned the identity of your father…”

Hmm, and her tongue touched a canine. Her father? Her biological father. Not a Dahl.

“We’re not close.”

“I know,” Ms. Britton said, actually smiling.

Oh, Jessamyn, Jessamyn, breathe, breathe. The spike of her tooth may be drawing blood. Press harder, focus on the pain. Why did her sister have to bring up her mouth? Right then, it could only stay silent if it tasted her own blood.

“Hmm,” she made a sound of almost laughter. 

Fake and pissed off laughter, but it was something.

“Brooker has a roster of extremely proficient employees. Those employees though, some of them, have connections and loyalties beyond Brooker that could influence their ability to be discreet. Your father is a… friend.”

Oh, boy, and she’d wanted to like the woman, she really had.

“I haven’t talked to him in a while.”

“No, he’s a busy man. Difficult to get on the phone.” Not much of a friend then, was he? “I’m sure he loves you very much. I understand he cultivates a real sense of loyalty and discretion within the family. I suppose that’s how The Brooker Agency got to where it is.”

“Yeah.” That was it. Sure. Loyalty and discretion? One was laughable and the other necessary. David Brooker, loyal? To his bank balance maybe. To his wife? Not so much. Hence his scattering of illegitimate kids across the planet. “He’s a go-getter.”

“You must be very proud.”

Did she just vomit in her mouth a little?

“I assure you I can be discreet,” she said, clutching the binder closer to her pounding heart. Keep it quiet. Lid on that adrenaline. “I will keep things quiet.”

“Good,” Ms. Britton said then laughed. “It wouldn’t do much for your reputation if you didn’t, would it?”

Not just a pretty face. Was that a threat? The woman was right though, she wouldn’t get another job if word went out she was a blabbermouth. And it would probably mean a face-to-face conversation with David, not something she’d volunteer for, especially to witness his smug, condescending face—reel it in. If she wound herself up anymore, her mouth wouldn’t keep silent for long.

“You can rely on me, Ms. Britton. A hundred percent.”

A job out of the city. A hotel. Were they talking the Plaza, Bates, the Overlook? And, still, she wasn’t deterred. Ghosts or psychos, she’d take it. Anything to keep life interesting.


 

 

TWO

 

 

TRUNDLING ALONG THIS remote mountain road in—wait, did she say road? A few rough grooves and holes in the dirt didn’t warrant the title “road.” 

Gravel hit like hail as she bounced and yawed in the shiny whatever the car rental company gave her. Compact? Really? Totally inappropriate, that’s what it was. This terrain called for something rougher, tougher. 

Hopefully that spoke to the temperament required for this job. She never shied from a challenge and could handle anything this project, or any project, threw at her. Whatever was on the menu, she’d eat it up.

Ms. Britton was on the money calling this place isolated. The airport was a distant dream. In the city, she’d spent the night in a hotel and stocked provisions before getting on the road, aiming to hit her destination as soon as possible. 

Aiming, she hadn’t landed yet. 

Wouldn’t ever at this rate. The sat nav didn’t know Britton Hotel’s location. Didn’t bode well for her chances. Official roads with names and coordinates dried up. The system lost its own network too so relied on stored memory. 

What else could go wrong?

According to the dashboard’s digital map, there was land and occasionally water. Gray land, blue-ish water. Completely blah and unexciting. Zoom out and sometimes a gray blob showed up within a blue blob. Ooooh, exotic. Kept things interesting.

Ms. Britton worried people would find out about the renovation? They’d have to find Atlantis first. Good luck!

Time for the old-fashioned way to reclaim its crown. Before civilization disappeared completely, a tiny town on the edge of nowhere offered hope. 

The smiles of the locals soon became astute suspicion, but they were civil and did give her directions. Maybe they didn’t like newcomers, feared she’d move in and cause trouble. They’d figure out she was temporary soon enough.

Or maybe they wouldn’t.

That assumed they’d be aware of what was going on at the hotel, but two hours after stopping to ask for help, she still had no clue if this was the right track. Literally. Maybe the pleasant townsfolk were having some fun, or their instructions would drive her straight off a cliff. 

Gas got low. Thank God her uncle taught her to keep a full jerry can in the trunk. Good general advice, yes, especially in her experience. Cars tended to hate her. Buses, trains too, really any type of vehicle. She’d done okay with planes, so far, but cars were the worst. Every time she drove a car, she hit something, or something hit her, or the thing would breakdown. Cars and men, she had no luck with either.

She turned off the car’s built-in navigation because the poor robotic woman was getting increasingly desperate by the second. She could identify. Recalculating, recalculating. Yeah, life did that to a person. Was it possible to give a car’s computer PTSD? They’d both need therapy at the end of this.

Nothing could’ve prepared her for driving up the mountain. The anxiety kept her shoulders so tight she’d be sore for a week. 

Another few wrong roads and a couple of incorrect turns later, the mist lifted just enough and voila. 

There was a moment of prideful joy when she got to the top and parked. In her seat, she did a little happy dance. Yep, no mishaps in a car was the highlight of her week and one to be celebrated. The fact that she got all the way to the gravel driveway of the elevated hotel was something of an achievement. Was a potential bonus on the table for completing impossible mission one? She’d re-read her contract. It was in Ms. Britton’s binder with a dozen other things.

On low stilts with a massive wraparound terrace, the substantial hotel building held appeal. Though not as much as the location. Breathtaking. Mountains and forest wrapped around a vast lake that disappeared in a few directions.

Silence. Not complete silence, but the kind of silence their ancestors would’ve heard. The water was still, the breeze barely there. An occasional sound from the trees, wind, an animal, the call of a bird, she was the last human on earth.

The hotel kind of ruined it. That and the few wooden docks jutting out into the blue. No boats broke the surface. Sad. Further around the shore was a wooden building. Maybe the boats were in there. She’d check it out, at some point. Just for curiosity’s sake, it wasn’t nosiness. If there was a problem, better Ms. Britton know sooner than later. Conscientious, that was the word.

If there had to be structures, signs of human habitation, the least those structures could do was facilitate the blessed isolation. Sailing wasn’t exactly her thing, but she’d bet diving into the blue from right in the middle would take her to those primitive roots too.

Fantasy aside, the real work needed to begin. Getting the place into tiptop condition would take time. Her at-the-moment boss wanted guests, also known as potential buyers, to have the optimum wilderness experience. Whatever that meant. Details in the pack handed to her at the party were vague on that score.

Anything she didn’t read at home was read on the plane. Specifics were slim, but there were plenty of pretty pictures. The resort had been closed for two years. Abandoned by the previous manager. 

Ms. Britton’s intended timescale could only be assessed by getting inside. No point her showing up with her socialite friends for a grand reopening party if the place wasn’t weatherproof and dazzling. No one wanted to buy a half-finished hotel. Not many people anyway, and even those who’d consider it would want it for a steal. Which kind of begged the question as to why Ms. Britton wanted to flip the place. Why not sell it as is? It wasn’t like she needed a decent profit to fund the next project. The socialite was loaded. 

Although, grr, the why was, again, not her business.

Speculation wasn’t part of her remit. 

Shame, ‘cause she was good at it.

Jess. Jess. Focus. Focus.

A master keycard accompanied the binder. Bypassing the double doors to a not-very-attractive half-sunk basement-esque structure, she put that on a mental list for exploration later. Instead she ascended the zillion external stairs and crossed the empty wooden deck.

Inside, it was cold. Freezing cold. Creepy haunted mansion cold. Night was closing in fast. Rubbing her hands together, she admired the lobby. Cavernous space lined with covered glass. Huh. Why was it covered? Explained the cold. Light wouldn’t break through the blackout shades. The sun had disappeared behind one of the mountains beyond. Any chance of natural heat was gone.

What she really wanted to do was soak in the tub with something sumptuous. A hot chocolate. The kind with tiny marshmallows melting in the surface foam. Winter there would be incredible. Did it snow? This high up it had to. Were they that high?

Jess! Focus!

No more distractions. 

Dumping her bag, she dug out a notepad and pen to start a list. Every room needed to be checked. In keeping with the standard thus far, salient details in the pack were sparse. How many bedrooms? Suites? Dining rooms? She had no idea.

Begin at the bottom. Finding the way down was a challenge. No power. Damn. On and on… Working her way through got easier with every modicum of progress. 

Equipment was missing from service areas and there was nothing left in the bedrooms. Legitimately or… The hotel would be insured, wouldn’t it?

Contractors would show up tomorrow. More prep time would’ve been better. She wasn’t wild about working with construction guys she hadn’t picked or researched. Not the top of their field? Just how far down the rankings were they?

Another broken window. Shattered glass meant wildlife and greenery. There was some water damage, a couple of concerning mold spots, nothing too unexpected.

The gorgeous view hampered headway. Windows should be bigger. Though maybe when they were clean and the light wasn’t fading, that spike of awe would hit even deeper.

Another bedroom down and she turned to—an automatic gasp let itself out. A man stood there, not far inside the room, a tall, like huge, tall guy with broad shoulders, a beard, and a scowl.

“Who the hell are you?”
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“ME?” JESS ASKED, affront showing up all on its own. “Who are you? I’m supposed to be here. This is private property.”

“You left the door open and your car out back.”

Yes, she did. What did he expect that she’d teleported? Though, now that he mentioned it, he was there and she hadn’t seen any other vehicles. 

“The door wasn’t open, it was unlocked, different thing. And like I said, I’m supposed to be here.” He didn’t seem like a contractor. Shirt, cargo pants, big heavy boots, maybe, but he just didn’t have the air. Easy on the eyes though, despite the scruff. “Are you alone?”

“You’d be in a lot of trouble if I wasn’t,” he said. “You’re a long way from nowhere.”

“Oh, believe me, I know that.” And so did the poor car. It needed recovery time; she wouldn’t be hightailing it out of there any time soon. “Who are you? How did you get here?”

“I walked.”

“You…” What the hell kind of answer was that? “Walked from where?”

If she found out there was a Starbucks in the next valley and the good townsfolk had sent her on safari…

“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Get your shit and get out of here.”

With that, he turned and walked away as though the conversation was over. Ah, good try, slow clap. Where did this guy get off issuing a command and expecting it to be obeyed like that?

“Uh, no,” she called out, tossing her things to the floor and hurrying after him. Already halfway down the hallway, the man didn’t need speed with legs as long as that. “You can get your shit and get out of here.” He didn’t stop. “As I said, this is private property, and I’m supposed to be here.”

“If you want to find somewhere to stay tonight, you better get driving.”

“I’ll stay here tonight.” It had been her plan to stay there for the duration. Which was a convenient plan now that she knew just how far out the way everything truly was. “I’ll be staying here for a while.”

“The roof’s unstable,” he said, still walking, avoiding the elevator—as she had done—to opt for the stairs. “There’s critters nesting all through the building and none of the chimneys are safe to light.”

And he knew this for a fact or was trying to scare her away? In truth, everything he mentioned was already on her list.

“Who are you?” she asked. “Some kind of caretaker?” Nothing. From him or in the literature out in the car. “If you’re looking after the place, why didn’t you do repairs?” And why didn’t Ms. Britton tell her of his existence? Maybe he was the previous manager, come back to hang out knowing the building was abandoned. “There’s no power.”

“No running water either.”

Ouch, okay, she hadn’t checked that yet. 

“There will be.” Confidence was better than ignorance. Even if one was slightly more genuine than the other. “Everything that’s wrong will be fixed.” That stopped him. Dead. At the top of the last flight of stairs, she stopped too, happy he was at the bottom. Distance? Good. Not that it seemed to make a dent in their height difference. It did yet… it didn’t. “That’s right. You won’t get rid of me so easily, Joe. You’ve survived staying here, no reason I shouldn’t.”

“I don’t live here.”

And on his journey went, no further answers, or fucks apparently, given.

“Yo,” she called, grabbing the banister and picking up the pace as he shoved through the door to the mezzanine over the main lobby. “If you don’t live here, you’re trespassing.”

Again, she was left wondering how the hell he got there. The drapes blocked her view of the gravel lot where her car was parked. If his was out there too, she wouldn’t see it. Be a hell of a coincidence though, wouldn’t it? A building abandoned for two years suddenly gets two visitors on the same day and at the same time?

“You better go home,” he said. “Winds are picking up tonight.”

He was halfway across the lobby before she reached the top of the grand staircase and stopped to call out. 

“Did your mom teach you to be this rude or does it come naturally?” Bingo. That got his attention enough to halt him. “Most people say hello and introduce themselves.” 

Hand sliding down the banister, she kept her posture as he turned to watch her descent one step at a time. Steady and sure. 

“Excuse me?”

“No,” she said. “I won’t. You appeared from nowhere, this big goon, a big yeti goon who could be feral for all I know.”

“I am not—”

“Yeah, you’re rude, but don’t try to sell innocence to me, Joe. You know what you look like.”

“What I look like?”

This guy was something else. “Outrage? Is that what I hear? You’re a big guy. Tall, those shoulders could fill a doorframe all on their own. For all I know, you’re storming off to get your posse of thugs! How do you feel about that?”

“I didn’t threaten you.”

“Sorry, Joe, you don’t get to play dumb either.” At the same steady pace, she crossed the lobby to him. “You should know better and be ashamed of yourself. With your physique, you don’t need to speak, you exude it.”

“Exude what?”

“Menace. Like a yeti Neanderthal.” When his lips parted, shock flashed in his eyes. “Would your mom be proud of you for scaring a stranger?”

“You’re not afraid.”

“No,” she said. For that first second, yeah, alarm shot through her, and that was enough. “But what if the next stranger you meet is my sister or my best friend? I’m a signatory of the sisterhood and if a guy doesn’t know, someone has to tell him.”

It wasn’t anger. This guy had to know. Maybe his innocence was sincere. Though… at his age? No, he wasn’t ancient, but this was no teenage kid. Unless he really was feral, he must’ve met a woman before.

Bemused, his hand twitched. “I’m walking away.”

No one got off the hook that easy, not with her. 

“Yes, after telling me the building is falling down and the winds plan to take me to Oz.”

“To warn you to leave.”

“Not for my own safety.” Folding her arms, her hip slid out just a couple of inches. “If there’s weather closing in, I’m safer staying put than venturing out. Do you want me out there in the dark, on a rickety road, in a strange place, in a car that may, or may not, make it back to civilization?”

“The aim was to inform; you shouldn’t have come here.” 

“Well, I am here, Joe,” she said, opening her arms. “Alive and kicking, at least until you have to pick my corpse out of the rubble in the morning.”

“I didn’t say—”

“Is this how you want to start our relationship when we’re, according to you, destined to die together tonight?” 

“We won’t die.”

“We will if the roof falls in. Oh, sorry, I will die, because you don’t live here.”

“I don’t.”

“Then thank you for offering safety and hospitality.” Sometimes sarcasm was the best way to make a point. “I’ll be sure to tell your mom you were a gentleman.”

“My mom is dead.”

“And you’re comfortable with her looking down on us right now, watching how you greet new people?” When he said nothing, her chin sloped down as her eyes rose expectantly to his. “Is that how she raised you?”

His lips met again, thinned a fraction, then parted to release his deep intonation. “Do you have supplies?”

“I have a sleeping bag.” And his opinion on that was conveyed in his expression. Know-it-all. “I won’t starve. I have sandwiches and plenty of water.”

“You’ll need heat,” he said and about-faced. “Follow me.”

“Ah!” Darting around him, she blocked his route. “Jessamyn.”

“Excuse me?”

“Do this properly, Joe. It’s my name. Jessamyn Dahl.”

“Loch Peake.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “Was that so hard?”

“Done?”

Nothing moved this guy. That stoicism reminded her of the unchanging horizon. Definite in its infinity. The mountains, the sky, the permanence and foreverness, this guy fit right in.

If he wanted to show her something then she wanted to see.

“Lead the way,” she declared.

He did and she followed. Out of the hotel, across the deck, and down the zillion stairs. A strange man in a strange place; he was intimidating but not the only one capable of looking after himself. No, she didn’t have his physical mass, that wasn’t needed, she could run, fast, superfast. And the car key was attached to her belt loop. Always have a way out.

One thing she never did was put herself knowingly in danger. Who did? Her curiosity could be a problem, but it wasn’t her only attribute. 

Walking away from the hotel, the natural gravel continued down a slope. It broke to stones and pebbles at one side, grass at the other, as they got closer to the trees.

The air was just so pure. She’d never breathed air that cleansed the inside of her lungs. Any dirt in there was exhaled and whisked away never to bother her again. Each step got lighter.

“Why are we walking into the trees?” she asked. “If there’s a storm coming, shouldn’t we be shoring up inside? The windows might be broken, but those walls are stone and timber, a much better windbreak than—”

“Do you always talk so much?”

Though she pondered it, pushing out her lower lip, he couldn’t see her. She followed the bulk of his hard-to-miss back. And, of course, she didn’t have to think, she knew the answer to a question about her. Wasn’t his business though. His point was to shut her up. Too bad, sweetie pie, she was no shrinking, deferring violet.

“Do you prefer women to be silent?” she asked.

“I prefer silence.”

In general? From men, women, and anyone else who came around? Anywhere else the answer may seem odd. Not there. Silence itself was unique in that place. Silence wasn’t the same in the city or even in the typical countryside. There, it was silent without ever being truly still. Silent except for nature being its best self. Nature ruled there, as it should rule everywhere. Humanity had taken that from the bedrock, and it was in this place that nature claimed it back.

“You’re the one who brought the peril,” she said. “I can be quiet to be polite,” if she absolutely had to, “but I prefer alive to dead. So, yes, I’ll talk, I’ll ask questions. If I’m going to die—”

“I said wind, not a tornado.”

“Then why am I following you?”

“Suit yourself.”

Her car was always an option. She’d slept in some strange places; a car wouldn’t even make the list. He crossed the tree line just a few seconds before she did. They’d started, what was the harm seeing where this went? Intent on his trajectory, this guy wasn’t lost in the woods, he knew where he was going. Didn’t live in the hotel? Where did he live?

“If you’re a caretaker for the hotel, why don’t you live there?” Keeping up was more difficult with the forest duff. “You didn’t answer my question about repairs. How do you get a paycheck out here? Do you need a paycheck out here?”

He, Loch Peake, couldn’t live there full-time. Maybe her boss had sent him out there too. Never to be heard of again… until now. Why didn’t Ms. Britton mention this was the state’s version of the Bermuda Triangle? 

Maybe part of the info pack was missing. She should’ve stopped for it in the car. Not that this guy gave her the chance. He wasn’t pacing himself for her, and the deeper they went, the less likely it became she’d find her way out. 

“I’m not crawling into some creepy tent with you,” she said. “I’d rather go back to…”

He stepped aside on his next stride and the forest opened out. The dying daylight cascaded from above to warm the wood cabin nestled in a clearing.

“Wow…” she breathed, slowing to a stop to take it in. The main path to the structure aligned with the proverbial eight o’clock and they’d come in at four. “I didn’t know this was here.”

“That’s the idea.”

There were no addresses in the computer system. No houses with names or numbers, no streets, no roads, no artificial landmarks. The building she was looking at was definitely there. A three-story structure with French doors and windows in the stone walls of the lowest floor. Loch ascended the stairs to the porch on the second floor, passed Adirondack chairs and through the wide wooden door. No need for lock and keys, especially for a guy like him. Except he’d berated her for leaving the hotel unlocked, hmm, double standard much?

She went up the stairs after him, curious but cautious. The caretaker had a nicer setup than the hotel provided. That would explain why he didn’t live in the big building, but not why he stopped doing his job. Maybe he got lazy. If no one was checking his work, or lack thereof, was there a point to continuing it? Not her work ethic, but not unheard of.

“It’s getting late,” she called from the porch, glancing back at the water lapping the shore where light splintered through the darkening clouds. “Should I get my sandwiches?”

“I’ll feed you.” Oh, how gracious of him. “Get inside and I’ll light the fire.”

Fire sounded good. It wasn’t cold, or hadn’t been, until this stranger warned of weather. Weather, extreme weather at any end of the spectrum, was never good for home renovation. A building on the scale of the hotel would feel it much harder.

“How long is it supposed to last?” she asked, turning to hook her hands on the porch railing and lean back. “The wind? Is it just tonight or—”

“What’s the problem?”

His voice was so close, she glanced back at him filling another doorway.

“With the weather? Who likes the wind?”

“This loitering on the porch. If you’re afraid, go back to the hotel. Go on.”

“Once I come inside, I’m at your mercy.”

“Better to be at the mercy of the wind?”

“Why do you care?”

“Mom is watching,” he said, brow moving a tiny fraction. “Isn’t she?”

That’s what she’d said. “You must feel closer to her out here.” Inhaling through her nose, she closed her eyes and pulled on the rail as she dropped her weight back and bent her knees. “I’m already forgetting what concrete looks like.”

“If wishing made it so,” he muttered.

She didn’t get it. Wishing made what so? Getting closer to his mom? Forgetting concrete?

“How long have you lived here?”

“I don’t live here,” he said and went back inside.

What an infuriating guy! Letting go, she went right on up to the threshold.

“What do you do?” she asked. “You tell me all the things you don’t do but miss out what you do do. Are you getting off on this?”

“I limit my exposure to people.”

As her eyes adjusted, the great living room beckoned, as did the kitchen and dining area beyond. Furniture was rustic, though still luxurious. Nothing foo-foo or pansy, yet warmth summoned, and that was without the fire being lit.

“Is that to protect them or to protect you?”

He sloped off into the kitchen, turning on the faucet to fill a kettle that he then put on the stove.

Running water. At least there was some nearby. He couldn’t keep it all to himself. That was a good sign, at least dehydration wouldn’t kill her.

“You think I talk too much? I think you don’t talk enough.”

“I think you should get your ass through the door before I decide to close it.”

“In my face? What kind of host are you?”

“What kind of guest are you?” he asked, turning on the stove’s gas burner. Not only running water, power too. “Standing in the doorway, letting the warm air out.”

“You’ve heard the bear thing, right? Bear? Man? Is there a cave nearby?”

“Like I said, you want to go back to the hotel, be my guest.”

Gas power? Did that mean there was electricity too? A quick glance left to right betrayed there were indeed wall outlets.

“If you don’t live here, why are you here? Vacation?” With no boats on the water or signs of staff, it would have to be an Airbnb setup, or something similar. “You just need to get away from it all?”

“Close.”

Close? Say something, man! Something specific. Wandering in, she went to the empty fireplace while he did what he did in the kitchen.

“It’s a weird place for a lone cabin. Are there others in the forest? Are they connected to the hotel? Rentals, maybe?”

“There’s only this one and no.”

Not connected to the hotel. 

“Who was here first?”

Lowering to her knees, she checked the flue and the damper. Building a fire was a case of going through the motions. This wasn’t her house, but one fireplace was just like another, providing everything was in working order.

Another question went unanswered and she got all the way to looking for the matches before he said another word.

“What are you doing?”

Again, he was right there over her shoulder, scowl back in place.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” she asked. “If it’s going to get cold, we need fire.”

“You built the fire.”

“Yes, why?” she asked. And that scrutiny of his, which often bordered on judgment, went to the pile of logs she’d stacked with the kindling. “You don’t trust me?” Shuffling back on her knees, she went a few feet before rising. “Check for yourself.”

He didn’t trust her ability. She got that and wasn’t offended. They didn’t know each other and if she did the fire part wrong, he could lose his home, or his deposit. The owners would be insured, though that wouldn’t help them with the imminent weather. 

Maybe they’d both end up sleeping in her car. How would a guy his size feel about a compact? Again, totally inappropriate. What even was the point of a compact anyway?

Loch didn’t hesitate to get down on his knees. While he inspected the fire, she peeked at what might be bubbling on the stove.

“Where did you learn that?” he asked, drawing her attention back around as the burgeoning scent of smoke tickled her nose. “To build a fire?”

“I don’t know,” she said, sliding her flat hands into the back pockets of her jeans.

“You don’t know?”

And he didn’t believe her. That much was obvious.

“Honestly, I don’t,” she said. “I just know. I saw my mom do it, my uncle, my sisters. It’s just one of those things I know.”

“But don’t remember learning?”

“Where did you learn?” Because if he could be accusatory, so could she. “Did I do it wrong? Do you have a problem with my work?”

“No,” he said, brushing his hands together. “People aren’t usually capable.”

And any insult faded to the amusement of her smile. “I’m guessing ‘capable’ is one helluva compliment from you. Why do you hate people?”

“I don’t.”

Except that wasn’t the end of the thought. He stopped, yeah, but there was more that went unsaid. Wasn’t there always? Few things she said herself were the whole and complete truth, ah, social etiquette at its best. This wasn’t the ballroom crowd; this was a party for two. 

“No?”

“Sit and watch the fire,” he said, getting up to stride away. “Stay.”

And up the stairs he went. Hmm, a breather… or did he just put her in a timeout?


 

 

FOUR

 

 

BY THE TIME dinner was served, the fire was roaring. He’d told her to stay and disappeared upstairs, returning just in time to serve the food. Precision. 

What were they eating? Some kind of casserole, veg, gravy, nothing fancy, but it sure smelled good.

At the table, she was quick to taste. “What is the meat?”

“Deer.”

Venison? Not too shabby. Maybe not her first choice, Bambi was cute after all, but when one was enjoying the hospitality of another, it was best to be grateful and this was excellent quality.

Though it did beg the question. “Where did you get it? In town?”

“In the forest.”

What did that—“You killed it?”

“Someone had to.” 

He sat straight, posture composed, though it kind of seemed forced. He didn’t gobble his food, he used cutlery and was almost meticulous about cutting and chewing. Nothing other than his appearance screamed barbarian.

“I don’t know if I could kill an animal.”

“It’s different when you look it in the eye,” he said. “But I’m no hypocrite.”

“Implying I am?”

“No. You’re eating it aren’t you?”

Yes, she was, and it was good. Really good. Not just everything thrown together like slop… like maybe—admitting nothing—her attempts at cooking tended to come together. There were herbs, maybe spices, the meat was tender, the juices watered her tongue even as she chewed. To be honest, she probably hadn’t had better in swanky restaurants, or she
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