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Had she died sometime during the night and this was Gabriel escorting her to heaven? If so, she’d go.





Slipping her arms around his neck, she pulled herself a mite closer to his warmth. With her head on his shoulder, she tried to focus on how good he felt as opposed to how much she hurt.

“Evie? You still with me?” He had a great voice. Kind of raspy and soft, very masculine. She let herself melt against him.

“I’m okay,” she replied, not really certain she was. She opened her eyes to see him looking intently at her. He was gorgeous and he’d saved her life, and she was being carried in his arms and he hadn’t rolled his eyes and made some joke about the strain on his back or anything. She felt her heart rate speed up a little more, and suddenly realized she didn’t know who he was.

“I’m Evie Randall,” she said softly.

“I know.”

“And you are?”

He gave her a quick smile. Oh yes. He had a beautiful mouth. And then he opened it and said, “Galloway. Max Galloway.”

While it was too dark to see the color of her eyes, the sudden scowl on her face was plain as day. She slipped her arms from around his neck in a ridiculous effort to pull away from him.

“I see my reputation has preceded me,” he smirked.






Chapter 1



Port Henry, Washington
 July

I’m dead. Damn. I was hoping to see how the Mariners wind up this season. If they just had a better goddamned bullpen. . . . 

Oh, hell. Since I’m dead, we might as well get on with it.

As I, Thomas Evanston Heyworth, write this codicil to my will, I am a month shy of turning seventy-one. This day and age, that’s not so old, but the doc just informed me of a kink that may speed the end game up a bit. Therefore, I think I’d like to depart this world the same way I lived in it—by confusing and frustrating the hell out of everybody. You still with me?

I don’t leave any heirs, but I do leave one helluva lot of moolah. Besides a big chunk of change in the bank and some sound investments, there’s Heyworth Island, Mayhem Manor, its antique furnishings, the boats . . . Oh, how I have loved being rich!

I suppose I could divvy it all up and make bequeaths and bequests and all that crap, but that’s no fun. Hell, I’m a famous mystery writer! If I have to die, why not go out with a little pizzazz?

So without further ado, here’s the deal. I’ve set up a treasure hunt. Yes, you read it right . . . a treasure hunt.

The winner will be awarded my entire estate (audible gasp!). Some fun, huh? I checked it out. It’s legal—unusual, but legal—so shut your trap.

Felix Barlow, the peckerhead shyster who calls himself my lawyer, will administer the treasure hunt, but once it begins, you’ll be on your own.

Yesiree, a treasure hunt with a fortune at stake. Damn, I wish I could be there! Have fun, kiddies. . . . 

Evie Randall blinked at the peckerhead shyster in question as he continued reading from Thomas’s will, apparently unfazed by his late client’s assessment regarding the phallic nature of his skull.

She blinked again. And again, trying to get her mental arms around the concept. A treasure hunt for all the marbles. Wow. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to focus on the attorney, uncertain whether she should laugh or cry.

If she laughed, it would be because this whole treasure hunt idea was ludicrous . . . and so like the Thomas Heyworth she had known and loved. Knowing Thomas, he’d like it if she laughed.

But if she cried, it would be because she missed him . . . much as a daughter would miss a doting father. It had been the notoriously “heartless” Thomas Heyworth, after all, who rescued her from the chaos of her childhood. He’d given her a safe home, gentle guidance, purpose. He’d changed the course of her life, and she felt she owed it to him to hound the police until his murderer was found. But the police had no leads, no clues, nothing.

Catching the attorney between subordinate clauses, Evie said, “Excuse me, Mr. Barlow?” She presented him with her most gracious smile, and waited.

Felix Barlow, surviving partner in the law firm of Barlow and Steele, looked up, obviously vexed at the interruption. Only his bespectacled black eyes were visible above the top of the page. When he didn’t say anything, Evie widened her smile and forged ahead.

“Would now be a good time to ask a question? Because I have one.” She cleared her throat. “A question. For clarification. Please.”

The attorney adjusted his reading glasses, lowered the page, and gifted her with a courteous smile. “All questions will be answered in due time, Ms. Randall. If you’ll be patient.”

Evie nodded politely. “Of course.”

He narrowed his gaze on the papers, mumbling words until he found his place, then began reading aloud where he’d left off. Evie tried to quell her mounting frustration by letting her gaze wander around the lawyer’s office. Converted Victorian, Oriental carpets, carved stone fireplace. In front of the bay window overlooking Port Henry, Barlow’s mahogany desk stretched before him, its surface area rivaling the square footage of several small nations.

She arched a brow. Compensating, she figured. Big ego, tiny dictum.

Felix Barlow appeared mid-sixties, tall, lean, and owned a face which could best be described as pinched. His nose was the exception. It was flat, giving him the look of a little boy who had been beaten up by schoolyard bullies one too many times. In his younger days he must have had thick blond hair, but now the scant strands that topped his dome had been combed over like the remaining strings of a broken harp.

She’d never cared much for Barlow, not that there was anything overtly bothersome about him. It was simply that the firm’s senior partner, Charles Steele, had been an affable, avuncular type, and Thomas’s friend and attorney for decades. At Steele’s untimely death four years ago, Barlow had assumed the Heyworth account, and though he was always friendly and professional, she had never warmed to him the way she had to his partner.

Barlow finished reading and placed the papers in a neat stack in front of him. “You had a question, Ms. Randall.”

“Yes,” Evie said, leaning forward a bit in her chair. “I’m just curious about something. I guess I figured that, being Thomas’s ward, he’d leave me something. Money, maybe, or some property. It’s not that I want or need anything, you see. But he was so rich, and I was with him for so long. I—I guess I just naturally figured that . . .”

She let her voice trail off, unsure what to say, how to put words to her disappointment. She didn’t want to come off as some money-grubbing mercenary, and she knew if she continued to ask Barlow questions along these lines, he’d think she cared less for Thomas and more for his bank account. But, oh, how untrue that was.

She had loved Thomas Heyworth with all her heart, and would do anything, give anything, to see those flinty brown eyes once more. Hear that rough voice ranting about some trivial thing. Hug that wiry body until he chuckled and patted her head as if she were some fragile pet. Thomas was the second person in Evie’s life to die suddenly, and neither time had she had the chance to say good-bye. It weighed heavily.

“Well,” she said finally, since there really was nothing else to say. “I supposed Thomas had his reasons. I, uh, I guess I can assume, then, that I am to be included in the treasure hunt, or else I wouldn’t be here now, right?”

“Correct.”

“How many people will be participating?”

“Six.” Barlow proceeded to shuffle through a different sheaf of papers and finally found the page he was looking for. Giving it the once-over, he said, “Ah, yes, here we are. Besides yourself, there is the butler, Edmunds, and Mr. Heyworth’s secretary, Lorna Whitney. As for the remaining three, per the decedent’s wishes, I’ve already taken the liberty of issuing each of them invitations. Two have accepted. Madame Ernestina Grovda, the renowned Russian psychic, and Dabney James, the famed, yet reclusive, poet.”

“I see.” She didn’t, but life was like that sometimes. Thomas wanted a psychic and a poet to take a crack at his money? She shook her head as though that would suddenly make everything fall into place. It didn’t.

“I’m a little confused. I don’t recall him ever mentioning either of those people.”

Barlow gave a disinterested shrug. “Though he did not confide his motives to me, I assume he invited individuals he believed would have fun participating in such a game. As to the relationship he had with each of them, I believe he was romantically involved with Madame Grovda some years ago. I do know that Mr. James is the grandson of a newspaperman with whom Mr. Heyworth shared a longtime friendship. Perhaps it was out of deference to his late friend that he included the grandson.”

With a little laugh, she said, “So, we have me, a schoolteacher, as well as a butler, a secretary, a psychic, and a poet. What’s left, a taxidermist? An interpretive dancer? The plumber?”

“Maxfield Galloway.”

Evie nearly choked. “Max Galloway? Thomas’s stepson? I don’t believe it.”

“Be that as it may, Ms. Randall,” Barlow said, not unkindly.

“Thomas despised Max Galloway, and my understanding is, the feeling was more than mutual. This makes no sense at all, Mr. Barlow.”

“Have you ever met Detective Galloway?”

“Detect—He’s a cop?” Shock waves jolted her system. “Look, I know for a fact Thomas loathed the man, and he abhorred cops on general principles. He believed they were all doughnut-munching nincompoops. I can’t imagine he would—”

“Your lack of imagination aside,” Barlow drawled in a dismissive tone, “Detective Galloway has been invited, but has yet to accept or decline.”

Evie made a conscious decision to remain calm, to think this through if she could.

“Well, okay,” she said softly, more to herself than Barlow. “For whatever reason, Thomas left none of his estate to me, and I guess I’ll just have to accept that. Fine. This is me accepting that.” She took a big breath, let it out, nodded, then forged ahead.

“If Thomas has chosen to have a treasure hunt to dispense of his fortune, then I guess he can invite whomever he wants. Besides, there’s nothing that says I have to interact with this Galloway person.” Satisfied, she smiled over at the lawyer.

“Ah, but you do, Ms. Randall.”

Her brows snapped together. “Why?”

“The late Mr. Heyworth not only detailed who would participate in his hunt, but how.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“Simply put, Ms. Randall,” he said, “For the sake of expediency, the treasure hunters have been paired. The Grovda woman with Edmunds, Mr. James with Mr. Heyworth’s secretary, and you with Detective Galloway.”

“W-What!”

“It’s quite practical,” he explained. “Three of the invitees are not local, and you, Ms. Whitney, and Edmunds are familiar with the island and its environs. As you were out of town and unavailable until today, I have already detailed this information to the others, who were all quite agreeable.”

She nodded absently, trying to absorb this new turn of events. Why would Thomas leave nothing to her, yet ask her to participate in a treasure hunt for that which he might have bequeathed her, and then paired her with a man he detested?

“Do you have any coffee, Mr. Barlow? Maybe a shot of bourbon would be better. Got any bourbon?”

“Fresh out.” He leaned back in his chair, tenting his fingers in front of him.

Wow. You go to L.A. for a couple of weeks to help with your best friend’s new baby, and you come back to Bizzaro World. How long had Thomas been planning this?

“What’s the date on the codicil?” she asked.

Barlow flipped to the back page. “Mr. Heyworth dictated and signed this document just slightly above six months ago.”

“Were you aware he was ill?”

“I’m sorry to say, I was not. Mr. Heyworth’s will and this codicil were handled by a firm in Seattle. I became aware of the decedent’s medical history only when these documents were delivered to me several weeks after his death, and via the autopsy findings, of course. Apparently, he wished to keep his cancer, and the plans for his estate, a complete secret from everyone who knew him.”

As Evie sat trying to absorb all this strange information, Barlow handed her some papers. “It’s all there. Your copy of the will and codicil, information on the treasure hunt, roles and responsibilities, time frame—”

“Time frame?” she interrupted. “What kind of time frame?”

“The treasure hunt must be completed within two weeks, which begins when the guests are all assembled. There are seven clues of some kind. It’s my understanding that each one leads to the next.”

“You don’t know what or where they are?”

“I do not. As I said, the deceased set this whole thing up in secret.” His voice remained bland, but there was a glint in his eye that told her he was none too pleased with how his client had chosen to dispense of his fortune.

She furrowed her brow. “This is very vague, Mr. Barlow. What if we can’t find all the clues within the time frame?”

“In the event there is no winner, Barlow and Steele has instructions to liquidate the estate and distribute the funds to the various charities outlined in the codicil.”

“So, whichever team finds the last clue first wins Thomas’s estate and splits fifty-fifty. Money, Mayhem Manor, the livestock, Heyworth Island, the works. Or else it all gets sold.” Her heart suddenly felt as though it would crack in two.

“Yes,” Barlow confirmed. “There are some special dispensations to staff, but that money has already been set aside and does not figure into the terms of the hunt.”

Evie thought of Heyworth Island. It was a world all its own, a dollop of earth floating on the sea, arrayed with wild blackberry vines and sweet grass and isolation, and thick with majestic evergreens, carpets of wildflowers in summer, a wandering stream, a duck pond. She had meandered through the woods as salty breezes played with her pigtails. The sun warmed her back while she’d plucked bouquets of white daisies to clutch in her small fist. The island had been her sanctuary since her mother’s death. It would be difficult to see it put into some stranger’s hands to become a place she could no longer even visit.

If she wanted to keep that from happening, she’d better well win the damned treasure hunt.

“Have you heard anything from the police?” she said. “It’s been six weeks since Thomas was killed, and they still don’t have any leads?”

“Not to my knowledge. I am sorry, Ms. Randall.”

She huffed in frustration. “That’s just plain ridiculous. I’ve called that Detective McKennitt guy at least a dozen times, and he insists they’re doing everything—”

“As I believe they are, Ms. Randall,” Barlow interrupted. “Forgive me, but do you have any questions pertinent to Mr. Heyworth’s will or the treasure hunt as I have described it?”

Mayhem. Murder. Max Galloway. Yes. She had questions, about a kajillion of them.

But instead of badgering the poor man, she caved in to the inevitable and said, “When do we start?”

“This Saturday, the ninth,” he said. “Four days hence. The competitors—guests, I should say—will be assembled on the island by then, including Detective Galloway, should he decide to participate.”

“Why do you think Thomas invited him?”

“I have no idea.”

“Do you think he’ll come?”

“Couldn’t say.”

“He could get millions of dollars from a man who had hated him,” she reasoned as she rose to her feet. “Why wouldn’t he come?”

Barlow eyed her, his mouth set in a perfect smile. “Why not, indeed?”

A few blocks down from the Port Henry ferry, Evie pulled into the private lot reserved for guests and employees of Mayhem Manor. Locking the silver BMW roadster convertible Thomas had given her for her last birthday, she slung her purse over her shoulder, picked up her suitcase, and headed for the boat that would take her out to Heyworth Island.

The hot July sun bleached the sky as she waved to the security guy who tended the small parking facility. Boarding the twenty-foot runabout docked in one of the slips, she tossed her things onto the bench behind her and started up the engine.

Twenty-five minutes ticked by as she guided the boat out of the harbor and across the bay toward the privately owned island.

For the first ten minutes she thought about how much she missed Thomas and how she wished she had him back again—just so she could read him the riot act about this dumb treasure hunt of his.

For another five she tried to move past how stunned and, yes, admittedly intrigued she was by the whole idea. What kind of clues had he left, and where?

A tingle of excitement slipped up her spine, and she had to concede a treasure hunt might be fun—if only Thomas were around to participate.

Another five minutes she devoted to the fact that he hadn’t said anything about their relationship. For fifteen years she’d suspected they had blood ties, yet he’d said nothing. Had she been fooling herself all that time? Had it all been a lonely child’s wishful thinking? Or had Thomas simply not wanted to acknowledge her publicly? Perhaps she would never know.

The remainder of the trip was spent considering the illustrious Detective Max Galloway. According to Thomas, his despised stepson was no prize. Galloway had apparently been so against Thomas’s marriage to his mother that he never set foot on Heyworth Island, not even when she lay dying.

What a creep. Well, maybe His Arrogance would decline to attend and she wouldn’t have to deal with the jerk.

She putt-putted the runabout past the twin beacons at the entrance to Heyworth Island’s dock, and slipped the runabout into its moorings, tossing a line around a dock cleat. Leaving her dour thoughts behind, she grabbed her things and hurried up to the house to change.

Mayhem Manor. It was a grand place. Three stories of white clapboard, a deep, wraparound porch, and five red brick chimneys. Emerald and cream variegated ivy climbed up the many pillars of the porch, and pink roses bloomed along the rails. It looked like one of those old East Coast places where the Vanderbilts and Rockefellers summered by the sea, the ladies in pastel silk shifts and wide-brimmed white hats playing croquet in the afternoon.

Mayhem Manor had once known such a time. But all the Heyworths were gone now . . . 

Scurrying up the grand staircase to the third floor, Evie chose a bedroom she’d never stayed in before. Her own room, the one she lived in for most of the fifteen years since she’d come to the island, was being spruced up; new wallpaper, new curtains, the hardwood floor being refinished. Of course, if the house were sold, it wouldn’t be her room anymore.

She put that out of her head for now as she chose the last room at the end of the wide hallway. Hopefully, with twenty bedrooms in the place, this one was as removed as possible from where Max Galloway would be sleeping.

Opening the massive mahogany armoire, she hung up her blue business suit and changed into jeans and a long-sleeve white top, then left the house and headed off toward the north end of the island, practically running in her haste to get to the barn.

Though she owned a small house in town where she lived during the school year, holidays and summers had been spent at Mayhem with her “family,” doing what she loved best.

A smile on her lips, she topped the rise to gaze down at the old barn and the ancient, hand-hewn corrals that had stood for nearly a century.

The minute the gate creaked open, Fernando lifted his beautiful head and strolled over to greet her. Lorenzo appeared from behind the barn and sauntered up, followed closely by pregnant Lily. Soon all three llamas had gathered around her, humming and smiling, filling her troubled heart with serenity and joy.

Fernando stared into her eyes and blinked slowly, his lashes long and silky, his lids perpetually drowsy. She tickled his nose.

“Hello, handsome.”

The llama responded by humming a bit louder and nudging her cheek with his forehead. Evie laughed and gently shoved him away.

“Okay you few, you happy few,” she said on a laugh. “It’s feeding time at the zoo, and this means you and you and you.” Fernando nudged her again. “Did you miss me?”

The llama continued to stare placidly at her.

“Not talking, huh,” she joked, then headed for the barn, stroking Fernando’s soft neck as he plodded along quietly beside her.

Inside the barn door, she opened the feed bin and lifted out a layer of alfalfa, setting it into the trough by the window. Glancing about, she looked for the oat bucket she usually left hanging on a nail next to the bins, and spotted it on a hook in front of one of the empty stalls on the other side of the barn.

“What in the world was on my mind when I hung it clear over there?” Fernando nudged her ear. Leaning into him, she stroked his shaggy wool. “So impatient, my dear.”

She started for the bucket, when a board beneath her foot shifted. Startled, she paused. What on earth? Straw covered the planking, but as far as she could tell, the floor appeared as solid as ever.

Deciding the shift must have been her imagination, she stepped forward. Behind her, Fernando let loose with a rapid, pulsing squeal—a llama warning.

Evie spun toward the animal just as the floor beneath her feet gave way. It was as though the earth opened up to swallow her whole. She screamed and made a frantic grab with her hands for solid wood, but there was none.

She plunged downward, into darkness. Her body slammed into something hard, knocking the air from her lungs. Pain ricocheted through her shoulders and hips, and her head fell back, hitting solid rock.

Dazed, Evie lifted one hand to the back of her head and felt a thick stickiness. Groaning, she shifted position, but the incline was steep, the rocks slimy, and she began to slide. She flipped onto her stomach as she skidded several feet, slamming her jaw against the rock. The salty metal taste of blood filled her mouth. Clawing at the precipice, her nails bent and broke as she tried to get a handhold.

Panic swelled her throat nearly closed. She tried to take a deep breath, but the air seemed to have disappeared. Beneath her body the rocks were slick, her grip weak. She lost her grasp, her footing. Her body tumbled out of control until she finally hit bottom, crashing hard into the uneven floor of the cavern.

Cold water seeped into her clothes. She was panting, crying, her head ached, her muscles felt bruised and cramped. She caught the scent of muck and mold and blood. In the darkness, something skittered close by her head, and she forced herself to bite down on a scream.

Around her loomed vague shapes, suggestions of things. Rocks, a wall maybe? What was this? A well? A cavern? An old basement of some kind?

Her teeth began to chatter. Her fingers, numb with cold, trembled as she tried to find a hold on the rock so she could sit up, maybe even stand.

A noise high above brought her head up. There, in the hole through which she’d fallen, was the muted outline of a shaggy head, fuzzy banana ears, and two luminous eyes blinking serenely down into the darkness.

“No!” she choked, her voice thin and reedy. “Get away, Fernando. Go. Go!” Tears stung as she envisioned the llama plunging to his death right before her very eyes.

“Fernando.” Fear and worry tightened her throat, forcing her voice to a whisper. “Go, sweetie,” she begged. “Get away from there, please.”

She closed her eyes, praying the llamas would stay far away from the hole in the barn floor. When she looked up again, Fernando was gone, and she was alone in the dark.






Chapter 2



Dear Diary:

mommy forgot my birthday. Mrs. Burke brought cupcaks to school for the whole class! She’s my teacher. And she gave me this really really cool diary. She says that somtimes it helps for people to rite things down when they are sad or lonely or just want to rebember stuff. She says when i become a grown up, i can look back and see how i was when i was little, and maybe undorstand things better. i think she means my mom. i love Mrs. Burke. i think when i grow up that i’m gonna be a teacher just like her.

Evangeline—age 9

“I can . . . do this,” Evie panted to the rocks, as though she expected them to put up a fight. “Won’t . . . quit.”

She’d emerged from the depths of unconsciousness to realize time had passed. How much, she couldn’t tell. She’d never fainted in her life, and the thought of lying in the muck, unaware of things going on around her, made her queasy. As it was, her head throbbed and her muscles ached like they’d been ripped from her bones. Her fingers were sticky from her own blood.

High above, the vaguely visible break in the floor remained thankfully empty. No shaggy head filled the space, no large eyes peered into the darkness. Intelligent creatures that they were, the llamas had probably moved away to safety and were clustered together, wondering when she was going to climb out of that stupid cavern and finish feeding them.

She attempted turning onto her knees, but her head pounded, forcing her to take things slowly.

“Stay awake,” she cautioned herself through labored breaths. “Stay awake. Don’t pass out. Stay awake . . .”

It took all her concentration, but at last she was able to turn onto her stomach. She felt like a mackerel, soggy and smelly and flopping about.

With a bit more effort, she forced herself onto her knees and moved forward. Her hands shook. Her fingers were icicles, brittle, numb. Her whole body trembled from the exertion.

Forcing herself to concentrate, she moved up the rocky incline a few inches. Around her hovered ghostly shapes, suggestions of solid matter, but it was so dark, there could be ten people standing behind her and she wouldn’t be able to see them.

The air smelled of rotten driftwood and stagnant water. She raised her chin and tried to see the gray opening high overhead. It was distant and dim, but it gave her something to aim for.

Well, she thought, clamping her jaw tightly closed. Nowhere to go . . . but up.

Shoving her foot against the rock, she pushed herself along, edging her way back up the harsh incline. The dark was like a predator, intimidating, smothering, terrorizing. It was as though she’d been enclosed in a tomb. Thank heaven for that jagged bit of gray above her head; without it, she might have gone insane.

Evie gave herself a mental shake. Not going to think of that now. Just one hand in front of the other. One foot in front of the other. I . . . can . . . do . . . this.

She blinked and looked up again. Was it her imagination or had the ragged edges of the gap become more defined? Dear God, was it daybreak? Had she been down here all night?

A flash of light crossed the chasm.

“Here!” she shouted, or tried to, but it came out more like a dry croak. Swallowing, she tried again. “Be careful!”

“Miss Randall? Evie?” A deep voice. Young. Unfamiliar.

“I’m here!”

A beam of light slammed straight into her eyes. She blinked, closing her lids against the brightness.

“Are you hurt?” he shouted.

She didn’t recognize his voice, but she didn’t care. As long as he wasn’t the Grim Reaper coming to take her away, she was thrilled to see him.

A second man called out. “Evangeline?” An older man, his voice blessedly familiar. She nearly burst with joy.

Edmunds? Thank God. “I’m okay!”

“Stay where you are,” the first man shouted. “I’ll come down and get you.”

I am so for that, she thought, feeling vaguely weary, as though she were a helium balloon that had sprung a leak and begun to crumple.

She closed her eyes. Whoever he was, he sounded strong. Certainly stronger than she felt at the moment.

Light filled the opening once again, and she watched as a tall man with a flashlight in one hand edged his way through the broken boards to drop onto the rocks about fifteen feet above her head. He flattened his body on the incline and descended, hand over hand, until he was even with her.

Without prelude he said, “Anything broken?” She felt his breath on her cheek, warm, reassuring. Her rescuer. God, she was so cold.

“I d-don’t know,” she stumbled. “I don’t think tho.”

“You don’t think though?”

“Tho,” she repeated. “Eth, O. Tho.”

“Oh,” he drawled, suddenly comprehending. “So. You don’t think so.”

“Yeth.”

“You must have hit your mouth or bitten your tongue. Can’t say your S’s, right?”

“Yeth.” Ouch. She had bitten her tongue, and hard. She didn’t realize it had swollen until she’d begun to speak.

“Did you lose consciousness at any time?”

She nodded, which hurt like hell to do. “What time ith it?”

“Ten-thirty.”

“Then I’ve been down here for about four hourth.”

“Four hours. You going to stay with me now?”

“I—I think tho. How did you know I wath in trouble?”

“The llama came to the houth, er, house. The butler said that was unusual, so we started looking for you.”

Fernando had gone to the house? Like Lassie? Evie’s fallen in a big hole underneath the barn and she can’t climb out! Her throat closed against tears of joy and gratitude.

The man ran his flashlight up and down her body. “Are you bleeding anywhere or is that just from scratches?”

“No bleeding.”

The beam from Edmunds’s flashlight above them shone down on her rescuer, giving him a pale aura. She still couldn’t make out his features, but he had dark hair and a firm jaw.

“You’re a cool one under pressure,” he said, and she was sure she heard a smile in his voice.

“Would you prefer I become hythterical?” she challenged. “I gueth I could manage a little hythteria after being trapped in the bowelth of the earth for hourth in total darkneth with only thlimy, crawly thingth to keep me company.”

“Jerry Springer and Geraldo are here?”

She waited a heartbeat. “You know, I’d laugh at that, but it might kill me and then you’d have to drag my poor, dead carcath up these rockth.”

“I feel like I’m rescuing Daffy Duck. Maybe you shouldn’t talk. Give that tongue a retht.”

High overhead, Edmunds moved, shifting the beam of his flashlight, and for an instant her rescuer was illuminated.

Early thirties, clean features, impressive shoulders. Had she died sometime during the night and this was Gabriel escorting her to heaven? If so, she’d go.

“I’m going to touch you,” he advised her. “Just checking for broken bones. Okay?”

Touch her? He’d spoken with such authority, how could she deny him? “’Kay.”

She licked her lips, which hurt a whole hell of a lot. Was her mouth swelling up, too? She had a vague memory of her face slamming against a passing rock, and her stomach squeezed painfully.

Fighting nausea, she focused on her rescuer’s warm breath wafting against her cheek. She was certain she could hear the steady thudding of his stalwart heart. He’d climbed down here to help her. He wasn’t like her mother’s boyfriends, and she wasn’t a scared little girl anymore. She was a scared adult woman, but that was beside the point.

She lay still and let his hands rove over her body, ready to shove him away if he took advantage. But he kept the contact light and didn’t touch her anyplace or in any manner he shouldn’t. His hands were large and warm, and she was so cold. For an instant she wished he would wrap his strong arms around her, whoever he was.

“Nothing seems to be broken,” he said finally, “so here’s what we’ll do. I’m going to get behind you and help you up ahead of me. Can you do that?”

“I got thith far on my own. I can crawl a few more feet.”

There was silence for a moment. “You fell all the way to the bottom?”

“Yeth.”

He paused, sent the beam of his flashlight down into the darkness far below. “You weren’t by any chance a Girl Scout?”

“You want to thee me tie a theepthank?”

“A sheepshank?” He laughed. “A bowline would have been just as impressive, and doesn’t have any S’s in it.”

Then he was moving over her, careful not to press down on her body. Settling against her backside, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

Oh my, he was so big and warm, and she was so terribly numb with cold. If he could just curl around her like that, she could go to sleep. That would feel like heaven.

But no sooner had she thought it than she felt him lift his other arm. Shining the flashlight ahead of them, he said, “Scoot, Scout.”

She reached out, pulling herself along as he pushed, keeping himself between her and the slide of rock that would take her back down to the floor of the cavern. Every muscle she owned screamed in protest, but she moved steadily upward until they were just below the floor.

When they reached the top of the rocks, he stood and brought her slowly to her feet. Her head began to spin, and she fell against him, grasping the sleeves of his shirt for support while she worked at not being sick.

“You doing okay, Scout?”

Her knees hurt as she carefully straightened them. She was weak, but she stayed upright. And his arms. Oh, God, his arms . . . 

“Well,” she panted, “I’m not going back down there again.”

“Then let’s do it.”

As he put his hands on her waist and raised her toward the opening, she extended her arms, reaching up as Edmunds reached down. The old man clasped her under her arms, and with a strength she would not have believed he possessed, lifted her while her rescuer put his hands on her butt and pushed her up and through.

Edmunds quickly moved her to safety far away from the gaping chasm. A mere few seconds later the other man was beside them.

“Evangeline?” Edmunds choked as he took her hand in his. He was trembling more than she was. “Are you all right, my dear?”

She looked up at the butler’s face, all shadows and soft lines in the darkness of the barn. He was pale, his lips thin and bloodless. She had never seen him so frightened in the entire time she’d know him.

“I’m all right,” she whispered, barely able to get a breath. Suddenly, she felt as though she’d just scaled Everest. Her muscles turned to jelly, her bones dissolved, her teeth chattered so hard she sounded like a maraca.

“I have a little h-headache,” she stuttered, “b-but, I. . . . oh!”

She closed her eyes as strong arms lifted her. Him again. Warm and solid.

“Don’t l-let the llamath fall in,” she pleaded.

In the distance Edmunds spoke, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. She thought she heard the barn doors slam shut, and she relaxed, letting her lids drift down.

“Evie?” It was his voice, her rescuer, commanding, harsh. “Stay awake,” he ordered. “Stay with me now.”

“’Kay.” She nodded sleepily and made a valiant attempt to open her eyes. Slipping her arms around his neck, she pulled herself closer to his warmth. With her head on his shoulder, she tried to focus on how good he felt as opposed to how much she hurt.

“Evie? You still with me?” He had a great voice. Kind of raspy and soft, very masculine. She let herself melt against him and barely thought about her usual aversion to being touched.

“I’m okay,” she replied, not really certain she was, but she was alive and that was ninety-nine percent of the battle right there. “Thank you for rethcuing me.”

He must have lowered his head, because when he replied, she felt his breath against her brow and the bridge of her nose.

“It was my pleathure, ma’am.”

“You’re making fun of me.”

“Would I do that?”

She opened her eyes to see him looking intently at her. The line of his nose, limned by the amber light of the moon, was straight, his jaw square. She could see his mouth, firm lips, sort of curvy, like a Renaissance sculpture. The words sensuous and succulent slid into her head, and she did nothing to slide them out again.

He was gorgeous, and he’d saved her life, and she was being carried in his arms and he hadn’t rolled his eyes and made some joke about the strain on his back or anything. She felt her heart rate speed up a little more, and suddenly realized she didn’t know who he was.

A man like this would certainly have a good name, something as solid and heroic as he was. Eric or Alexander or Christopher or Nicholas. He would not have a name like Orville or Albert or Maurice or Uriah.

“I’m Evie Randall,” she said softly.

“I know.”

When he didn’t say anything else, she said, “And you are?”

Her rescuer locked gazes with her again and gave her a quick smile. Oh yes. He had a beautiful mouth.

And then he opened it and said, “Galloway. Max Galloway.”

Max gazed down on the face of the woman he’d just rescued.

It was an odd thing, holding a woman he barely knew in his arms. He felt heroic, like he’d saved the fair damsel from the dragon, except this damsel was sopping wet and smelled like three-day-old bait.

Her long hair was a muddy tangle and lay sort of flopped over one eye. She was sporting bruises on her cheek, a scratch on her brow, and her lip was swollen. While it was too dark to see the color of her eyes, the sudden scowl on her face was plain as day.

She slipped her arms from around his neck in a ridiculous effort to pull away from him. He was holding her, for Christ’s sake. Just how far did she think she could get?

“I see my reputation has preceded me,” he smirked.

“I can walk,” she said. “Put me down.”

The herniated frog impression was not particularly commanding. Her voice was toast, she looked like she’d been dragged though a kelp bed behind a speedboat, she smelled like a swamp rat, and was bleeding all over him. Any man in his right mind would be desperate to put her down.

“No,” he said.

“I feel thick,” she lisped.

“Sick?”

“Yeth.”

“I thought I told you not to talk,” he said. “It’s hard to take an injured woman seriously who looks like Guttersnipe Raggedy Ann and sounds like a puddy tat.”

She glared up at him.

“Sorry,” he growled. “I’m having a bad day.”

“You’re having . . .” She waited a beat, then said thickly, “Let me tell you about a bad day, mithter.”

Why was he so damned aggravated with her? She hadn’t done a thing wrong, except nearly get herself killed. But she was safe now, thanks to him. So why did he feel like somebody’d just shoved a burr under his attitude?

He began walking back up the path, Evie Randall’s body tight to his chest. His strides ate up the ground as he headed toward the massive porch encircling the north side of the mansion. Edmunds moved to the front, illuminating the way with the beams of both flashlights.

Evie slowly slipped her arms around his neck again, and smiled. As they neared the house, the porch lights winked on, flooding her face with amber light.

He looked down into her eyes, and his brain stopped functioning. Her eyes were blue. Blue like a hot summer sky or a cold mountain lake. Blue so pure, it seemed he could see every thought whirling around inside her brain. She lowered sooty lashes. Her pale cheeks flushed.

“Thank you for your help,” she lisped softly. “I wath thcared thtiff until you came along.”

“Scared stiff.”

She nodded, then laid her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes.

“Yeah,” he growled. “Well, like I said, don’t talk.”

Inwardly, he cringed. He was no knight in shining armor, and just because he’d climbed down into that damn pit didn’t mean a thing.

He shifted her weight in his arms. Her muscles were firm, her bones delicate but sturdy. Okay, she was no Victoria’s Secret model, but she sure had curves in all the right places.

Damn Girl Scout.

Jesus, she’d fallen all the way to the bottom of that cavern and had clawed herself halfway back to the top before he and the butler found her. She was lucky the fall hadn’t killed her outright. It took guts and determination to do what she’d done.

He gave himself a mental smack. She was just a woman bent on survival. That was all. The comfortable heft of her in his arms didn’t mean she was anybody special. The feel of her breasts smooshed against his chest, the curve of her butt against his belly, were very nice, but it didn’t mean a wedding band, a mortgage, and a couple of kids. Sexual attraction could be had any day of the week. His body would get over it. Eventually.

Besides, any friend of Heyworth’s was no friend of Max Galloway’s. End of story. After what Heyworth had done to his family, anybody who sided with the bastard was on his personal Enemies List, and that included the slightly sumptuous, gutsy as hell Evie Randall.

As Max climbed the porch steps, Edmunds swung open the French doors, their ancient hinges squealing against the effort. Carrying Evie into the parlor, he carefully set her on a tan brocade sofa.

Edmunds made a hasty exit, then reappeared with a first aid kit and a blanket. Behind him, a young woman carried a water pitcher, glasses, and a clean washcloth.

“This is Lorna Whitney,” Edmunds said quickly as the woman set the tray on the end table. “Lorna, this is Detective Max Galloway of the Olympia Police Department.”

Lorna seemed a bit confused, then nodded a greeting and stepped back. Her brown eyes filled with concern when she got a good look at Evie. “What on earth . . .”

Evie blinked up at Max, her summer blue eyes clouded with pain. Turning to Edmunds, he said, “When I arrived today, I saw a big Hatteras in the boathouse. How many knots does that son of a bitch make?”

They made the trip across the bay to the hospital in Port Henry on the sixty-five-foot luxury yacht Heyworth had kept to ferry guests to and from the island. By the time Max got Evie back to Mayhem, the sun had just begun creeping up behind the mansion, casting the elegant lines of the house in dark silhouette.

The news had been good—no concussion, nothing broken, just cuts and bruises that should heal quickly, and a headache, a little rest, and some painkillers would alleviate.

Despite her protests, Max carried Evie to her bedroom, then asked Edmunds to have his things moved to the room adjacent to hers. If she hadn’t been woozy from painkillers, he was certain she would have put up a helluva fight—which he may even have enjoyed under different circumstances.

He left Evie with Lorna, who would help her bathe, wash her hair, and settle her in for some much needed sleep. Heading swiftly down the hallway, his footfalls absorbed by the thick rust-colored carpet, he shoved his hands in his pockets, ignoring the fine landscapes and pieces of art lining the walls of the long corridor. His mind was on that barn floor, the rotted wood, and how it had nearly cost a young woman her life.

As he approached the barn, the llamas in the pen raised their heads and blinked at him, then moved forward to investigate. He walked past them, opened the barn door, and shut it quickly so they wouldn’t follow him inside.

Approaching the gaping chasm, he bent on one knee and felt around the jutting boards that had remained in place. He reached out and picked up a bent nail.

In the back of his mind a red flag began to wave wildly. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. He’d been a cop long enough to know when his instincts were trying to tell him something, and right now they were rocking and rolling too loudly to ignore.

The nail made a dull ping as he tossed it onto the floor. He rubbed his chin. No rotten wood, no inferior planking. This wasn’t an accident he was looking at.

It was a trap.






Chapter 3



Dear Diary:

Last night i dreamed that i was a beaudiful princess and lived in a really big and pretty castle and rode on a wite horse with red and gold ribbons tied in her long flowing hair. And the prince from the next kingdom saw me and fell madly in love with me and asked me to marry him and i said Yes! Because he was so handsome and nice. It was a very good dream but i don’t think it will happen though. Well, maybe.

Evangeline—age 9

There was a term for people who became giddy after facing death and surviving. PTS? Post-traumatic silliness? No, that wasn’t it. Evie gazed at her reflection in the steamy bathroom mirror and beamed, thrilled to be alive, whatever the term for it was.

She turned her head to the right. Slight bruise on the jaw, little cut on the forehead, swollen lip. Not bad. But her tongue was sore as hell where she’d bitten it.

Six silver swans, she thought. Say it.

“Thix thilver thwanz,” she said. Forget it. Sylvester the cat on pain medication. Her vocabulary would have to be confined to non-S words until that tongue healed up a bit.

She brushed her hair and twisted it into a loose braid, idly wondering if Max Galloway liked redheads, then gave herself a mental shake.

Why should she care what Max Galloway thought? He was the avowed enemy of a man she had loved. They were
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