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First came the rumble, so deep that for perhaps two seconds Brand Lockwood didn’t recognize the sound for what it was. Then the noise exploded, shattering the An­chorage, Alaska, spring afternoon.

“Collapse! Run!” he screamed, fighting to be heard above the roar. Acting on instinct, he dove, pushing his solid body off the steel girder he’d been straddling and onto the mound of churned and piled dirt below. He landed on his shoulder and rolled, scrambling for safety. Above him, tons of concrete and steel folded slowly, al­most gracefully, in upon itself. Brand was still on his hands and knees when something cold and heavy slammed into him and sent him sprawling. With dust and dirt in his lungs, and the air filled with a thunderous roar, he clawed at the earth, desperately dragging himself out from under whatever had attacked him.

Freedom! Nothing mattered except that.

Despite his ripped nails, Brand kept at his task. His breath came in short, hard gasps; he fought panic. Not again! No. It couldn’t be happening again! As the roar died and thick dust filled the air, he rose on unsteady legs, ignoring the hot pain in his right thigh. He turned. What had once been a skeleton of a parking garage now had become a graveyard of rubble.

Silence hung around him. It seemed to have a life of its own. He could see people running and sensed their urgency, but all sound had been switched off. For as long as it took for him to draw dusty air into his lungs, he heard nothing, saw nothing, except the gray Alaskan sky and destruction. He almost laughed, almost. This high-rise going up in Anchorage wasn’t his project. But, driven by a lesson that still, occasionally, gave him nightmares, he’d felt compelled to interfere. He’d tried to convince the builder that concrete reinforced with the newest advances in rebar and polymer wasn’t a luxury but a necessity for the rest of the project. His entreaty had fallen on deaf ears. And now—

Now.

Someone screamed. The cry echoed and was followed by another.

He couldn’t stand here, not with workers trapped in the rubble. He took a step. His right leg almost collapsed under him. He grabbed at his thigh, feeling torn flesh instead of denim. Whatever the damage, it could wait. For now, nothing existed except the massive, ruined Tinkertoy he’d been climbing a few minutes ago. He wouldn’t let what happened years ago root him where he was.

“Get some ambulances!” someone screamed. “Equip­ment! We’re going to need equipment.”

Equipment? Brand’s head swam. It would take cranes and bulldozers to move the massive broken concrete slabs and twisted steel, but bringing the equipment into place, determining where and how to dig would take time. And there might be trapped men and women who didn’t have that luxury.

Think! He couldn’t remember seeing more than a hand­ful of workers on the structure with him. But those who had been—

“Are you all right?”

Brand turned to see a young man in a business suit scrambling over debris toward him. He opened his mouth to answer when a sharp cry rang out. Side by side, Brand and the businessman sprinted forward and dropped to their knees beside what they could see of a worker with a redd­ish, dirt-caked beard. Brand’s thigh felt on fire; he fought to ignore it.

“My legs!” the worker cried. “Get me out!”

The businessman shot Brand a desperate look. “I can’t see his legs,” he babbled. “They’re under—”

Brand looked around, his mind clicking into gear. A lifetime ago when the other nightmare happened, he’d been a scared kid, barely a breath away from throwing up or passing out or both. Now he knew what had to be done. The worker’s lower body was pinned by a thick, flat slab of concrete. If they had something to pry with, they might be able to free him. Scrambling to his feet, Brand clamped his hand over his thigh, hurried over to a length of steel, and wrestled it into place. With the businessman and two newcomers to lend their weight, the slab shuddered and lifted enough for a husky woman in a jogging outfit to drag the worker out from under it. A moment later two men who identified themselves as off-duty firemen took over. One of them pointed at Brand’s leg.

“You’re bleeding. Hold on. The ambulances will be here in a few minutes.”

Brand didn’t want anything to do with ambulances or hospitals—ever again. Grunting, he turned away and forced his grit-filled eyes to focus. The collapsed structure looked like an ant hill with would-be rescuers scrambling over it. He could walk away now, get off by himself, give shock the time it demanded.

“I hear something.”

Brand looked down at the husky woman in the jogging outfit. “What?” he asked.

“Listen. I hear—” She pointed at a loose pile of ce­ment. “Someone’s in there.”

Brand shook his head to clear it of the sound of his pounding heart. As the woman continued to point, he stepped closer, his thigh knotting.

“Please. Please.”

For the second time since clawing his way out from under what could have been his grave, Brand dropped to his knees. He saw a hand, only a hand. The woman drew back. “No,” she whispered. “Oh no. He’s dead.”

Another strangled plea coming from under the pile con­vinced Brand that the opposite was true. His mind shifted in a direction he didn’t want it to go, and he all too easily imagined what the owner of that hand was going through—trapped, scared, surrounded by darkness so deep it seemed to have no end. “Get someone over here, now!” he ordered. “Shovels. We’re going to need shovels.” Be­cause he didn’t trust his leg to support him again, he settled his weight on his left hip and clamped his dirty fingers around the hand. The buried man gripped back.

“I’m here,” he said as the woman whirled and ran. “I’m not leaving you. Do you hear me? We’re getting help.” 

“Please.

“Talk to me,” he pressed, his heart thudding. “Can you breathe? How do you feel?”

“My chest. It’s—something’s broken.”

Brand continued to squeeze the man’s hand, the seconds slogging by like the hand on an unwound clock. Because he didn’t want to deplete the man’s strength any more than necessary, he didn’t ask questions. Instead he kept up a running commentary about the rescue work going on around him, telling the trapped man that it was starting to look like an ambulance convention. The words weren’t important. Maybe, as long as he held the man’s hand, he could keep him from giving in to panic. When the woman jogger returned with a half dozen rescuers on her heels, he told the man that, too. Then the sound of shovels filled the air, and he could only hold on.

Ten, fifteen minutes later—he couldn’t measure time—the workers dug down enough that he saw a battered silver hardhat, dust-caked boots, filthy jeans. Because the rescu­ers were afraid of inflicting more damage with their tools, the man’s torso remained covered. Brand leaned forward and with his free hand wiped the man’s face. He looked to be barely twenty, brown eyed, bearded. His mouth was open; Brand heard him breathing. So young, the way he’d been.

“Just a little longer,” Brand reassured him around a growing knot of rage. This didn’t have to happen. Damn it, it didn’t! “They’ve got to take it easy so they don’t hurt you. Hell of a way for the day to turn out, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” The young man coughed; his face contorted with pain. “I’m scared.”

“You want to know something? I’m not doing so hot myself.”

“Yeah?” The man blinked. “No kidding?”

“We’d have to be pretty stupid not to have been fright­ened. Look, they’re digging with their hands now. It’ll be slow going, but they’re getting there. About your chest. You still think something’s broken?”

“I—don’t know. Don’t leave me. Please.”

Although he’d told himself that right now it was essen­tial for him to be strong for this kid, his nervous system hadn’t received the message. How long had they been holding hands while he tried to give the trapped man the strength he needed? Long enough to remember that horri­ble long ago day when he’d been the one trapped. “I’m not leaving,” he promised as his rage and frustration swirled around him. “As long as you need me, I’m here. You can talk? It isn’t going to hurt too much?” When the man shook his head, he forced a smile. “What’s your name?”

“Hank. Hank Crayton.”

An icy chill slashed through him, clashing with his anger. “Crayton? Your father—”

“Art. He’s—this is his—he’s the builder.”

“I know.” He forced out the words. Damn! Damn. If only Art Crayton had listened!

“Where—” Hank swallowed and his face contorted. “Dad’s here today. He—is he all right?”

At this moment, Brand didn’t give a damn whether Art Crayton was alive or not. “You worry about you,” he told the kid. “In a few minutes they’ll load you in an ambulance and haul you off to the hospital. You’d better make sure those nurses clean you up.” He wiped at Hank’s face again, thinking that Crayton’s incompetence or greed, or whatever word fit, had nearly killed his son.

In that moment, he made himself a vow. Never again would Crayton jeopardize a life. He forced a smile. “The way you look, you’re going to scare your girlfriend half to death. You got a girlfriend? Tell me about her.”

“No girlfriend. Just—she’s going to—”

“Who’s going to what?” he pressed, afraid Hank’s si­lence meant he was passing out.

“My sister,” Hank cracked. “Please tell her I’m all right. Dad’s going to need her.”

To hell with what Art Crayton needed. And Hank’s sister—he hoped to hell she made her father face what he’d done. “Here we go. Yeah. That’s the last of it. Time for you to head for the hospital.” Brand squeezed again and blinked, feeling grit. “Hank? What kind of flowers do you like?”

“Flowers?” The kid’s voice trailed off. “You’d send me flowers?”

“Why not? Maybe candy. Anything you like.”

“I don’t—thank you.”

Brand rocked back on his heels, pain arching from his thigh clear to the top of his head. Thank you. The words echoed inside him. He’d never hear that again from a Crayton.

Not that he wanted to. It was too damn late for Art Crayton to say anything. “I’m sorry” wasn’t enough. It never would be.
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The mountains intimidated Kara Richardson. Fear had seldom made an impact in her life, but these great shaded monsters with deep pockets of ice packed into their valleys couldn’t be ignored. Skagway, last stop on the Inside Pas­sage, looked so flat and small, so vulnerable by compari­son. Even with its freshly painted buildings, the evergreens flanking the small commercial core, and early morning visitors peering into store windows, she couldn’t shake the sense that the Klondike-era gold town had been separated from the rest of the world.

Kara tried not to think about the isolation. It was mid-­May. When and if her brother and father needed her, she could leave here a number of ways. The pilot who’d brought her here recommended one of the cruise ships that churned up and down the icy-gray Lynn Canal—if there was any extra space and if she had the time. The road leading to Whitehorse would work, if she had a vehicle. Otherwise, chartering a plane, although expensive, was the final alternative.

Alternatives. The word rang through her head like a sick joke. Options were something she didn’t have, not if she was going to support her family and, please, learn the truth behind that horrible day three weeks ago.

As she walked along the weathered boardwalk flanking historic buildings that housed gift shops and restaurants, she fought the knot in her stomach. Maybe she was the biggest fool in the biggest state in the nation to be heading toward the construction trailer at the north end of town. For all she knew, the moment Brand Lockwood heard who she was, she’d be without a job and without the money to get home—without understanding Lockwood’s role in the nightmare her family had been trapped in.

But she’d go through with it because doing nothing was incomprehensible.

And, somehow, she’d weather what Lockwood told her about her father.

Turning right, she left the small commercial area and headed toward the outskirts of town. Because she had to walk, she’d left the lodge a good half hour before her appointment. Walking also gave her the time she needed with her nerves. As she neared her destination, a large, cluttered lot next to a warehouse of some kind, she took a deep breath. It would take a lot more than an early morning stroll to put her life back on course.

The trailer she had been told to report to wasn’t more than five or six years old, but time hadn’t been kind to it. Its original color had been sanded away by the elements and little attempt had been made to keep it level. But why bother? She, the rest of the crew, and their boss, would be working on a mountain, not down here. The wooden stairs leading to the side door settled uneasily under her weight. The small sign bearing the no-nonsense word “Construction” had been screwed into place, but one of the screws had worked loose, canting the metal rectangle. She had no idea what waited inside, but whatever came of the meeting, she’d survive it.

She lifted her hand to knock, then paused, her attention momentarily drawn to the small silver band on her little finger. At eight, the ring, a gift from her mother, had been a perfect fit. It, like the cameo necklace resting against her throat, served as precious memories of Holly Crayton. Wondering if her mother might somehow be watching, protecting, Kara knocked on the door.

“Come on in.”

Kara sucked in a breath of chilled, salt-tasting air and turned the handle. For a moment the door stuck, then when she pushed on it, it jerked open. The interior, lit by a bright overhead light, was filled with the trappings of the construction business: tool boxes, hard hats, a hand cart, two-way radios, blueprints, product samples, and di­rectly under the light, a wooden desk large enough to accommodate the stack of papers on it. Behind the desk stood a man, a large, silent, black-haired man who studied every nuance of her approach with dark, unwavering eyes.

He belonged here, she decided in a heartbeat. He was as much a part of this world of strength and endurance as any eagle soaring over snow-cloaked mountains. He might not know the first thing about big city survival, but his body had been honed by the elements and physical labor. Whatever his job required, he was equal to it.

“Brand Lockwood?” she asked. She kept her hands by her side, her fingers dangling loose in an attempt to present a picture of confidence. This was the man who’d saved her brother’s life and then turned around and destroyed her father’s. What was she supposed to feel?

Off balance.

Alive.

“That’s right. You’re . . .” He glanced down, then looked at her again. Maybe looked beneath the surface. “Kara Richardson?”

“Yes.”

“I thought so. I’ve got two other women coming in today, but they’re not due until afternoon. That pretty well narrows it down.”

She nodded, then came closer, side-stepping a genera­tor. Richardson. Was the name all that remained of a little more than a year of marriage, high hopes and sober real­ity? Forcing her mind off the thought, she concentrated on the man she hoped would give her employment—and more.

Brand Lockwood wore a flannel shirt rolled up at the sleeves to show hardened forearms covered with a dark dusting of hair. The shirttail had been tucked into jeans that had seen countless washings and been molded to his frame. He was broad at the shoulders, broader than most men. He narrowed down to a slim waist and flat belly before his solid thighs repeated the message of strength in his chest and arms. She judged him to be a shade over six feet. Hank had told her Lockwood was in his mid-thirties. Without knowing that, she would have had to estimate his age at anywhere from twenty-five to forty. His physique said twenty-five. His eyes, dark and digging, had seen much more of life than that.

No. She couldn’t tell him who she was. Not yet.

Lockwood swept a broad hand over the cramped trailer, his eyes not losing contact with hers. She knew he’d taken his measure of her. What he thought of her blue turtleneck and worn jeans, or what conclusions he’d come to about her lean, athletic body she couldn’t guess. But she sensed that he’d soon tell her whether he thought her equal to the job. “Sit down, if you can find room,” he said in a voice that came from the depths of his chest. “I’ll be taking most of this equipment up the mountain tomorrow, but until then we’re going to have to put up with being crammed in here.”

Glancing around, she spotted a wooden chair on which a case of motor oil rested. She gripped the box and dropped it to the floor with a thunk. She sat, her features carefully composed. The trailer, the equipment, most of all the man commanding her attention said male. Because this was the only world she’d ever known, she had no desire to try to soften her own image. “I’ve always thought that’s the hardest part, the waiting, the gearing up,” she said, falling back on a thousand conversations stretching through the fabric of her life. “When I talked to you, you said you were getting a late start.”

“A few days later than I’d intended. Something had priority. You’ve had time to think about what we’re doing here? No second thoughts?”

Oh yes. Second and third and fourth thoughts. “I’m fascinated by what you’re taking on,” she told him. “Building a road over permafrost. I’ve never done that.”

Lockwood grunted; there was no other way to describe the sound coming from him. “It’s a new one for me, too. The technology is just getting off the ground. That’s why all this.” He indicated a couple of thick, worn folders. “Between you and me, I’m running this by the seat of my pants.”

“Are you?” she asked because something was expected of her.

“Pretty much. Most of my previous work has been with buildings. Now I’m branching out to other things. Chal­lenging myself.” He again nodded at the papers on the desk and sat down, his body taut as if wanting action. “I’m going to need glasses if I do much more research. It’s time to put this textbook knowledge to practical use. Basically, what we’ll do is put slabs of Styrofoam between the earth and paving materials.”

“Styrofoam? Interesting.”

“I thought so. Through trial and error they’ve learned that the best thing to do with permafrost is leave it alone. Only, it’s a little more complicated than that. What I have to do is properly identify the varieties of permafrost and know how to deal with them.” He smiled ruefully. “As I’m sure you know, the construction world is constantly changing. Improvements in materials and design are al­ways being developed. A builder who doesn’t keep up is shortchanging his client.” He leaned forward, eyes intent on her. “And sometimes jeopardizing the lives of his employees.”

Despite the ice that suddenly coursed through her veins at his hard-spoken words, Kara nodded. “I know,” she said, unable to think of anything else.

“Do you?” His eyes held her, grew darker. “Have you ever heard a building going down? Heard the scream of someone trapped? I’ve gone through it twice. After the first time, I swore it would never happen again. But—” He ran a big, weathered hand over his eyes. “You don’t want to hear this. I should talk business, not force you to listen to me rant and rave. I’m trying to remember. Weren’t you in Anchorage when you called? What brings you here?”

Kara made herself smile. For some incomprehensible reason, his gesture made her wonder what a smile would look like on him. Rich and warm? “The money. No one can top what you’re offering.”

“I won’t argue that. That’s the only way I can get enough qualified people to come up to the end of nowhere. Anchorage? You couldn’t find work there?”

Because she’d guessed the question would be asked, she had already come up with an explanation, one that, while not an out-and-out lie, sidestepped the real issue. “What I’d signed on for, at the last minute things didn’t work out. I called around, heard about your project. Like you said, it sounded like a fascinating challenge. Besides, I’m a bit of a history buff. I’ve always wondered what the Klondike was like during the gold rush. Hopefully I’ll have time to do some research and exploring.” Did that matter?

“Hm.” Lockwood leaned back. The gesture expanded his chest and put stress on his shirt buttons. “What it took to survive back then, why so many risked everything to come here, whether it was worth it, I can’t say. I don’t know how much time you’re going to have to try to come up with the answers.” He leaned forward, making her grateful for the barrier between them, in some insane way making her wish it didn’t exist. “This is hard work, as I’m sure you know. Six, sometimes seven days a week. With the kind of daylight they get up here during the summer, we’ll be putting in some killer hours.”

Kara nodded to let her new boss know she understood. The time frame for getting the job done had come up during the telephone conversation that ended with her being hired. She only hoped he wouldn’t ask about the job that had “fallen through.” If pushed for an answer, would she lie, evade? No. Even if he had struck her as a man who would tolerate evasion, it wasn’t in her.

As Brand stood and riffled through a shelf to his left, looking for an example of the kind of Styrofoam they’d be using, Kara took advantage of the silence to concentrate on the man—as if she hadn’t been doing just that already.

He wasn’t handsome. A man that strong, that toughened by the elements could never be called that. There was a fierceness to him, almost as if he’d been backed into a corner and come out swinging. He might not know what or why he fought. He might not care. But as long as he breathed, that intensity would remain part of him.

Without that, a great chunk would be missing from what he was.

Fighting the impulse to run her palms over her jeans, she acknowledged the man’s impact on her senses. She hadn’t expected this, hadn’t prepared herself for it. But no matter how much she might try to deny it, Brand Lock­wood exuded a message of sensuality that couldn’t be ignored. An aura of masculinity was part and parcel of every inch of him: his strong chin and deeply tanned throat, the way his hip bones thrust against jeans cast in his body’s mold, the wide splay of his muscled legs. Maybe most of all, that message lay in deepset eyes so profoundly blue that they were almost black. Eyes like that were capable of reaching deep inside a woman. And maybe finding the truth.

Touching a woman’s vulnerabilities and needs.

Brand—she no longer thought of him as Lockwood—turned back around, fixing his gaze on her again. She clamped down on an involuntary shudder and waited for him to speak. After another few seconds during which he did nothing more than look at her, he did. “What this project is all about is improving the road leading out of Skagway,” he said. “At White Pass we’re into Canada, so from there on, the Klondike Highway is their domain. But those few miles heading up into the mountains from here area real challenge. We’ll be working through everything from a rain forest zone to subarctic alpine tundra, so forget everything you think you know about road con­struction. You said you’ve worked on roads before, didn’t you?”

She nodded. Because she’d already told him she could run every piece of machinery involved in road construc­tion, she saw no reason to go over that again. Instead she sketched some of the projects she’d been part of.

“If I checked your background, it’d all be there?”

She straightened but felt no surge of anger. They were strangers. As a man whose reputation as well as his busi­ness was on the line, he’d have to ask hard questions. “I know what I’m doing,” she assured him. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Ms. Richardson. Your background. You haven’t left anything out?” 

“Like what?”

“Like, you aren’t wanted for anything, are you?” 

She blinked. “What?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had a worker with a reason to isolate himself.”

“No,” she said slowly, softly. “I’m not running.”

“There’s running and then there’s running, Ms. Rich­ardson. I hire women. That’s never been an issue with me. But put yourself in my position. Out of the blue, I get a call from a stranger with exactly the skills I need. Then you show up, young, attractive, a lot younger than I expected.”

When she simply looked at him, he went on. “I’m not going to ask personal questions, if that’s what you’re wor­ried about. Everyone’s entitled to privacy, to their own lives. I’m just a little surprised and curious. That’s all.”

“I didn’t know my age would be a consideration,” she countered.

“Didn’t you? It’s never come up before?”

It seldom had. Most of the time she worked with her father. The few times she’d done something on her own, she’d proudly taken her family background along as refer­ence. Now it was different. “I guess I don’t give my age that much thought,” she explained.

“Don’t you? I don’t often hear someone say that.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Look, have you found a place to stay?”

“Not really. I flew in about dark last night. The bush pilot I hired knows the owner of one of the hotels. They found a bed for me, but I’m going to have to nail down something permanent. And I need to buy a truck.”

Brand started to lean his elbows on the cluttered table and then drew back as if needing to distance himself from the paperwork. “The truck shouldn’t be a problem. I think everyone who lives here has at least four vehicles. As for a place to stay . . .” He broke eye contact with her and rummaged through the papers by his telephone with broad, impatient fingers. “Yeah. Here it is. I’ve had a few resi­dents come to me, offering to put up my workers. It doesn’t sound as if most of those places are much, trailers, cabins, even a tent. But this one might work.” He held up a piece of paper that bore the smear of an oily finger­print. “You’re here alone aren’t you? No family?”

“No family. I’m divorced. And I don’t have children.”

Brand nodded, his eyes unwavering, questioning. “I hope this works out for you. I think it might.” His features softened. “I was having dinner in one of the cafes the other night and got into a conversation with an older cou­ple. They live across a creek from town. There are two places on their property. The way they described it, the unoccupied one is a cabin. Apparently the bridge over the creek took quite a beating last winter so you can’t drive across it, but if you don’t mind walking about a quarter of a mile, they’d like the company.” He opened his mouth as if to say more, then closed it.

“Company? They really want a renter, don’t they?” she asked, relieved that they’d slid so easily over her fam­ily ties.

“I think that’s a secondary consideration.” For the first time since she stepped into the trailer, a smile touched Brand’s face. She liked, was intrigued by, the transforma­tion. “They’re pretty isolated out there. Apparently the old man’s brother used to live in the cabin, but he took a vacation to Florida and never came back. As you’re proba­bly guessing, it doesn’t take much for these two to tell you their life history. I got the feeling the woman’s a little leery of having some scruffy construction worker a few feet away. They’d feel safer with you. And, well—”

Don’t do this to me, she thought when he didn’t go on. She wanted absolutely nothing except a working relation­ship with Brand Lockwood. If they started talking about the needs and fears of this old couple, if he said anything more to make her believe he was a caring person, how would she remain detached from him? But even as she asked the question, she knew distance from her boss wasn’t what she and her brother, even her father, needed. If she was going to fully understand what caused the park­ing garage to collapse, she and Brand would have to reach beyond the almost nonexistent relationship they now had.

“Thank you. I’ll talk to them,” she said. “And, hope­fully, find an old truck. As long as I can get my hands on the parts, I can probably make it run.”

“I hope so.”

Despite the unsettling impact of his unwavering eyes, Kara kept her desire to leave under check. No matter what she felt inside, she wouldn’t let him guess at the effort. “You sound as if you don’t believe me,” she said, her voice firm.

“I’m reserving judgment, Ms. Richardson. I’ve hired and then had to fire more than one person who overstated his, or her, skills. If I find out you can’t cut it, I’ll tell you. “

She straightened her spine and met his eyes. “I can. After all, I’ve been in this business my entire life.” 

“Have you?”

Thrown off balance by the curt words, she decided to wait him out. Brand ran a hand over his right thigh, winc­ing as he did. Oh no! Had he been hurt in the accident? “I think,” he said, “this is something you and I need to get straight, today. I have four other women on the crew. All of them are locals used to hard work. You don’t look the part.”

This wasn’t the first time she had heard that. True, she was slender, but beneath lay muscles accustomed to physi­cal labor. If he looked at her hands he would see short nails, long, strong fingers. She might not be able to singlehandedly shove a boulder out of the road, but she could guide a bulldozer to do the task, and if the bull­dozer balked, she could battle the machinery until it did her bidding. “I applied for the job because I know I can handle it. I think . . .” She leaned forward, using the gesture to telegraph the message that he didn’t intimidate her. “You should give me a chance before you judge me.”

“I’m not judging, Ms. Richardson. I just want both of us to have all our cards on the table.”

She pushed herself to her feet. Tell him. Just get it out. But she couldn’t, not now. First she had to clamp on a hardhat and put in enough hours to draw a paycheck. Her family had to have money to live on. Hopefully in a few days she’d have earned her boss’s respect. Once she’d done that, she’d tell him who she was.

She couldn’t risk anything yet. “Please call me Kara,” she said. “Mr. and Ms. don’t have much place on a con­struction site.”

Brand too rose, his physique dwarfing the desk. “No. They don’t. I’ll see you tomorrow, Kara.”

Then, before she could turn away, he stepped around his desk and thrust out his hand. After a hesitation that lasted no longer than a heartbeat, she answered the challenge.

She was right. This was the hand of a man who wrestled his way through life. Who backed down from nothing.

Who, although he had no right, somehow reached be­yond flesh and muscle and heated her blood.
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SHE’D BEEN GONE ONLY a few seconds when Brand gave up the pretense that he gave a damn about trying to bring some semblance of order to his desk. When Kara Richard­son called to ask for a job, he’d been a little surprised, not that a woman wanted to do highway construction, but that she’d been able to get in touch with him when he’d just gotten to Skagway. Then she explained that she’d been doing construction in the Northwest most of her life, and he understood.

Word got around in this business. Word of mouth brought him more employees than any ad or referral agency ever had. He’d been prepared for a warhorse of a woman capable of holding her own in this rough and sometimes dangerous work. That was the kind of em­ployee he needed. Male or female, those he hired had to be capable of handling the demanding physical labor.

Kara Richardson was no warhorse.

Brand rested his sensitized right hand on his injured thigh, seeking to still the memory of the femininity that simmered beneath her firm handshake. His wound was still tender but healing rapidly enough that it shouldn’t hold him back on the site. And once the tear stopped hurting, maybe he wouldn’t relive the accident in dreams that soaked the bed with his sweat and reminded him of the fragility of life. If nothing else, Kara might serve as a distraction from what he wished to hell had never happened.

She hadn’t said much about her personal life and obvi­ously didn’t want to answer questions. For reasons that were none of his business, Kara Richardson needed time by herself. That, he guessed, was what had brought her here, not the money. Well, she wouldn’t be the first woman who wanted to put distance between herself and some man.

Despite a quiet, permanent strength that was part of her, she’d be vulnerable, or scarred, or scared, or all three. She might jump into a relationship with one of the other workers as a way of healing her emotional wounds. He’d seen it before. But he didn’t think so. Nothing about the way she carried or conducted herself hinted at a
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