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Synopsis

Leslie Harris's visit to her upstate New York
lakeside family home after a decade of triumphs and disappointment
resembles a nightmare more than the quiet vacation she'd herod for.
The unexpected appearance of much-changed town ero girl Devon
Weber, with whom Leslie shares a secret that haunts them both,
rekindles an old heart ache—and reminds Leslie of just why she
left. Even though her attraction to Dev comes roaring back, the one
thing Leslie doesn't want is to pick up where they left off,
especially not when she already has just the life she wants—a
rewarding high-power law practice, a condo in Manhattan, and a
lover who satisfies her without demanding the intimacy Leslie
avoids. Unfortunately, environmental biologist Devon Weber doesn't
play by Leslie's rules. Two women whose lives turned out far
differently than they'd once imagined discover that sometimes the
shape of the future can only be found in the past-and love is
strongest When Dreams Tremble.
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“Raand has built a complex world inhabited by
werewolves, vampires, and other paranormal beings…Raand has given
her readers a complex plot filled with wonderful characters as well
as insight into the hierarchy of Sylvan’s pack and vampire clans.
There are many plot twists and turns, as well as erotic sex scenes
in this riveting novel that keep the pages flying until its
satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write

“Once again, I am amazed at the storytelling ability
of L.L. Raand aka Radclyffe. In Blood Hunt, she mixes high
levels of sheer eroticism that will leave you squirming in your
seat with an impeccable multi-character storyline all streaming
together to form one great read.”—Queer Magazine Online

“The Midnight Hunt has a gripping story to
tell, and while there are also some truly erotic sex scenes, the
story always takes precedence. This is a great read which is not
easily put down nor easily forgotten.”—Just About Write

“Are you sick of the same old hetero vampire/werewolf
story plastered in every bookstore and at every movie theater?
Well, I’ve got the cure to your werewolf fever. The Midnight
Hunt is first in, what I hope is, a long-running series of
fantasy erotica for L.L. Raand (aka Radclyffe).”—Queer Magazine
Online

“Any reader familiar with Radclyffe’s writing will
recognize the author’s style within The Midnight Hunt, yet
at the same time it is most definitely a new direction. The author
delivers an excellent story here, one that is engrossing from the
very beginning. Raand has pieced together an intricate world, and
provided just enough details for the reader to become enmeshed in
the new world. The action moves quickly throughout the book and
it’s hard to put down.”—Three Dollar Bill Reviews


Acclaim for Radclyffe’s Fiction

2013 RWA/New England Bean Pot award winner
for contemporary romance Crossroads “will draw the reader in and make her
heart ache, willing the two main characters to find love and a life
together. It’s a story that lingers long after coming to ‘the end.’
” —Lambda Literary

In 2012 RWA/FTHRW Lories and RWA HODRW Aspen
Gold award winner Firestorm “Radclyffe brings
another hot lesbian romance for her readers.”—The
Lesbrary

Foreword Review Book of the Year finalist and
IPPY silver medalist Trauma
Alert “is hard to put down and it will sizzle in the
reader’s hands. The characters are hot, the sex scenes explicit and
explosive, and the book is moved along by an interesting plot with
well drawn secondary characters. The real star of this show is the
attraction between the two characters, both of whom resist and then
fall head over heels.”—Lambda Literary Reviews

Lambda Literary Finalist
Best Lesbian Romance 2010 features
“stories [that] are diverse in tone, style, and subject, making for
more variety than in many, similar anthologies…well written, each
containing a satisfying, surprising twist. Best Lesbian Romance
series editor Radclyffe has assembled a respectable crop of 17
authors for this year’s offering.”—Curve Magazine

2010 Prism award winner and ForeWord Review
Book of the Year Award finalist Secrets
in the Stone is “so powerfully [written] that the worlds
of these three women shimmer between reality and dreams…A strong,
must read novel that will linger in the minds of readers long after
the last page is turned.”—Just About Write

In Benjamin Franklin Award finalist
Desire by Starlight “Radclyffe writes
romance with such heart and her down-to-earth characters not only
come to life but leap off the page until you feel like you know
them. What Jenna and Gard feel for each other is not only a spark
but an inferno and, as a reader, you will be washed away in this
tumultuous romance until you can do nothing but succumb to
it.”—Queer Magazine Online

Lambda Literary Award winner
Stolen Moments “is a collection of
steamy stories about women who just couldn’t wait. It’s sex when
desire overrides reason, and it’s incredibly hot!”—On Our
Backs

Lambda Literary Award winner
Distant Shores, Silent Thunder “weaves
an intricate tapestry about passion and commitment between lovers.
The story explores the fragile nature of trust and the sanctuary
provided by loving relationships.”—Sapphic Reader

Lambda Literary Award Finalist
Justice Served delivers a “crisply
written, fast-paced story with twists and turns and keeps us
guessing until the final explosive ending.”—Independent Gay
Writer

Lambda Literary Award finalist
Turn Back Time “is filled with
wonderful love scenes, which are both tender and
hot.”—MegaScene
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Author’s Note

Wolfe is quoted as saying, “You can’t go home
again.” I don’t disagree with that fundamental truth, because
“home” is more than a place or even the people. It is a particular
series of moments, defined by the unique interactions of
individuals at a particular point in their lives. Life is ever
changing and we can’t go back, because the very act of living, day
to day, changes us. I am not who I was at eighteen when I left.

But having recently moved “home,” or within miles of
where I grew up, I can say that the sense of recognition, and dare
I say, belonging, is more than fond recollection made rosy with the
passage of time. I know these roads—I learned to drive on them. I
know the mountains and the lakes—I camped there with my parents. I
took my partner to the very same roadside hot dog stand I
frequented forty years ago with my best friends in high school. But
despite the familiarity, the best part of being here now is that I
am finally who I am in the place I had to leave to find myself. I
am a lesbian, and I have the life I always dreamed of.

This story is set “just up the road” from the place
I spent my last summer before leaving home for college. I did not
know then exactly why I didn’t fit, or what it was I sought.
Fortunately, I discovered the answers not long after with a girl as
innocent as I. We didn’t know the words, but we recognized
love.

My thanks go to my first readers, Connie, Diane,
Eva, Jane, Paula, and RB, as well as my editors, Ruth Sternglantz
and Stacia Seaman, and the generous proofreaders at Bold Strokes
Books for making this a better book.

Lee and I spent a weekend at “the Lake” taking
photos for the cover. Thanks to Sheri for capturing so eloquently
the beauty I tried so inadequately to describe.

To Lee, who has never questioned the dream—Amo
te.

Radclyffe 2007


Dedication

For Lee

And Dreams That Come True


Chapter One

“All set to add another notch to your belt, LJ?”

Leslie Harris glanced up from the deposition
transcript, hiding her annoyance at the interruption and the
uninvited familiarity. She’d made the mistake of leaving her office
door partly open when she’d arrived at 4:30 a.m., and now she
discovered with a quick glance at her Piaget it was close to seven,
and the troops were arriving. It wasn’t like her to lose track of
the time.

Absently tucking a strand of her shoulder-length,
ash blond hair behind her ear, she smiled automatically at the
junior associate who leaned into her office. Mentally, she ran his
stats. Tom Smith. Eager, just like every other ambitious young
attorney, and smart enough to recognize the important players in
the firm. Points for that. Just the slightest bit obvious with his
flirtatious attention. Minor demerit. She crossed her
silk-stocking-clad legs beneath the skirt of her custom-tailored
Armani suit and shrugged. “Just another day at the office,
Tom.”

“Oh yeah. Like it’s every day we take on the Feds
with a couple of million at stake.”

“Uh-huh.” Actually, for her it was a
near-daily occurrence, because defending corporations in
big-ticket, high-profile lawsuits was her specialty. And she liked
to win. Every time. Her ferocious drive had shaped her career from
the start, as had her unfailing ability to read a jury and
emphasize just the right aspects of the case to garner their
sympathy. She’d fast-tracked to partner seven years out of law
school, and her pace, if anything, had picked up in the last year
since she’d moved into a corner office.

But she had neither the time nor the inclination to
point all this out to Tom. She’d barely squeezed in her daily
workout at the gym before coming to the office to prepare for a big
morning in court. She was also juggling six other cases that were
every bit as important as the one she was due to defend in two
hours before the United States District Court for the Eastern
District of New York. She reached for her fourth cup of coffee of
the morning and went back to reading.

“Get you something from the coffee shop, LJ?
Bagel?”

“What?” Leslie glanced up again, surprised to see
Tom still standing there. Didn’t he have any work to do? “No.
Thanks. I’m fine.”

Breakfast wasn’t on her schedule. She’d be lucky if
she remembered to grab a yogurt at lunch, because the midday recess
was a critical time to recap the case with her client and revamp
strategy. Working lunch was just a euphemism for more
work, and rarely included food. Fortunately, as far as tough
battles went, today’s case was middle-of-the-road.

United States v. Harlan Vehicles, LLC, et al.
She knew the facts verbatim of course, but her defense wouldn’t
center on the facts. It was true that her client, Harlan Vehicles,
had imported 11,000 pieces of gasoline- and diesel-powered
equipment over the past nine months that didn’t meet the federal
Clean Air Act emission requirements. Arguing that point would be
folly, because the measured levels of smog-forming volatile organic
compounds and nitrous oxides in the exhaust was irrefutable. She
never based a case on discrediting the science, because Americans
were programmed to believe facts and figures. No, her ammunition
had to be more personal, something that Joe Juror could relate to.
And when the federal government assessed the company millions of
dollars in penalties and fines after the special agents from the
Justice Department and U.S. Customs seized the equipment, she had
just the weapon she needed.

She couldn’t make the charges go away, but she
didn’t need to. After all, what average citizen couldn’t be made to
appreciate that levying crippling costs on Harlan meant a higher
price tag for them the next time they went to buy a
snowmobile for their kids for Christmas? In this kind of case,
reducing the monetary damages to tens of thousands rather than
millions of dollars—what amounted to a slap on the wrist for a
corporation the size of Harlan—was a major win.

Still mentally reviewing the order of her witness
list, Leslie drained her coffee cup and rose to get a refill. As a
sudden wave of dizziness rolled through her, she dropped her coffee
cup onto the thick Persian rug. Reflexively, she braced both arms
on the desk, lowered her head, and took several long, slow breaths.
It was frighteningly difficult to catch her breath, and her heart
felt as if it might dance its way up her throat and right out of
her body. She blinked and forced herself to focus on the pens and
papers covering her desk until the room stopped spinning and the
black curtain obscuring her vision lifted. Then, when she was sure
she wasn’t going to faint, she carefully lowered herself into her
chair. Worried that someone might have witnessed her spell
or whatever the hell it was, she checked the door to be sure no one
was nearby.

Thankfully, the hall was empty. The last thing she
needed was for her colleagues to get the impression that she wasn’t
up to form. Her adversaries in the courtroom weren’t the only ones
who killed the weak. She got along well with her partners, but she
wouldn’t exactly call them her friends. Nevertheless, the thin
veneer covering aggressive competitiveness didn’t bother her. This
was the battlefield she had chosen, or perhaps the one that had
chosen her, and she intended to triumph.

“Ready to head over, LJ?” Stephanie Ackerman called
from the doorway.

Leslie’s paralegal, a voluptuous redhead four inches
shorter than Leslie’s five foot six, pulled a rolling cart with two
enormous briefcases strapped to it. In the other hand, she carried
a venti cappuccino.

“Just about.” Leslie smiled brightly and hoped she
didn’t look as pale as she felt. Even though her breathing was more
comfortable, she still felt an odd fluttering sensation in her
chest. Maybe no breakfast after three hours’ sleep wasn’t such a
good idea after all. “Do me a favor and grab a Danish along with
another coffee for me, will you?”

“Sure. I’ll meet you by the elevators.”

Leslie waited until Stephanie disappeared to fill
her own briefcase with the notes and files she’d need. By the time
she joined Stephanie, she felt fine. While the elevator descended,
she nibbled on the Danish and scanned the messages on her
BlackBerry. When the doors slid open, she dropped the remaining
half of the pastry into a nearby wastebasket. She didn’t need food;
the upcoming mental combat was all the fuel she needed to energize
her.

*

By three in the afternoon the next day, Leslie knew
she’d have another win in her column. The trial was still a long
way from over, but she’d sensed the subtle change of mood in the
members of the jury, from wary and perplexed—as they’d listened to
the assistant U.S. attorney recite dry statistics and a litany of
rules and regulations—to sympathetic, when she’d pointed out the
massive expense and time required for her client to comply with
those same rules and regulations. Her subtle point, time and time
again, had been that Harlan Vehicles wished to be in compliance
with the law despite the heavy financial burden placed upon them by
government regulation, and that levying huge penalties would only
make it more difficult for them. Oh yes, any taxpayer would
understand that.

As she listened to the testimony of another of the
government’s scientific experts, she ran numbers in her head,
calculating how much she might be able to rein in the penalties. A
very great deal, she wagered.

“Your witness, Counselor,” the judge said.

“Thank you, Your Honor.” Leslie rose quickly and
strode briskly from behind the defense table. She had only a second
to register the violent racing of her heart before she fainted.

LJ!

My God, Leslie! Someone get some water!

“I’m fine. Fine,” Leslie said weakly. Vaguely aware
of the fact that she was lying on the floor in the middle of the
courtroom, she struggled to sit up. Someone held her down with the
slightest touch to her shoulder, and she didn’t have the strength
to protest. Her vision wavered and she felt as if she were trying
to breathe underwater. “No, please. Really. I…just need…a little
air.”

She heard the judge hastily adjourning for the day
and flushed with embarrassment. She was used to being the center of
attention, but not like this. Stephanie’s face swam into view, and
Leslie fixed on the bright blue eyes a shade lighter than her own.
When her head cleared enough that she thought she could stand
without falling, she said, “Help me up, Steph. I’m okay.”

Stephanie and Bill Mallory, Leslie’s second chair,
guided her to her feet. Stephanie kept her arm around Leslie’s
waist. “You’re white as a sheet, LJ.”

“I feel like…” Leslie couldn’t get enough air to
finish the sentence and the room went dim. “I think I
need…hospital.”

*

Almost 275 miles due north of the courthouse, Dr.
Devon Weber waded into Lake George up to her waist. Her waterproof
boots and waders kept her dry, but not warm, and the familiar ache
in her right hip appeared before she’d gone ten feet. It might be
almost mid-June, but the lake was still frigid, its temperature
lagging far behind that of the air, which was only in the high
sixties despite the bright sunshine. Still, she was used to being
wet and cold and sore; it came with the job.

“Can’t you do that from the boat?” Park Ranger
Sergeant Natalie Evans called from shore.

“I can feel the bottom better when I walk on it!”
Dev yelled back, thinking a little enviously that the petite
brunette shuffling her boots on the packed brown earth at the
water’s edge looked warm and comfortable in her khaki uniform and
spring-weight flak jacket.

“Mud’s mud,” Natalie said.

Dev smiled to herself. She was used to people
finding her work and her interests strange, even professionals like
Natalie who had a better understanding than most of what she was
doing. Dev kept going until the water was an inch below the top of
her waders and she felt the accumulation of soil, plant detritus,
and decomposing organic matter change consistency beneath her
feet.

“I can bring the launch out and at least hand you
sample bottles,” Natalie offered.

“Thanks, but you’ll rile the waters with the boat.
I’ll just be a minute.” Dev opened her canvas shoulder bag and slid
out a plastic collection bottle the size of a maraschino cherry
jar. With her other hand, she slowly inserted a long metal rod with
a suction chamber on the far end straight down through the water
and several inches into the lake bottom next to her foot. By
depressing a button with her thumb, she was able to extract a small
sample. She secured the specimen in the collection jar and dropped
it into her bag. “That’s number one.”

On the shore, Natalie noted the date, time, ambient
temperature, water temperature, and exact location on a lined sheet
of paper affixed to a clipboard.

“I appreciate you playing secretary,” Dev said as
she waded back to shore. “I’m sure you’ve got better things to do
than follow me around.”

“Not a problem.” Actually, Natalie did have
other things to do, but none that she would have found quite
as pleasant. She was a park ranger stationed on the western shore
of Lake George in Bolton Landing, New York. She patrolled a portion
of the three hundred square miles of parkland that surrounded the
lake, which was thirty-two miles long and three miles wide at some
points. Despite the fact that the enormous body of water, nestled
in the heart of the Adirondack Mountains, was one of the most
popular tourist attractions on the East Coast, much of the
surrounding mountains was still as wild and untamed as it had been
for centuries. It was her job to keep both nature and those who
came to enjoy it safe.

“I’m supposed to have a summer intern starting next
week.” Dev’s leg had progressed from sore to stiff, and she climbed
awkwardly up the slippery slope in her heavy gear. When Natalie
extended a hand to steady her, she grabbed it. Natalie’s fingers
closed on hers, warm and strong. “Thanks.”

“Hey, it’s kind of interesting.” Natalie tried to
keep her expression from revealing the precise nature of her
interest as she observed the woman who had arrived the previous
afternoon at the regional park headquarters. Everything about Devon
Weber—from her collar-length, almost-but-not-quite-messy light
chestnut hair to her tight athletic build and the casual
self-confidence in her hazel eyes—said she was a lesbian, but
Natalie never relied on impressions to make that call. Since they
were going to be working together in close proximity for the next
few months, she didn’t want to create any kind of awkwardness
between them. She was interested, but she could be patient.
“Besides, I’ve got the radio, and if something comes up, I’ll just
leave you to fend for yourself.”

“That’s nice of you.” Dev grinned. “I think.”

Natalie smiled back. “Just how many samples do you
plan on taking?”

“Well,” Dev said, flicking the hair back off her
forehead as they headed up the narrow path that had been cut
through the thick pines on either side by animals making their way
to the water, “between soil, water, vegetation, and fish specimens?
Couple thousand.”

“You’re kidding.”

When Natalie stopped abruptly, Dev bumped into her
and Natalie’s shoulder brushed across Dev’s breasts. Natalie’s
long, dark hair was caught back with a soft tie at the base of her
neck and the wind blew a silky strand smelling of mountain laurel
into Dev’s face. Dev’s lips tingled and she stepped back.

“Nope. I’m serious. It’s been eight months since the
last multitiered biologic survey was done on the lake. With the
increase in commercial and recreational boat traffic and the
prevalence of industry in the adjoining areas, we need to revamp
all our statistics.”

“I always thought people at your level just sat in
the lab while grunts slogged around out here collecting samples,”
Natalie teased as they reached the green and white truck with the
emblem of the New York State Department of Environmental
Conservation on the side.

“I’m old-fashioned, I guess,” Dev said as she
stripped off her outer gear and stowed it in the back of Natalie’s
SUV. Beneath it she wore jeans, a short-sleeved denim shirt, and a
light zip-up navy vest. She climbed into the truck and shifted to
find a good position for her sore hip as Natalie slid behind the
wheel. “Sometimes the only way to know there’s a problem is to see
for yourself. If I just send out someone who isn’t an expert on the
water life to randomly collect specimens, we could miss the early
signs of pollutant effects on the fish population.”

“That’s your thing, right? You’re a fish guy?”
Natalie backed out of the parking lot and headed north on Route 9,
which wended its way along the shore and through the small villages
that dotted the lakeside.

“Yeah, close enough.” Dev unfolded her regional
survey map to check the next sample site. “I’m a freshwater
biologist. I started out studying fish populations and got
interested in the effects of environmental alterations on breeding
and population dynamics.”

“So that’s how you ended up with the DEC.”

“Technically, I’m an independent consultant, but I’m
heading up a joint survey this summer with the Derrin Freshwater
Institute and the state.”

“Fish, huh?” Natalie shook her head and laughed. “If
you don’t mind my asking, how the hell did you ever get interested
in fish?”

Dev wondered if it would make any sense if she told
her the truth. If she explained that she’d grown up a stone’s throw
from where they had collected the first sample. That the lake had
been her first and, in the end, her best friend. That for as long
as she could remember, she’d never fit in anywhere. Not at home,
not at school. She’d spent hours on the water, in the water, from
the time she’d been old enough to walk. She’d found peace in those
quiet alone times as she’d lain on the dock in the hot summer sun
watching the small schools of fish circle in the shallows. She had
wondered then what it would be like to be part of a group like
that, moving so easily together, effortlessly attuned. To be
accepted, to belong. She didn’t know then. She still didn’t, but
she didn’t wonder any longer.

She didn’t know Natalie well enough to share those
secrets, and even if she had, she wouldn’t have answered any
differently. Those times were long past. “I spent so much time in
the water when I was a kid, I guess I thought I was part fish.”

“Well,” Natalie said, deciding to fire the first
shot as she gave Devon a slow, appreciative once-over, “you look to
be all woman now.”

Dev took a quick read and added up the findings. The
answer was pretty clear. Natalie was very attractive, she wasn’t
wearing a wedding ring, and it was forecast to be a long, hot
summer. Dev leaned back with a smile. “Nice to know you
noticed.”


Chapter Two

By the time the EMTs arrived, Leslie felt almost
normal again. Certainly no worse than she had on quite a few
occasions in recent weeks. She’d been working hard and sleeping
even less than usual. It was nothing more than that.

“Look, really,” she protested as a husky young blond
with shaggy hair and a deep tan, who might have been called a
surfer dude in another time and place, lifted her into a wheelchair
with the help of his intensely serious female partner, “I feel
perfectly fine now. Obviously I had a little dizzy spell, which has
passed. Please let me up.”

“Just try to relax, ma’am,” the brunette said
mechanically as she slipped a sticky EKG pad inside Leslie’s blouse
and affixed it gently to her upper breast.

Ma’am, Leslie thought with irrational temper.
She has her hand inside my blouse and she’s calling me
ma’am. There was something terribly wrong with this picture.
This was not her. In a move that startled even herself, she slapped
the EMT’s hand away. With the practiced voice that was calculated
to make jurors sit up straight in their seats, she snapped, “I’m
not going to the hospital.”

The one who’d ma’am’d her leaned down with a hand
wrapped around either arm of the wheelchair. She spoke quietly so
no one else could hear. “It sucks to have everyone all over you
like this, I know. But your blood pressure’s still a little bit low
and your heart rate’s a tiny bit elevated. If you try to walk out
of here, I think you’re going to go down again. That will buy you a
trip to the ICU. Just let us take you to the emergency room where
you can be checked out.”

Leslie studied the dark, deep eyes inches from her
own. She hadn’t seen anyone look at her like that, with such
compassion and understanding, for…so long, she couldn’t remember.
How was it that a stranger could touch her so deeply and those who
supposedly knew her intimately never touched her at all? Truth be
told, she did feel terrible.

“Just get me out of here quickly, please,” she
whispered.

“You got it. I’m Amy, by the way.”

“You have beautiful eyes, Amy,” Leslie murmured as
she suddenly drifted away.

*

The next time Leslie opened her eyes she was propped
up into a semisitting position on a narrow bed with a thin, hard
mattress and covered by a stiff white sheet that smelled of strong
detergent. A sickly-green curtain, a shade darker than the equally
nauseating tiles on the walls, covered the doorway. The overhead
light was so bright she was forced to squint. She was fleetingly
very happy she didn’t have a migraine. What she did have was a
plethora of intravenous lines and leads and other things she didn’t
recognize connecting her to an assortment of monitoring devices
that ringed the bed. Surely whatever was wrong with her didn’t
warrant this much attention. She felt a frisson of anxiety that she
quickly squelched and fumbled around on the bed for a call button.
Annoyed when she found none, she considered shouting, but decided
that would only win her even more unwanted interest.

In search of the handle to lower the bed rail, she
slid her hand along the outside of the stretcher. She’d just
located it when the curtain was twitched aside and a smiling man in
a white lab coat entered. The words Emergency Physician were
embroidered in red, slanting letters over his left breast pocket.
Beneath that was his name. Peter Erhart, M.D.

“I’m Dr. Erhart.” He stated the obvious and pressed
Leslie’s hand by way of greeting. “How are you feeling?”

“Other than a little tired, fine. I hope you’re here
to discharge me.”

The doctor pulled a stainless steel stool to the
side of the stretcher and sat down. When he crossed his arms on the
top of the bed rail, he and Leslie were nearly eye to eye. “We’d
like to keep you overnight for observation.”

Leslie’s stomach tightened, but she knew from
experience that nothing would show on her face. Calmly, she asked,
“Why is that?”

“Your EKG shows frequent runs of supraventricular
tachycardia and occasional short bursts of atrial flutter
accompanied by a precipitous drop in your blood pressure.”

“Which is why I fainted.”

Dr. Erhart looked surprised. “I understand you’re an
attorney. Do you handle medical cases?”

“No, but my…an associate does. I understand what
you’re saying.” She’d discussed enough malpractice cases with
Rachel to understand the terminology. She wondered idly if anyone
had called Rachel, and then realized no one would have had any
reason to. A few people in the office, including Stephanie, were
probably aware of her relationship with Rachel Hawthorne, but it
wasn’t as if they presented themselves as a couple. Which they
weren’t. Not technically. She realized her mind was wandering,
something else that never happened to her, and she forced herself
to focus. “What’s causing it and what needs to be done about
it?”

Dr. Erhart smiled. “I wish I could answer both
questions right now, but I can’t. Any number of things could be
causing the accelerated heart rate, including fluctuations in
hormone levels, medications, drugs.”

When he let the last word linger in the air, Leslie
narrowed her eyes. “I’m not on any medication and I don’t take
drugs of any kind. I don’t smoke and I drink in moderation.”

“Your baseline blood pressure is also off the charts
for someone your age. So it might be something as simple as
stress…perhaps something at work? Or at home?”

“No. Neither.” Leslie made an impatient gesture,
which was cut short by the taut intravenous line tethering her to a
nearby pole. “Look. I understand the need to be thorough and—”

The fluttering in her chest started at the same time
as the monitor next to the bed began to screech. She struggled to
catch her breath and found she couldn’t. She was aware of Dr.
Erhart speaking into the intercom next to the door, and after what
seemed like an eternity, a woman in scrubs appeared and injected
something into Leslie’s IV line. A minute later the monitor fell
silent, and the wild churning in her chest subsided.

“Jesus,” Leslie whispered, still short of breath.
“What was that?”

“That was another run of very rapid tachycardia,”
Dr. Erhart said solemnly. He turned to the nurse. “Call admissions
and tell them we’ll need a telemetry bed for Ms. Harris.”

This time, Leslie didn’t argue. “I need to make some
calls. Could someone see if Stephanie Ackerman is here?”

As Leslie suspected, Stephanie had come to the
hospital directly from the courthouse. When she appeared, Leslie
felt ridiculously comforted. “Thanks for sticking around,
Steph.”

“Hey,” Stephanie said softly. “Of course I would.”
She glanced at the monitors on either side of the bed and then back
at Leslie. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, they’re just being careful. CYA.” Leslie
trusted Stephanie, but she had no intention of sharing the details.
After all, it was all going to be straightened out in a matter of a
few hours. “By the time they finish with all their tests, I’m
probably not going to get out of here until the morning. I’ll need
you to check with Bill and find out how the judge is going to rule
on continuing the trial.”

Stephanie made notes on the rest of Leslie’s
requests and promised to call her that evening with any
follow-up.

“I think that does it.” Leslie leaned back and
closed her eyes, more tired than she’d realized. “Thanks. I’ll call
you when I get home in the morning.”

“Sure.” Stephanie hesitated. “Uh…anyone else you’d
like me to call?”

Frowning, Leslie opened her eyes. “Did I forget
something?”

“I meant personally.”

Leslie blushed. “Oh. I don’t know that that’s
necessary. But thanks.”

“Sure.”

Feeling as if she should explain, Leslie added,
“I’ll take care of those calls when I get upstairs.”

“I understand. If you need anything, you know my
number.”

“’Preciate it.” Leslie smiled goodbye, glad for the
quiet and the chance to close her eyes again.

When a cheerful middle-aged Asian man arrived to
transport her to her room, Leslie was surprised to discover that
she’d slept for almost two hours. When she was finally settled and
alone after repeating her medical history yet again to the nurses
and resident staff, she used the bedside phone and asked the
operator for an outside line. She wasn’t surprised when the number
she called rang to voicemail. “Rach, it’s me. I know this is
ridiculous, but I’m actually in…oh, I don’t know why I’m even
bothering you with this.” She contemplated hanging up and then
finished in a rush. “I’m in the hospital. It’s nothing serious.
Some little glitch in my hormones or something. I’ll be released in
the morning. I know you’re wrapping up that big trial, so I’ll call
you when I get home. Don’t worry.”

As the sounds outside her room gradually quieted,
Leslie lay awake staring at the ceiling while reviewing her
upcoming cases, prioritizing her work, and rehearsing how she would
explain away this event to her partners. Several times she was
aware of the fluttering in her chest, which she now recognized as
the irregular heartbeat. She determined to ignore it, until just
after midnight when the frantic racing started and wouldn’t
stop.

*

“My God, Leslie,” Rachel Hawthorne said, looking
more aggravated than concerned when she strode into Leslie’s room
just after noon the next day. “Why did you wait so damn long to
tell me there was a problem with your going home?”

“You didn’t need to rush over here,” Leslie said. “I
just wanted you to know that I hadn’t been released yet.”

Rachel had obviously come directly from court. Her
immaculately cut slate gray jacket and skirt hinted at her
statuesque figure without being suggestive. Her lustrous copper
hair flamed around her shoulders, and her green eyes that could
look so warm and seductive during sex snapped with impatience now.
Despite Rachel’s annoyance, Leslie was glad to see her. Something
as normal as Rachel’s quicksilver temper made the situation feel
normal, and the fear that had been niggling at her all morning
dissipated.

“Why are you still here?” Rachel glanced at her
watch and leaned down to kiss Leslie all in the same motion. “I’ve
got twenty minutes, and then I need to be back in court.”

“I seem to have this sensitive heart rate all of a
sudden,” Leslie said lightly. “And apparently my blood pressure
problem is a little out of order.”

“Let’s cut to the chase, darling,” Rachel said,
folding her arms and canting one hip in a strikingly feminine yet
unmistakably aggressive pose. “Details.”

Leslie sighed. “I had an episode of atrial flutter
in the middle of the night that they weren’t able to control with
medication. Finally at seven a.m. they cardioverted me.”

For the first time, Rachel looked worried. “God. Why
the hell didn’t you call me?”

“Because I knew that you were in court this morning,
and there was nothing you could have done here. They sedated me,
and it was over in a second. I didn’t feel anything at all.” She
smiled. “And I feel much better now. I’m just waiting for another
cardiogram to confirm that the rhythm has been corrected, and then
I’m getting out of here.”

“I’m not going to be able to wait.” Rachel closed
her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose, sorting through
alternatives. “Is it safe for you to take a cab?”

“I’ll call a limo service.” Leslie took a deep
breath. “That’s not what I needed to talk to you about, Rach. I
know this is a bad time, but there just didn’t seem to be a
good time.”

“What?” Rachel said sharply. “What else?”

“I’m going to take a few weeks off.” Leslie looked
away, then into Rachel’s eyes. “The doctors pretty much told me I
have to. This stupid rhythm problem can be controlled by
medication, but I don’t seem to be one of the ones where it’s easy.
The episodes might recur for a while. It’s sort of
unpredictable.”

“So it could happen again,” Rachel said with
understanding.

Leslie winced. “Yes.”

“Christ, Leslie. What a mess.”

“Believe me, I know.”

“Well, at least you’ve got plenty of vacation time
stored up. I can’t remember the last time either of us went
anywhere.”

Neither could Leslie. In the nearly two years they’d
been dating, or whatever it was they’d been doing, they’d never
gone anywhere together for more than a long weekend. Even then,
they both brought work and frequently spent hours in phone
consultation.

“What are you going to do?” Rachel asked curiously.
The concept of days with nothing to do was not only foreign to her,
it was vaguely discomforting.

“It’s not exactly going to be a vacation. I talked
to Rex Myers this morning,” Leslie said, referring to the managing
partner at the firm. At Rachel’s look of astonishment, Leslie held
up a hand. “I had to tell him something. I explained that I needed
to cut back on my hours for a short time because I just started a
new medication that wasn’t agreeing with me. Which is definitely
true.” Leslie laughed shakily. “We’ve got a regional office in
Albany, which isn’t that far from my parents’ house in Bolton
Landing. I’m going to stay at the lake while this gets sorted out
and work out of that office as much as I can.”

“You’re going home home?” Rachel shook her
head. “I thought you didn’t get along with your parents. You
haven’t been up there for one holiday since I’ve known you.”

“It’s not that we don’t get along. We just
don’t…always see eye to eye on things.”

“I don’t get it. Why don’t you just stay here and
work part time out of the main office?”

It made sense. It made perfect sense. Leslie didn’t
have words to explain how frightened she’d been in the middle of
the night when she couldn’t breathe, when she’d felt as if her
heart would pound its way out of her chest or simply stop beating
altogether. She wasn’t superstitious. She didn’t believe in omens.
But that morning, as they’d been injecting the drug into her arm to
put her to sleep while they administered an electric current strong
enough to completely inactivate her heart, her last thought had
been that she wanted to go home. She just wanted a few days to
breathe free again. She looked at Rachel and knew there was no way
her totally focused, driven lover would ever understand that.
Rachel lived to work. So did Leslie. It was the strongest bond they
shared.

She couldn’t very well explain to Rachel what she
didn’t understand herself.

“I don’t want to go into the office every day and
have people look at me as if there’s something wrong with me,”
Leslie said, which was partially true. So many half-truths. “I’ll
get this straightened out while I’m up there and be done with
it.”

“I don’t know that I can get away, darling. You know
what my calendar—”

“I don’t expect you to.” Leslie reached through the
aluminum bars of the railing for Rachel’s hand. Her skin was smooth
and soft. “I’ll miss you if you can’t find a way to come up, but
I’ll understand.”

Rachel leaned over the railing and kissed Leslie
quickly. “Good. Call me when you get settled up there. I’ll see
what I can do.”

“Okay. You should go before you’re late.” Leslie
watched Rachel walk out the door, wondering when she would see her
again. Rachel likely wouldn’t even miss her, not when she was this
tied up in a big case. With an increasing surge of melancholy,
Leslie admitted that she didn’t really mind.


Chapter Three

Shortly after 6 a.m., Dev opened her eyes to
sunshine and the unmistakable sounds of morning in the mountains.
Birdsong. Wind rustling in the trees. A far-distant hum of an
outboard motor. Her rented cabin was the last in a row of ten
similar rustic log cabins that were situated at fifty-yard
intervals within small clearings in the woods. A meandering dirt
path connected them to one another and to the main lodge at
Lakeview Cottages. Similar wooded trails led from each small front
porch down to the water and a sliver of sandy beach. She couldn’t
see the other cabins, most of which were still empty so early in
the season, or the lodge where the owners also lived, nearly a
quarter of a mile away. The solitude was welcome, and although
meals were included in her weekly rent, she had yet to avail
herself of that amenity in the three days she’d been at Lakeview.
She hadn’t quite gotten over her uneasiness at finding herself at
the Harrises’.

When she’d called the park ranger headquarters a
month before to explain who she was and the work she’d be doing in
the lake area that summer, Natalie had extended the professional
courtesy of arranging local accommodations for her. Dev had been
happy to have one fewer thing to do, her only stipulation being
that she wanted a private cabin that was as far from the popular
tourist haunts as possible. She hadn’t even considered that Natalie
might reserve a place for her at the Harrises’ secluded resort just
north of Bolton Landing, and when she’d found out, there hadn’t
really been a good reason to refuse it. It was close to the
Institute’s labs, and she doubted that anyone would recognize her.
No one had.

Even so, when she’d arrived to check in, she
couldn’t shake the disorienting effect that seeing the place again
produced. She hadn’t expected to be bothered—it had all been over
so long ago. Dead and buried and gone.

At the moment, though, lying naked beneath a soft
floral print sheet that smelled of wind and water, she was very
glad to be there. Turning on her side, she just enjoyed the beauty
outside her windows. She also reflected on the question of why she
was enjoying it alone. When Natalie had casually asked her
to dinner at the end of the workday the night before, it had seemed
natural to say yes. They’d worked well together all day, collecting
samples, planning when and where to take others, and conversation
had come easily.

Dinner hadn’t had the feel of a date, not quite. It
had the feel of two women who liked one another at first meeting,
getting to know each other better. And when they’d returned to the
park office so that Dev could pick up her truck for the drive back
to her summer quarters and Natalie
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