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Chapter One
   
   

Blake awoke to the sound of screaming.  

She catapulted out of her sound sleep and sat straight up in bed.  The cry seemed to be coming from all around her, splitting the air, rising to a breaking pitch before ending as abruptly as it had begun.    

Outside the open door to the balcony, the ocean was beating relentlessly against the sand.  Blake’s head felt thick and full of cobwebs.  It had taken her a long time to get to sleep – it always did, these days – but eventually she had fallen into a deep, heavy slumber.     

Now she struggled to push sleep aside.  She held her breath and closed her eyes against the moonlight that fell across the wide expanse of her bedroom floor, straining to hear past the roar of the waves.

Nothing.  Silence.

Blake pushed the blond hair out of her blue eyes and blew out her breath in a frustrated oath.  This wasn't the first time she had heard strange yelling in this house.  And she knew she wasn't imagining it, no matter what Rube tried to tell her.  

Suddenly there was a thump that she felt more than heard, followed by a muffled cry.  Both had come from downstairs.  Heart pumping, Blake threw back the duvet and put her bare feet against the cool wood floor.  Sinister visions of various kinds of criminal activity were dancing through her head like sugar plums, filling her with dread.  Rube was a nice guy, but she couldn't say the same about all his friends.  God only knew what was going on downstairs.

She stayed where she was, poised at the edge of the bed, as if trying to sense through the soles of her feet what was happening beneath her.  But silence reigned again, and she knew that she had to get up to see what was going on.  This might be Rube's house, but she lived here too, damn it.  There was something strange going on, and she had a right to know what it was.

She took a deep breath and stood up resolutely.  Her dressing gown was hanging silkily over the arm of a nearby chaise lounge.  She slipped it on and belted it firmly.  It provided more a sense of security than a feeling of warmth, but that was fine with her.  

Part of Blake – the part where common sense lived – cautioned her to tiptoe to the door, so that whoever was downstairs wouldn't realize that she was awake.  But a larger part shunned the idea of sneaking around her own bedroom in the middle of the night.  She had a right to be here, so why should she be the one to creep around?

With her head held high and her shoulders back, she strode upright across the bedroom floor and put her hand boldly on the doorknob.  But there her nerve failed, and she turned the knob slowly and quietly.  Before pulling the door open, she put her ear to the crack to see if she could hear anything.  Again, there was nothing.

There's a whole lot of nothing going on around here, she thought, with a bravado that she absolutely did not feel.  She opened the door.  

The hall stretched dimly in front of her, towards the second-floor sitting area which overlooked the living room below.  She took a deep breath and stepped forward, moving silently down the short hallway,  Adrenaline had made her feel almost supernaturally alert, but the fear that was streaming its way through her veins had the opposite effect, making her clumsy and shaky.  Suddenly worried that she would trip over her own feet, she stopped, pressed herself against the wall and closed her eyes. 

Fear was not a natural emotion for her.  Her mother used to joke that, given the choice between fight or flight, Blake would pick fight every time.  But this was different.  She didn't know what she would find downstairs, but it couldn't be good.  The temptation to run was seductively strong.  At this moment she wanted nothing more than to turn herself right around, lock herself in the bedroom and pull the covers over her head until the bad men went away.  Her legs trembled with the need to carry her away to safety.  

But that was when she heard the voices.  

They were coming from downstairs, and there were at least three of them.  She opened her eyes and realized that she could see light flickering at the end of the hallway.  She crept forward again until she reached the end of the corridor.

The beach house was built with typical Malibu-modern architecture.  Downstairs was one big open space – living room, dining room, kitchen and a sort of game-room that housed the TV and Rube's beloved antique billiard table.  Stairs led to the second floor where there was a lounge area filled with deep furniture and large potted plants.  On each side of the lounge was a short hall which led to a bedroom suite.  One suite was Blake's, the other was Rube's.

Blake hovered at the end of her hallway, not sure what to do next.  Skylights in the lounge filled the upstairs with a cold, dim glow of cloud-covered moonlight, adding to the flickering light which must have been coming from the stone fireplace downstairs.  There was practically zero chance that she could get across the lounge to the stairs without being seen, and a minus-zero chance that she could actually make it to the first floor.  What was she going to do?

She crouched down and peered around the wall.  Her eyes swept the lounge, Rube's hallway across from her, and the narrow slice of living room that she could see.  When she was relatively certain that there were no eyes looking back at her, she moved forward, scooting ungracefully along the floor until she reached one of the large, square wooden planters that sat along the edge of the upstairs sitting room.   

She raised up slightly, peering over the edge of the planter, through the banister and down to the living room below.  She had to stifle a gasp at what she saw.

It could have been a scene straight out of a low-budget gangster movie.  A man that she had never seen before was sitting in front of the fireplace in the far corner.  He was tied to one of her imported cane-back chairs.  Even in this low light Blake could see that his face was bruised and bleeding.  In front of him, with their backs to her, stood Rube and his executive assistant, Greg Betch.  She could recognize Greg by his hair and Rube by his lack of it.  

Blake had known Rube for almost ten years, and until lately she had thought that there were very few secrets between them.   Sure, she'd known that some of his business dealings were somewhat shady, but that had never bothered her.  For Pete's sake, they lived in Hollywood.  With all the backroom deals that went on in this town, you might as well name the place Shady Acres.  But recently Blake come to realize that she'd been hopelessly naïve to trust him so completely.  

This whole nauseating scenario – waking up in the middle of the night to cries of pain and fear – had played itself out before.  Afterwards, Rube would disappear for a week or more.  She wouldn't know if he were alive or dead.  And when he finally did come back he'd refuse to tell her what had happened.  

"Don't ask me about my business," he'd say, doing his best Pacino impression and giving her a weak smile.  It was times like those that she was afraid she might be close to hating him.

What exactly was going on in this house?  Did she even want to know?  

Downstairs, Rube had leaned over and was talking to the man in the chair.  Although Blake couldn't see him very well, she heard his words, recognized his posture and she easily guessed what he was doing.  He was lecturing.  His hands were undoubtedly templed in front of him, and he was waving them up and down in an almost beseeching gesture.  She had been on the receiving end of his lectures too often not to recognize it.

"Jake, why are you lying to me?"  Rube was asking.  Blake shifted so she could hear a bit better.  "Greg says he saw you with his own eyes."

The man in the chair – obviously Jake – shook his head wearily.  "It wasn't me, Rube, I swear to you.  On my mother's life I swear to you…."

"You were talking to the Feds," Greg shouted.  He gave Jake a vicious backhand across the mouth to punctuate the last word.  Jake's head flew to one side and stayed there as he wept quietly.

Blake flinched as if she had felt the slap stinging her own skin.  She'd known Greg almost as long as she had known Rube, and she'd never even heard him raise his voice before tonight.     

A chill of fear crept over her as she looked down at the men she thought she knew so well.  

"Hey, Greg, keep it down, will you?"  Rube said.  "My lady's upstairs asleep."

"Sorry, Rube," Greg replied, straightening his coat.  "I thought you said she never wakes up."

"Hardly ever."  Rube was using his don't-challenge-me voice.  "And I don't want her involved in this mess, so you do what I tell you and keep it down."

"Sorry," Greg said again.  "This guy just ticks me off."  He took a deep breath and ran his hands over his hair, as if to calm himself.

In an unconscious answering gesture, Rube touched the bald spot on the back of his head.  "Yeah, well, me too, but let's keep it quiet, okay?  Jakey here – "  Rube kicked Jake's foot lightly.  "Jakey here is going to tell us what he told the Feebs, and that's going to be the end of it."

"And it's going to be the end of him, too," Greg said hotly.  

"Not necessarily."  Rube's voice was almost soothing.  "The important thing is to find out where we are.  Then we can figure out where we're going.  Jake is going to tell us everything.  And you know why?  Because he's a good boy."  Rube turned to Jake and kicked his foot again.  "Isn't that right, Jakey?  You're a good boy, right?  You're going to tell us everything."

Jake began nodding his head fiercely.  "I'll tell you, Rube.  I'll tell you everything you want to know."

And he started talking.




 
   
   

Chapter Two
   
   

The first time Caleb McKenna laid eyes on Blake Sera, he just knew she would be trouble.

He held her photo in both hands and looked down at it.  It was an eight-by-ten color glossy, obviously a professional headshot, showing an absolute knockout of a woman, with a heart-shaped face, silky blond hair and an impish smile that matched the mischief in her blue eyes.  With a face like that, this woman could get away with anything – and probably had.

His gaze travelled from her photo to the city that sprawled out below him.  This was his first trip to Los Angeles.  Usually he avoided big cities like the plague, and so far LA was living all the way up to his low expectations.  But his best friend, Steve Peterson, had asked him for a favor, and Caleb couldn't say no.  He had never been one to take his obligations lightly, and some debts were heavier than others.  Some you could never pay back.  

So now here he was, in Steve's office on the umpteenth floor of some glass-and-steel monstrosity.  The carpet under his feet was so soft that he could feel the cushioning right through his boots.  The glass in front of his nose was so thick that sound didn't penetrate it.  And the city outside the window was dense and brown, making Caleb long for the wide green spaces of home.

"Quite a view, isn't it?"  

Caleb grinned and turned at the sound of Steve's voice.  Steve, formerly the best Little League shortstop in their home town, presently the owner of a high-class security agency, was sitting behind a desk that was roughly the size of a barn door.  He and Steve had known each other forever – from their first day in Kindergarten all the way through Special Forces, with many tragedies and triumphs along the way.

Not wanting to insult his friend's new home, Caleb merely said, "Not too shabby, at that," as he made his way across the wide floor.  He limped a little as he walked.  His knee had stiffened up on him after his long ride.  When he was in his twenties, he could've ridden his old motorcycle across country and back without feeling it.  But a man's body changed after thirty, and that was the truth.

If Steve noticed Caleb's limp he gave no sign of it.  He waited until Caleb had settled into a deep leather chair across the desk, then he dropped a sheaf of photos on the table in front of Caleb with a resounding whack.  

Caleb hoped that the sound wouldn't turn out to be prophetic for little Miss Blue Eyes, there.  

"That's Blake Sera," Steve said.  "She's Rube Jeffries' girlfriend."

"Her?"  Caleb held up Blake's photo.  Then he picked up another photo, this one of a bald man who was bulging with muscles.  The guy had a nasty scar down one side of his face and a mean look in his steel grey eyes.  "And him?"  He looked over at Steve.  "Are you kidding me?"

Steve shrugged.  "Hey, man, twenty mil a year can seriously affect a lady's judgment, you know?"

"What about her gag reflex?" Caleb murmured.

"That's her own business."  Steve reached over and tapped a few keys on his computer.   Caleb could see the changing screen flicker in Steve's glasses.  "Blake is a former model.  She was big stuff about ten years ago, but her fame was fleeting.  Her career had reached its shelf life by the time she was nineteen, and we figure that that's when Rube came into the picture."

"And he is…?"

"Dangerous," Steve said emphatically.  "The guy's a major broker in this area – his fingers are into everything.  Drugs, guns, you name it."

Caleb leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs.  He could feel Blake's eyes boring into him from where her photo lay on the desk.  "So why am I here?"

Steve eased forward and templed his hands under his chin.  Caleb recognized that look.  It meant that something was up.

"My company has been hired to watch her."

That told him nothing.  "Why?  And hired by who?"

Steve sighed.  "I don't know, to be honest.  This client – we've done work for them before.  They're some big conglomerate with offices all over the world.  We've covered their corporate officers when they've come to town, handled security for a couple of their board meetings, but I don't really know much about them beyond the fact that they pay their bills on time."

"And now they want you to watch her."

"Right."

Caleb squinted at his old friend.  He wasn't getting the whole story.  "So why am I here?"  

"I want you to take this one for me," Steve said.  He was tapping his fingers nervously on the desk.  "To use an old cliché, there's something fishy about this job, and – well, frankly I don't want to use my own people for this.  They're good men, but even a good man has his price.  I trust them to a point, but not like…."  He trailed off as he caught Caleb's eye.  

Memory flashed between them.  A rainy highway, twisted metal.  Blood and glass.

"Enough said."  Caleb straightened in his chair.  "You think this girl's in trouble?"

"I think she's being set up," Steve said flatly.  "But for what, I have no idea.  I've been talking to my contacts in the LAPD.  There's something big building in Rube Jeffries' world.  Something's about to pop.  The police are hearing whispers, but no one's sure exactly what's going on.  I think this job – 'watching' Blake Sera – I think that somebody just wants to know where she is at all times."

"So they can do what?" Caleb asked.  "Kill her?"

"It's possible."  Steve's lips tightened.  "And I didn't start this business to get innocent people killed, Caleb."

"Nobody's innocent."  The words were out of Caleb's mouth before he could stop them, and his eyes flicked upward guiltily. 

But Steve didn't seem to take offense. "Maybe not," he admitted.  "But nothing that I have on this woman indicates she's involved in any of her boyfriend's criminal activities."

"A sheep amidst the wolves," Caleb murmured.  He picked up Blake's picture again, taking in those big blue eyes and dimples.  Beauty like that was bound to be trouble, with a capital "T."  But he couldn't ignore that there was innocence in those eyes, an honest sweetness that even years as a crime boss's girlfriend hadn't taken away.  He wondered how it would feel to have those eyes looking up at him, to have her smile at him with those dimples punctuating her creamy skin.  

Then he looked up at Steve.  "What do you want me to do?" he asked.




 
   
   

Chapter Three
   
   

Blake pressed the rubberized lid onto the blender and pushed liquefy, frowning with annoyance when she realized that her hand was shaking.   She clenched her offending fingers into a fist and crossed her arms, watching the blender.

Why was it that watching the creation of a late-morning margarita was so comforting?  The frozen strawberries gave themselves so agreeably to the tequila and lime juice; all that icy sweetness melting into the perfect consistency to calm and comfort even the most jagged nerve endings.  

She let her eyes wander away from the carved mahogany bar, across the beach and over the ocean waves.  She breathed deeply, allowing the rhythmic whir of the blender to drown out the shrieks that still echoed inside her head.  

Jake had talked for a long time last night.  Blake had understood some of what he was saying, but much of it – names, dates, places – had meant nothing to her, and she had known she wouldn't remember it later.  She had crouched behind the planter, listening, until her eyes had closed of their own accord, and her legs had started to cramp.  She knew that it would be dangerous for her to fall asleep where she was, so she'd dragged herself back to her bedroom, locked the door and wedged a chair under the doorknob.  

She had tried to stay awake, to wait for the dawn, but eventually sleep had claimed her.  And when she'd woken up this morning, Rube was gone.  

Blake had wandered through the empty house, touched the place where Jake had sat tied to a chair, examined the chair itself.  There was no sign of the violence that had taken place the night before.  And that was the most frightening thing of all.

To Blake, standing on the redwood deck of this posh Malibu beach house, with three hundred dollar thongs on her feet and six hundred dollar sunglasses to shade her eyes, it seemed impossible that she could actually live this close to anything so ugly and dangerous.

But like Rube always said, just because a thing was impossible didn't mean it wasn't so.  

She switched off the blender and pulled a margarita glass from the shelf behind the bar.  After pouring out her drink, she wandered down the multi-tiered stairway to the beach below and settled into an Adirondack chair on the sand.  She slid herself gracefully into her drink, sighing with relief as the alcohol made contact with her bloodstream.  Ah.  Good stuff.

She didn't know what exactly had gone on in the living room after she left, but she knew that she was in trouble, and she had no idea how to get herself out of it.

There was a time in her life, in the not-so-distant past, when she never would have tolerated her present situation.  But people do change as they get older, she mused, and not always for the better.

You've come a long way, baby, she thought.  And in her case, that wasn't a compliment.  

She frowned into her half-empty glass, then forced her facial features to relax.  No frowning, no wrinkles.  And the glass wasn't half empty, it was half full.  Let's keep a positive attitude here, shall we?  

After all, Rube had disappeared before, and he'd always come back.  He certainly hadn't appeared to be in any danger last night.  And if past experience was any measure, he would be home in a few days.  When he returned they would have it out – and how.  But in the meantime….

"What I need," Blake murmured to herself, "is a really good distraction."  Her eye was caught by a pair of broad, tan shoulders strolling down the beach.  "And what do you know?  There it is."

Blake considered herself an expert on shoulders, and these were striking.  She squinted, feeling sure she had seen those shoulders earlier today, walking in the opposite direction.  And the chest also looked familiar – not to mention the fact that it looked fantastic.   Rippled with muscle, yes, but that wasn't uncommon on a California beach.  What made this particular chest so outstanding was that the muscle was obviously born of necessity rather than vanity.  Even at a distance she could tell the difference.  It was the chest of a man who knew how to do a day's work.  Blake eyed him appreciatively.  She liked working men.  They always wanted to get the job done right.

As the chest got closer she started to make out other details about the man who was attached to it.  Tall, with lean, strong legs.  Probably a runner.  He had the hair of a loveable mutt – light brown with a little curling shag to it.  No highlights, which meant that he was from out of town and hadn't been here very long.  Hair like that would get sun-bleached fast if he were a regular.  

An out-of-towner, she mused.  This was just getting better and better.  Sunglasses hid the color of his eyes, but when he was half a dozen yards away she could see that he had a strong face with a square jaw.  Serious expression.  Good.  She liked them serious.  They were more fun to mess with that way.

As his left hand swung with his stride, she made out the final important detail: no wedding ring.  This guy had all the goods, now didn't he?

She swallowed the last sip of her drink and kicked off her thongs.  At least she had the answer to what she was going to do today.

Blake smiled wickedly as she headed towards the water.  This was going to be fun.
   

Caleb found the beach to be an impressive sight.  To his left, huge houses clustered along the coastline like crows sitting on a wire.  A long ribbon of white sand curved away in front of him, and to his right was the ocean.   Waves washed in gently, tumbling over each other like they couldn't wait to make it to shore.  Then they retreated, only to start the game over again.

He strolled up and down the beach, getting the lay of the land.  He had a pretty good idea which one of those places belonged to Rube Jeffries.  His aim was to find Blake, then stake himself out a place to keep an eye on her.  

Steve had warned him that the women on this beach would be uncommonly beautiful.  "They don't grow them like this back home," he'd grinned, "so keep your mind on your work!"

Caleb didn't find it that difficult to concentrate.  It's true, there was an unusual amount of good looks spread over the sand, but he had seen pretty women before.  Beauty could lie to you, that was the problem.  He preferred to ignore them and keep his mind on the task at hand.  

But all of a sudden, that became impossible.  

A woman sauntered out of the shadow of one of those enormous houses.  As soon as Caleb saw her, all thoughts of work flew right out of his head. 

She glided across the golden sand and stood at the edge of the ocean.  It was a strategic position, one designed to garner the attention of every male within eyesight.  She struck a pose, with one hand on top of her sunhat and one arm draping down her side.  She was wearing some kind of flimsy cover-up thing that wasn't intended to actually cover anything, and a navy blue bikini that showed plenty of skin and curves, but still managed to let a man think that there was more there to discover, if only he'd care to try.  Her blond hair streamed out from under her hat, which had a wide blue band around it to match her suit.  

She even managed to convey the impression that she was artfully oblivious to her own sexuality, that every move she made was not a studied and deliberate attempt to stimulate the desire of anyone who watched her.  

Caleb didn't know what to do.  The woman was as bright as the sun, and twice as hot.  What does an average guy say to a lady like that?  

He was going to walk right by her, but she turned her head ever so slightly as he approached, and lowered her sunglasses so that he got a glimpse of big blue eyes, guileless and fringed by dark lashes.  He almost tripped over his own feet.  

This wasn't just any woman.  It was Blake Sera.

She caught his gaze, and even though he was wearing dark sunglasses, he had the feeling that she could see right through them, that she was actually looking right into his eyes, even though that was impossible.

But of course, just because a thing was impossible, didn't mean it wasn't so.

Once those eyes had him, he was trapped.  Even if she hadn't been the woman he was looking for, he would have been helpless.  He couldn't look away.  Her lips tipped up ever so slightly in a sweet smile that touched her eyes and made them crinkle at the corners.  He felt like he'd been punched in the stomach. 

And before he knew it, he did trip.  His feet, usually so sure of themselves, must have been caught in a hole or something.  His knee twisted painfully and he went down hard.  Gopher hole, he thought irrelevantly.  Then: there are no gophers at the beach!  And suddenly he had gone from striding upright to lying face down on the sand, with his knee throbbing like a rotten tooth.

By the time he managed to untangle his legs and roll over onto his back, the woman had hurried to his side and was kneeling over him, concern written all over her.  He pulled off his sunglasses and held up his hand to shield his eyes so he could get a good look at her.  He caught his breath.  Those eyes of hers were as blue as the Iowa sky in autumn, and her face was the perfect shape of a heart. 

"Are you okay?" she asked.  With that question, she smiled, curving deep dimples into her cheeks.  And with that smile, he was hooked.

She must have seen the dopey look in his eyes, because she laughed.  "Why don't you come inside," she said, "and we'll get you cleaned up."

Oh yeah, Caleb thought as she helped him to his feet.  This woman was trouble.  With a capital "T."




 
   
   

Chapter Four
   
   

When Blake was about five or six, she had told her mother, "I know I'm always right, because God made me, and how can He be wrong?"  Although she didn't realize it at the time, on that day she had pronounced the philosophy which would carry her through life.  Even when she grew old enough to become aware of the fundamental flaw of reason in her way of thinking, she had clung to it stubbornly.  

As a result, the question "Did I make the right decision?" was seldom if ever allowed to cross her mind.  But today was one of those rare occasions when she paused to doubt herself.  Because quite frankly, it was making her very uncomfortable to have this man in Rube's house.

Peering around the corner from the kitchen, she watched him as he hobbled around and checked the place out.  When she had first helped him into the house, she had thought he was just another beach-bound pretty boy, looking for some action.  He wouldn't have gotten any from her, of course, but that was beside the point.  She was playing a role, here; one for which – let's face it – she was admirably suited.  And her success in this little performance depended, as always, on her co-star.  

But this guy?  Well, he may have been leading-man material, but she was beginning to doubt that he was right for this part.  Although my oh my, he certainly was easy on the eyes.  He was taller than he had looked on the beach, and that scruffy dark-blond hair suited him, setting off his green eyes and contrasting with the refined line of his square jaw and full mouth. 

He paused by the bookshelf to study a picture of Rube, seemingly oblivious to her scrutiny.  There was some kind of atmosphere around him, as if he was sucking up all the energy in his immediate vicinity.  Or maybe he was radiating it.  Either way, he took up more than his share of emotional space.  Mixed metaphors aside, her instinct was to pull the plug, hit the eject button, and otherwise get him out of the house as quickly as possible.  

She made herself busy in the kitchen, setting water on for coffee, pulling bandages and disinfectant from the shelf, looking in the cupboard to see if there were cookies or something that she could serve.  When she realized that she was just giving herself busywork to avoid being in the same room with this guy – note to self, she thought, find out his name! – she piled everything on a tray and marched out of the kitchen.  The quicker she fixed him up, the quicker he could be on his way.

She set the tray down on the chunky coffee table and gave him her most brisk and nurse-like smile.  "Come sit down," she suggested.  "Let me get a look at that knee."  

He turned slowly and looked at her, giving her the once-over.  He didn't seem in a terrible hurry to follow her suggestion, but neither did he seem unwilling to comply.  Maybe he was just one of those people who have to do everything in their own time.

Blake tried another smile, this one slightly less patient than the first.  He took the hint and hobbled over to the leather easy chair by the sofa, settling into it with a slight grunt of effort.  She sat on the ottoman across from him and slid the tray closer to her.  "Here," she said, patting her lap, "put your foot up, let me take a closer look."

"It doesn't hurt much," he said, speaking for the first time.  Gingerly he lifted his leg, and put it across her lap, as she'd instructed.  "It's just a bit tricky."

His voice was low, like thunder rumbling through the air before a summer storm.  And when she touched the warm skin around his knee, the contact brought the answering electric zing of lightening, raising delicate goose bumps along her arms and legs.  Blake caught her breath at the unexpected reaction, then glanced up guiltily, to see if he had noticed.  His face was impassive, but his eyes brightened as they met hers, giving the impression that he was not entirely unmoved by her touch.

She narrowed her eyes and bent her head, concentrating on the task at hand.  The skin wasn't broken, but there was a bit of swelling starting around the kneecap.  She gave her voice a little flip of insouciance.  "Let me guess, old football injury?"

"Baseball, actually."

She looked up again to find that he was still watching her closely.  "I bet you were the star pitcher."

"First baseman," he said.  

"Important position."  She'd brought a warm dishcloth on the tray.  She reached for it and pressed it lightly against his knee.

He jumped slightly, then relaxed.  "In baseball, all positions are important."

She laid her palms flat against the cloth.  "Not just in baseball," she murmured beguilingly.  After all, just because they weren't going to play the full act didn't mean this scene had to be a total washout.  "Does that feel any better?"

"A little."

"Hot and cold compresses," she told him.  "Twenty minutes each, several times a day.  It'll ease the pain and keep the swelling down."

His eyes found hers and lingered there, probing gently.  She felt her cheeks get warm, and she stood up, being careful to lift his leg gently and set it back down on the ottoman.  What was wrong with her?  Men had looked at her like that before, and she had never reacted this way.  It was enough to make her forget what she was doing.

"So what's your name?" he asked, abruptly reminding her that she had been meaning to ask him the very same thing.

"Blake Sera," she said.

"That's pretty," he said.  "And unusual."

"Thanks."  She stumbled a bit over the word.  Wow, she had to get control of herself.  The whole blushing and stammering bit just wasn't going to fly.  She put a hand on her hip and grinned at him, "And what's your name, cowboy?"

Unexpectedly, he grinned back at her.  It looked a bit awkward on him, like maybe he hadn't smiled that wide in a long time.  "Caleb McKenna," he said.

"Oh, that's pretty," she mimicked, "and unusual."  

He settled back into the leather chair and put his other foot on the ottoman.  "Guess we have something in common, then."

"It appears so."  She frowned slightly, realizing that he was getting comfortable.  She couldn't exactly toss him out right this instant.  Could she?  "Would you…like some coffee?"

He perked up.  "Real coffee?"

"Real as it gets."

"I mean, it's not espresso raspberry-infused or something like that?"

She shook her head in amusement.  "Just plain old-fashioned Folgers."

"That'd be great."

She poured the dark, fragrant coffee into a thick white mug and held it out to him.  "Cream and sugar?" 

"No, thanks – black is fine."  He took the cup eagerly in both hands.  Before taking a sip he nodded at the picture of Rube.  "So, who's Prince Charming, over there?"

"Him?"  Blake swallowed, wishing she had another margarita to wet her whistle – although this wasn’t exactly a good time to dull her senses.  She poured herself a cup of coffee and settled on the end of the sofa, allowing herself some space to keep things in perspective.

She looked at Rube's photo, trying to see him through the eyes of a stranger.  Most people found him intimidating, but Rube wasn't a bad looking guy.  He had strong features, piercing eyes, a good square jaw.  Unfortunately, the combination of the scar and the bald head did make him look a little like a James Bond villain.  "That's Rube Jeffries," she said, answering Caleb's question at last.  "This is our place."  She sipped her coffee with a sweet expression, daring him to judge her.  

"Your place," he stated, obviously curious.

She crossed her legs and nodded, swinging her ankle nonchalantly.

"So the two of you are – "

"Friends," she supplied.  

He nodded.  "Understood."

Blake felt her eyes crinkle in amusement.  This guy was really cute.  "Got me all figured out, don't you?" 

He held up his hands defensively.  "Hey, all human beings are mysteries to me.  What does or does not go on between 'friends' is not my concern."

She tipped her head in acknowledgement.

"So where is your friend?" Caleb asked.  

Well, that was the million-dollar question, now wasn’t it?

Blake ran a hand through her hair in what she hoped was a carefree gesture and threw Caleb a flirtatious glance.  "Out of town – I don't expect him back for a few days."

Now he was the one who flushed.  How unexpected…and how intriguing.

He cleared his throat.  "And what would your friend think of me being here?"

"Well," Blake said, "he's always telling me that when he's away I should find something constructive to do with my time, so I think he'd be fine with it."

"If you say so."

There was an awkward pause, one in which Blake felt the balance of power shifting from him to her.  Good.  That was how she liked it.

She leaned forward, pressing her advantage.  "So where are you from, Caleb McKenna?"

"Iowa."

Blake laughed out loud.  "Oh, that just figures."

"Does it?"

She nodded.  "You've got Iowa written all over you." 

"Do I?"

"Yep."  She sipped her coffee.  

"Guess I'll take that as a compliment," he said.

"Well, that's how it was meant."  All right, she told herself, enough small talk.  Time to get this cowboy saddled up and moving on down the trail.  She opened her mouth to make an excuse designed to get him out of the house, but what came out was, "Are you busy tonight?" 

She clamped her mouth shut, but it was too late – the invitation was out.  How was she going to get out of this?  Don’t panic, she thought, maybe he’s doing something tonight.

Caleb’s eyes lit with interested, then dimmed inexplicably.  "Not as such," he said.  "I have a few things I need to do, but – "

"But you'll gladly toss it all aside to escort me to a party," she finished for him, astonishing herself yet again.  She stood up abruptly and went to refill her coffee cup.  The edge of the coffee pot clattered dimly against the rim of the cup, and that was when she realized that her hand was shaking.  What the hell was wrong with her?  Caleb was not like the other guys she had known, the ones who had been so suitable to play opposite her in this ridiculous little charade.  She was supposed to be winding things up and getting him out of the house and instead she was…well, at this point she didn’t even know what she was doing.

He drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair, and for a moment she felt a faint hope that he would turn her down.  "Are you always this forward with men you drag in off the beach?" he asked.

She gave a shaky laugh and lied expertly.  "Only when they're hobbled and unable to chase me around the sofa."

"Well, I guess I should warn you, I'm a fast healer."

"But I bet I run faster than you heal," she countered.

There was another pause, and in this one Blake could almost see the gears turning in his head.  "I suppose I could be available tonight," he said.  But he wrinkled his brow, as if he were still trying to decide whether to go.  She made herself busy with the coffee again, and wondered if she should just retract the invitation right now.  It would be the smart thing to do, wouldn't it?  

He answered abruptly.  "What time should I pick you up?"

Her heart sank.  "Ten o'clock would be fine," she said, putting down the coffee and crossing to the kitchen to get a pad and pencil.  She thought he might object to the late hour, imagining that in Iowa all the parties started at seven and were over by nine.  But he didn't comment, just watched as she scribbled down an address.

"What's this?" he asked when she handed him the paper.  

"It's the address to our main house – you can pick me up there."

"Main house?  You have two houses?"

"Actually we have three," she said.  "And an apartment in New York."  

"Must be nice," he murmured.

"Oh, it is," she assured him unapologetically.  It was too late to back out now.  She'd let him take her to the party, but that would be it.

Caleb tossed the warm towel aside – surely it must be cold by now, anyway – and stood up, gingerly testing his knee.  Blake clapped a hand to her cheek.  "Oh, I forgot all about the cold compress!" 

"No worries.  It seems to be working fine," he said.

She gestured at the paper he held in his hand.  "Think you'll be able to find the place okay?  The hills can be difficult to navigate at night."

"I don't imagine I'll drive off a cliff," he said.  

"I certainly hope not – I'd hate to have to take a taxi."

She turned around to toss the pen onto the coffee table, and when she looked up she was surprised to find him standing right in front of her.  The guy could move fast when he wanted, hurt knee or no.

He spoke quietly.  "I get it, okay?  You know how to banter.  But I can't help but wonder, are there any smarts under all that smart talk?"

Blake swallowed.   Under ordinary circumstances, she might feel intimidated right about now.  She might, in fact, kick him square in that bum knee, then call neighborhood security and have his Iowa-loving butt tossed right out of Malibu.  But after the events of the past few weeks, it would take a lot more than this cowboy to scare her, no matter how fierce he may seem.

She cocked her head and gave a tough little grin, the one she'd learned from Rube, and answered his question neatly.  "I guess you'll have to come along tonight and find out for yourself."

He smiled suddenly, the corners of his eyes crinkling sweetly, and any menace in his demeanor evaporated.  "I'll pick you up at ten," he said.  

"I'll be ready."  

Blake's eyes followed him as he let himself out through the sliding glass door.  His well-muscled back tapered to an intriguingly trim waist.  She bit the inside of her cheek.  Keep it together girl, she told herself.  In spite of everything, he's just another guy.  Use him, lose him, and move on.  Just like the others.




 
   
   

Chapter Five
   
   

Caleb had no idea what to wear to a Hollywood party, so he decided to wear what he usually did – jeans, boots, and a T-shirt.  After all, it wasn't like he was trying to impress anyone.  Besides, the shirt was one of his favorites.  It was green and faded and bore the words of the great Groucho Marx: "Live forever, or die trying."  That was an idea he could definitely get behind.

He ran a comb through his damp hair in an attempt to make himself look slightly more presentable.  But he knew that between his motorcycle helmet and the wind whipping past him, any semblance of tidiness in his appearance would be completely destroyed, so the gesture was more symbolic than practical.

He grabbed his jacket and snapped off the light in his motel room, trotting down the stairs and giving a quick wave to the manager behind the desk before exiting.  Caleb liked this motel.  True, it wasn't much to look at: the building showed many signs of wear, the rugs were dark green polyester and the walls were hung with faded prints of ducks in flight.  But it was clean, the rates were good and the owners were a nice Pakistani family who lived on premises.  Plus there was a great diner across the street which was open till all hours, and there was nothing Caleb loved quite so well as having breakfast at midnight.

The light on the corner at Franklin Street was green, and he made a left, heading toward Laurel Canyon Drive.  Earlier in the afternoon he'd gone online, searched out the route and familiarized himself with the area.  When he was in the service, he'd once had to do a night-jump into the mountainous, rocky region that lay southwest of Shiraz.  The ground had been cold and hard, and the night had been the kind of pitch-black that most people never see.  Getting lost or being seen would have likely meant the end of his life.  So he wasn't too worried about negotiating the winding roads of the Hollywood hills, dimly lit though they may be.

Navigational challenges aside, it was pretty damn stupid of him to go to this party tonight.  He knew that well enough.  His job had been to watch Blake – not talk to her, and definitely not take her on what was essentially a date.  But he hadn't been able to resist.  

Caleb didn't really consider himself a tough guy.  But he had, as his mother would say, kicked his fair share of fanny during the course of his life.  It seemed that that there was always somebody around who needed a little discipline, or who needed to be protected from the unfair discipline of others, and Caleb just happened to be one of the guys who could do both when required.

Right now, Blake was the one who needed protection, although apparently she didn't know it.  It irritated him that she had been so eager to invite him into the beach house, and then up to her place tonight.  Didn't she know that the world was dangerous?  A woman shouldn't just go around bringing strange men into her home.  

When she had flipped her hair and told him that Rube wasn't expected back, well, that had really steamed him, in more ways than one.  This woman was setting off red flares all over the place.  She was too damn sexy and seemed too damn smart to be acting so damn stupidly.

And that was another thing.  The pictures that he had seen of her hadn't given any indication that she would be smart and funny as well as gorgeous.  That was a treacherous combination.  More red flares.

Sure, he could pretend that tonight was all part of some noble goal to ensure Blake's safety, and that definitely had something to do with it.  But he was honest enough with himself to admit that it was more than that.  He was intrigued by her.  She wasn't what he'd thought she would be.  The look in her eyes when she'd said Got me all figured out, don't you? was something he thought he'd never forget.

But he had no intention of allowing any of that to get in the way of the job that he was here to do.

Blake's "other" house – and that was another concept he was still trying to wrap his head around – was located at the end of Entwistle Ridge Drive and was guarded by a tall iron gate.  He rolled to a stop outside and studied it carefully.  Here, at least, was some good security.  And yet it occurred to him that a man who lived behind a gate like that must have a lot to hide.  

Caleb reached out and pushed the buzzer.  An electronic voice directed him to look up at the camera.  He did.  Someone inside must have pushed a magic button, because the gates swung open with a loud creaking squeal that was worthy of a Bela Lugosi movie. 

The driveway that lay beyond was shorter than he expected, cutting an abbreviated "S" curve through the wild-looking underbrush and ending in an elongated oval in front of a sprawling ranch house.  He released the throttle on his bike and put his feet on the ground, staring.  

"Ranch house" had been the first phrase that had come to his mind, but he'd worked on a ranch, and he'd never seen a house like this.  It was long and low, built to hug the mountain on which it rested.  It was made of wood and stone.  The center portion was a hairsbreadth taller than the two arms on each side, which jutted toward him slightly like the wings of a bird.  Large windows threw rectangles of light onto the lawn, and lush landscaping, rich but simply done, drew him down the flagstone path to the covered front patio. 

The front door was oversized, made of highly polished dark wood with thick squares carved into it.  It stood slightly open.  He reached out his hand, touched it, and it swung inward without a sound.  

Blake's voice came from somewhere to his right.  The sound of it was even more opulent than the house.  "Hi Caleb," she called.  "I'll be right out.  Come on in."

The flagstones from the front walk continued into the foyer, giving the impression that he was still outside.  The ceiling seemed slightly lower than usual, but rather than making the place feel smaller, it pushed his attention outward, opening up the vista that lay in front of him.  

He walked a few steps forward.  Similar to the beach house, the living area was all one big room.  He could see straight through to the back of the house.  The wall on that side was glass, from floor to ceiling.  On the other side of the glass was a long patio with a pool, and beyond that the city lights twinkled in the valley below.  

Then Blake appeared, and the view was completely eclipsed.  She was wearing a dress with long, full sleeves and a short, tight skirt.  The fabric of the skirt had some sort of sparkly stuff woven into it, making it shimmer as she moved.  

"What is it?" she asked, her voice uncertain.  "You're staring."

"You'd stare, too, if you were me," he said.  "That dress is an absolute knockout."

She grinned, which knocked him back another step.  That smile of hers should be registered as a lethal weapon.  "This old thing?" she teased.  "I've had it a million years.  I only wear it when I don't care what I look like!"

She gave a runway-style turn, peering over her shoulder flirtatiously.  Christ, did this woman have any idea how dangerous a look like that could be?

He looked down at his faded jeans and scuffed boots.  "Am I dressed okay for this thing tonight?" he asked uncomfortably.  

She waved an airy hand.  "You're fine.  In this town, the shabbier you dress, the more important you look."

"And what about you?"

"That rule only goes for men," she explained.  

"I see," he said, though in truth he was mystified.  

"Oh, what's your t-shirt say?"  Blake stepped closer to him to read the slogan.  He could smell her perfume – something light and spirited, like the wind blowing in from off the ocean.  Heady stuff.

"Live forever, or die trying," she read.  "Didn't Groucho Marx say that?"

"Yeah."  He was impressed.  "Are you a Marx Brothers fan?"

"My dad is, so I am."  Her eyes twinkled.  "We watched A Night at the
Opera so often that by the time I was ten I practically knew it by heart."

"That's their best movie.  Your dad sounds like my kind of guy."

When Caleb mentioned Blake's father, she stiffened.  The change was so slight that he almost didn't see it, but it was there.  He was confused.  She reacted as if the subject were painful, but she was the one who brought it up.  What was going on here?

"Why did you agree to come with me tonight?" she asked suddenly.  

"Why did you ask me?" he countered.  He tried to keep his voice light, but the question had been plaguing him for hours.

She shrugged and looked like she was going to avoid answering.  But she must have changed her mind because she met his eyes firmly and said, "You seemed like a good guy.  There haven't been a whole lot of good guys in my life lately."

"I thought that might be the case.  That's why I agreed to come."  It was as close to the truth as he dared to get.

They were standing very close together.  He could feel the heat radiating from her body, see the pulse in the base of her throat.  If he leaned forward slightly, he could take her mouth with his.  His heart raced at the thought, even as his mind raced forward to what could come next.  He saw her breath catch, and he knew she was sharing his thoughts.  Clothes on the floor, his hands in her hair, skin against skin….

But then what?  He shook his head mentally.  This woman was in trouble, and she didn't even know it.  Was he going to complicate things for her?  

No, of course he wasn't.

He took a step backward, out of harm's way.  "Are you ready to go?"

She nodded shakily.  "I'll get my purse."

By the time they were outside, he had recovered his equilibrium.  And she had recovered her contrariness.  "A motorcycle?" she squeaked, surveying his cherished bike with a critical eye.

"Yep," he said, unfazed by her expression.  "I've brought you a helmet.  You asked me to take you to a party, this is how I'm taking you."

She shook her head stubbornly.  "Oh no you're not," she said.  "Do you have any idea what a ride like that will do to my hair?  And look at how short my skirt is!"

"You can tie a scarf around your hair.  You'll be fine."

"What about my skirt?"

He grinned wolfishly at her.  "Not my problem."

She shook her head again, backing up.  "Oh no," she repeated.  She turned around and headed toward the garage.  "We'll take my car.  I'll just go get it.  I've – oh, damn it!"  

"Now what?"  This woman was starting to try his patience.

"My car's in the shop.  The mechanic came by this evening to pick it up."  She stood with her back to him, thinking hard.

"You've only got one car for the two of you?"  Caleb asked teasingly.  "That must be rough."

She glowered at him over her shoulder.  "Rube took his car when he left last night."

Last night?  Suddenly Caleb's ears perked up.  Steve had seemed to be under the impression that the guy had been gone for days.  Was that significant?  

He started to ask another question when Blake whirled around, eyes bright.  "Mira!" she said triumphantly, as if Caleb were supposed to understand what that meant.  "She's a friend of mine – she said she might be there tonight.  I'll give her a quick call and see if she can swing by and pick us up."

"Well, if you've got her, you're not going to need me."

Blake pointed at him.  "Stay there while I make this call," she said, as if he were a prized Doberman.  Caleb was so amazed that he couldn't even be angry.  Nobody had talked to him like that since boot camp.  

Blake took her phone out of her purse and started to dial.  Then she stopped, frowned, and pressed a lot of buttons.  

She shook her head in frustration.  "Mira sent me an email saying she can't make it tonight.  She's going to Rome – last minute trip."

Well, that figured.  "Audience with the Pope?" he asked.

Blake looked up, perplexed.  She hadn't heard him.  "What?"

"Never mind."  He cleared his throat, took a handkerchief out of his back pocket and polished the seat of this bike.  "Your chariot awaits," he said.  

He didn't bother to look up, but he heard her huff out a breath and start toward him, heels clicking on the pavement.  He smiled to himself.
   

Blake tucked her head onto Caleb's shoulder and squeezed his waist with her thighs, hanging on for dear life as he took a dark curve at breakneck speed.  Where did this guy think he was, the Autobahn?

Despite her terror, she had to swallow a smile every time she thought about him showing up on this bike, wearing those old boots and that great t-shirt, all of which suited him much better than a regular car and some name-brand designer.  He was definitely unlike anyone she'd ever met before, which was glaringly evidenced by what she'd blurted out about not having nice guys in her life.  She regretted saying that now.  It seemed disloyal to Rube, and she owed him so much.  

She felt the knot of her scarf slipping and wanted to check it, but she didn't dare to release Caleb long enough to adjust it.  She just closed her eyes and held on, praying for them to arrive soon.

At last she heard him let up on the throttle, and felt the pressure of forward acceleration ease off.  She opened her eyes and found that they'd arrived at their destination.  The motorcycle had just passed through the gate and they were now cruising smoothly up the long driveway.

The parking valets ogled Caleb's motorcycle with a hungry look in their eyes, practically drooling as they jostled each other competitively for a chance to park the bike.  But of course, Caleb was having none of that.  He drove around back and settled the bike safely between an Escalade and a BMW SUV.  

Blake had been annoyed at first that Caleb hadn't offered to let her off at the front door, but her irritation turned to relief the moment she climbed off the bike.  She wouldn't have wanted her friends to see her right now, with her just-off-the-motorcycle stride, bow-legged and trembling.  Not to mention the fact that her hair was still wrapped up in a scarf.  

She walked back and forth, trying to regain her balance and some semblance of graceful motion.  She hadn't been so thankful to have her feet touch ground since the time she and Mira had gone skydiving to celebrate Mira's eighteenth birthday.  When she felt that she'd regained the ability to walk like a human being, she turned her attention to the other facets of her appearance.  She released her hair from its scarf and fluffed it with her fingers as best she could.  Then she fished a compact out of her purse and touched up her makeup.  While she was at it, she checked her teeth for bugs.  

Through all of this, Caleb stood patiently by, thumbs hooked in his front pockets.  He looked like a statue, or some sort of sculpture.  Greek God Meets Cowboy.  Rodin would have cast him in bronze with his feet anamorphically bonded to the pavement.  

She chuckled as she returned her compact to her purse, and tied the scarf to the back of the bike so it wouldn't blow away while they were inside.  

"What's so funny?"  Caleb asked mildly.

"You," she said, "and me."  She crooked out an arm for him to take.  "Come on.  I can't wait for my friends to get a look at us!"

The house was a mansion.  There was no other word for it.  Three stories tall, built of red brick with diamond-paned windows and a steeply sloping, many-gabled roof.  

Blake handed her invitation to the discreet-looking young man with the polite smile who was standing in the foyer.  "Good evening, Ms. Sera," he murmured, before turning his attention to the next guest.  Caleb's nod in his direction received no acknowledgement beyond the slight flick of an eyelash.  But the slight was easy to shrug off.  In his situation it was preferable to fly under the radar, anyway.

He trailed after her through the long rooms, accepting introductions to Blake's friends, memorizing names and faces out of habit.  Blake greeted person after person, always with the same practiced smile.  He wondered how much her face must hurt, having to hold that expression all the time.  

Each person who spoke to Blake said the same thing.  "Darling, you look ravishing!  Where's Rube tonight?"

"Out of town," Blake said repeatedly.  Then she patted Caleb's hand.  "But he told me not to be lonely!"

Every time she said this, the person laughed and then moved on.  Caleb considered himself a fairly modern man, but he was surprised by the ease with which these people accepted Blake's apparent infidelity.

When they stopped for drinks at the bar, he wasn't able to hold his tongue.  "Nice friends.  Nobody seems too upset that you're here with me instead of Rube."

She sipped her martini with enthusiasm.  "I'm a party girl," she said blithely.  "I'm capable of anything, and they know it.  They also know that Rube knows it.  And if he doesn't care, why should they?"

He thought that she was downing that martini kind of quick.  He also thought that her blasé attitude was a little forced.  When she had drained her glass, she added, "See?  They've got me all figured out, too," and he knew he was right on both counts.  

 She handed him his drink, picked up a second one for herself, and they moved through the crowd to the back patio.  

"This is some place."  Caleb was unable to keep the awe out of his voice.  The back was sculpted by a dozen shallow steps, each one a wide terrace that led down to a long, oval pool.  Grecian columns ringed the blue water, freestanding majestically as if they were holding up the sky itself.

Blake nodded her agreement.  "Rube was livid when the Hadleys bought this place last fall.  He'd had his eye on it for years, but when it finally came on the market the timing just wasn't right for him to buy."

"That must have been disappointing."

She shrugged.  "I like my house better, anyway.  It's cozier."

Caleb noticed the possessive pronoun but didn't comment on that part.  "Cozy's not exactly the word I would have used."

"Oh, look," she said.  "There's May Hadley.  Come on, I'll introduce you.  Her husband's a Vice President at RCA.  Very big deal."

May Hadley turned out to be a very tall, thin woman with very big, white teeth.  Caleb smiled politely and shook her hand, feeling the thin bones under her leathery skin.  She asked Blake the obligatory question about Rube and gave the expected laughing response when Blake answered.   Then she added, "Oh, Blake, there's nothing you won't do, is there?"

The question sounded like it was meant fondly, but Caleb could feel Blake stiffen.  Her smile, however, didn't falter.  "Nothing and no one," she answered merrily.  Then she turned to Caleb.  "Would you excuse me for a second?  I'm going to the ladies' room."

Mrs. Hadley watched her walk away.  "Would you look at that figure?" she murmured enviously.  Then she gave Caleb a flirtatious glance and smoothed a hand over her skin-tight black silk dress.  "Of course, I'm not too bad myself, wouldn't you agree?  Not for an old bag, anyway."

Caleb shifted uncomfortably.  "You're not – "

"I'm older than I look," she told him.  "You'd be surprised.  It's the Botox that keeps me looking so young."

"Botox?"  Caleb felt faintly terrified.  Was he really going to have to have this conversation?

The subject was obviously dear to May's heart.  She lit up like a Christmas tree.  "Oh, honey, it's amazing stuff!  I used to have these terrible lines around my mouth.  And now, look."  She leaned closer and pointed to the edge of her plump lips.  "Not a mark!  And you should have seen my forehead…."
   

Blake took her time in the powder room.  She washed her hands carefully, admiring 

the seashell sculpting on the gold-plated taps.  She had seen this look before and had always considered it a little on the tacky side.  But May's decorator had managed to make it look classy.  Nice work.  

She sighed in frustration.  Why had she let May's question get to her?  It was just an offhand remark.  Usually Blake was much thicker-skinned.  She had to be. 

An elegant pyramid of rolled linen hand cloths sat on a marble tray next to the sink.  She patted her hands dry and deposited the used towel in a basket obviously designed for that purpose.  Then she leaned toward the mirror and examined the fine-looking reflection that stared gravely back at her.  

When she was younger she had been completely smitten with her own looks, exquisitely sure of the power of her beauty.  But now she thought of her physical self primarily as an asset, something to be maintained and used to get the maximum results.  She played up her strengths and played down her weaknesses – it was basically that simple.  

After a while, Blake realized that she had to rejoin the festivities.  She had been in here too long, leaving poor Caleb alone to fend for himself against the West Coast sharks that circulated at these parties.

Just knowing that Caleb was out there waiting for her made it easier to turn the handle on the door and leave the privacy of the powder room behind.  She spotted him beside the pool, still talking to Mrs. Hadley.  May was gesturing to her derriere, and Caleb looked as if he were trying to appear interested in what she was saying, but at the same time trying not to look like he was staring at her butt.

Blake stifled a laugh and started over to rescue him.  But a hand landed on her arm, restraining her.  She turned.  It was Greg Betch.

"Greg!"  She was surprised to see him here.  When Rube was gone, Greg usually laid low.

She stretched up and gave him an absent peck on the cheek.  "How are you?"

"I need to talk to you."  His voice was low and intense.

"Well, sure," she said uncertainly.  She glanced over her shoulder toward Caleb, but a crowd of people seemed to close in, blocking her view.

Greg's hand was still on her arm.  Gently he pulled her behind a tall palm plant.  The wide fronds effectively hid them from the eyes of others.  For all intents and purposes, they were alone.

Blake kept a smile plastered firmly on her face, but inside her nerves were jangling like a fire alarm.  She looked up into Greg's handsome face, with his dark eyes, olive skin and thick black hair, and she saw his features as they had been last night – contorted with anger and cruelty.  

"Have you heard from Rube?" he asked.

She shook her head.  "We had dinner at home last night, but he was gone this morning."

A frown drew the corners of Greg's mouth downward.  "And he didn't tell you where he was going?"

Blake hesitated.  She wanted very badly to ask him about what she had seen last night.  Who was that man tied to the chair?  What was going on in her house?  But the way Greg was watching her, his eyes narrowed with intent ferocity, convinced her that maybe she was better off not knowing.  She bit her lip mentally, then tossed her head in her head and answered with her best breezy-blond manner.  "No…but that's not unusual."  She rolled her eyes dramatically.  "He'll often go off for a week or so and not tell me about it."  She paused.  "Why?  Do you need to get in touch with him?"

"Yeah.  It's kind of important."  He drew a hand through his hair in an agitated motion.  In her mind's eye Blake saw the vicious swing of his hand as he slapped the man tied to a chair.  She swallowed.

"Well, you know Rube.  He could be anywhere – buying silver in Mexico, or wine in Italy."  She forced a laugh.  "He could even be in a Japanese tea house, holed up with some gorgeous geisha."

Greg looked at her curiously.  "And that wouldn't bother you?"

She shrugged, hoping she looked unaffected.  "Some men aren't meant to limit themselves to one woman.  Doesn't mean he doesn't care."

"You're more understanding than most women would be."

She smiled her most dazzling smile.  "Do I look like most women?"

"No, you look like – like – " he broke off and looked away, seemingly overcome by emotion.  Then he gave her a sad smile and took her hand gently.  "Blake, we've known each other a long time.  I just don't want to see you get hurt."

Blake stiffened.  Get hurt could mean a lot of different things.  An image danced through her mind – Rube leaning over Jake last night, lecturing, menacing.  

"Why would I get hurt?"  What she really wanted to know was how she could get hurt, but that seemed like too direct a question.

He shook his head.  "Well, this is Rube we're talking about.  He's unpredictable, and he's the type of guy that it's hard to say 'no' to, you know?"

Blake blinked.  What exactly was Greg telling her?  That her life was actually in danger?  Had Rube asked Greg to….

She felt her chest start to hitch.  Oh, God, she was having trouble breathing.  She had to get away from here.  She wanted to be with Caleb, on his motorcycle, holding on to him as they roared through the darkness.

Blake laughed again.  Did it sound forced?  Phony?  "Don't I know it!" she said blithely.  "We've been together eight years, and I hardly ever say no to that man."  She patted Greg's hand.  "I appreciate your concern, but I'm fine.  Rube will be back in a week – less, probably.  You can see him then, okay?"

Greg looked down at her despairingly, as if fearing that she wasn't quite bright enough to comprehend what was going on around her.  Well, it could be that he was right about that, because she truly didn't understand what was going on.  

But he released her hand and gave her a half-hearted smile.  "Keep in touch, and if you need me, let me know," he said.  Then he was gone.




 
   
   

Chapter Six
   
   

Caleb had never been as glad to see anyone as he was to see Blake returning from the ladies' room.  Jesus but she'd been in there a long time.  There had been a brief moment when he was actually afraid that she might have deserted him, jumped into some pretty boy's flashy convertible and left him here alone.  

May Hadley had just launched an enthusiastic recounting of her latest plastic surgery when Blake finally glided back onto the scene.  Her color was high, her eyes bright.  She was still wearing that same smile, but Caleb sensed a brittleness in her – dry and stiff and ready to snap.  Had something happened? 

Suddenly alert, Caleb lifted his head and looked around, trying to spot any unusual activity or suspicious characters.  But he had forgotten where he was – all the people around him looked somewhat suspicious.  And as for unusual activity….

"May!"  Blake called merrily.  "I can't thank you enough for entertaining Caleb.  I hope you haven't been flirting with him too much."

She sidled up next to Caleb and slipped an arm through his, leaning against him with gentle pressure and warmth.  He looked down at her, noting the smoothness of her skin, the graceful straight slope of her nose.  She shifted her eyes upward, and a flash of electricity seemed to arch from her eyes to his.  He felt it all the way down to the soles of his feet.

Blake was still speaking to their hostess, her plum-colored lips parting to reveal flashes of white teeth.  "I'm so sorry, May, but we have to go.  I had a wonderful time, though, thank you so much."

Mrs. Hadley immediately objected – don't go, you just got here, etc. – but Blake was already heading for the door, with Caleb tripping willingly after her.  They had barely been at the party for two hours, but it seemed like a lifetime.

Outside, the cool night air was felt refreshingly normal.  When they had climbed back on the motorcycle and were on the road again, Blake held onto him tightly, much tighter than before.  Her cheek rested comfortably against his back. 

Although he had no objections to the increased contact between them, Caleb was puzzled.  Between the time Blake had left to go to the ladies room and the time she had returned, something had changed.  Again he wondered if she had been approached by someone.  Could Rube Jeffries himself have been at the party tonight?  How could Caleb have missed him, if he were there?

They were almost back at the Entwistle Ridge house when Blake lifted her head and told him to go another way.  He followed her directions, going farther up the mountains, twisting this way and that.  At last they were on Mulholland Drive again, on that famous stretch of road that looked down at the city.  He stopped where she told him to, pulling over onto a broad swath of shoulder flanked by shrubs.  

He thought they might just pause here for a few minutes, take in the view and move on.  But to his surprise, Blake slithered off the back and removed her helmet.  She walked a few steps away from him, peering through the bushes at the twinkling lights below.  Then, without a word, she disappeared into the underbrush.

Caleb gave a surprised shout and dashed forward, thinking she must have fallen.  But he saw that a small path led off to the right, and Blake was on it.  He called after her but she ignored him.  Irritated, he knew that he had no choice but to follow her.

Not wanting to leave his bike by the side of the road, he pushed it beside him down the narrow pathway.  The dry brush grabbed at his jacket, and scratched his face.  Crazy women – they were always getting him into strange situations, when all he really wanted was to be out on the open road, riding his motorcycle, or at home with his feet propped up in front of a fire.  Cursing under his breath, he swore to himself that if he found a single mark on his bike as a result of this escapade, Blake was going to pay for the repair.  She could afford it, after all.

He emerged into a small clearing.  Blake stood by a low guardrail, staring down into the valley.  He set the stand on his bike, making sure it was firmly situated, then he went to join her.  As he walked forward, he caught his breath.  It looked like all of Hollywood was laid out there before them.  He had never thought of the city as being beautiful before, but there was no denying that this view was breathtaking.  

Blake heard Caleb's boots crunching on the rocks behind her, and she cursed herself for bringing him here.  This was a place for lovers, a place for quiet words and intimate caresses, and she couldn't give him either.  In her mind, she saw a man named Jake, tied to a chair and weeping, afraid for his life.  She heard Greg Betch's voice saying, "I don't want to see you get hurt."  What was she doing, getting Caleb mixed up in this?  She should just get back onto the bike and have him drop her off at the house, never see him again.  

But, as Caleb approached, she heard her own voice speaking quietly into the darkness.  "You should know that I've done all this before," she said.  "It's something I do, like a little game I play.  Rube goes out of town, I find a guy to replace him for a day or two.  I take him out, show him off, and then send him on his way."  She turned and looked at him.  "It doesn't mean anything, and I never let it get physical.  But it keeps up appearances, you know?"

There was a heartbeat of silence before he answered.  "No, I don't know.  I don't understand the idea of playing around to 'keep up appearances.'"

"How refreshing."  She heard the mocking tone in her voice and it disgusted her.  She used the toe of her shoe to crush the life out of one of the tough green weeds that grew abundantly over the hills.  With its death, it released the fragrance of moist freshness into the clear night air.  She breathed in deeply, and spoke again.  "I don't like to talk to strangers about Rube.  I guess he's the kind of person that you really have to get to know before you can appreciate him.  But I owe him a lot.  Everything, in fact.  He's a player, and I'm his girl.  And when the player's away, the girl must play, or else it looks…unsavory."

"You have to cheat on him to make him respectable?"

"Yes."  Despite the fact that she knew Caleb was being ironic, she felt relieved that he had managed sum up the situation so precisely.  "Except I don't know if it qualifies as cheating, since – "

"You never let it get physical," he finished for her.

"Right."

Blake waited for recrimination, but it never came.  Instead he spoke with simple concern.  "And how do they handle it when you bring them up here, only to blow them off?"

"Oh, I don't 'blow them' anywhere," she assured him, a cocky grin coming automatically to her face.  "I know how to play it right.  I mean, I show these fellas a good time when I take them out.  They meet lots of pretty girls – girls who don't have boyfriends who look like Rube, if you know what I mean.  When I send them on their way, they're usually pretty happy."

"And what about you?"

"What about me?"

"Are you happy?"

She turned back to the glittering panorama that was unfurled before them.  She spread out her arms.  "As long as I'm with Rube, all this – as much of it as I want – is mine.  If that's not happiness, then what is?"

He didn't answer, but Blake could feel him standing behind her, waiting.  The strong, silent type.  Well, she'd wanted something new, something different, and he was definitely that.  Not what she was used to, nothing at all like those eager boys tripping over themselves to get their hands under her skirt.  For that type of guy, sex was about conquest.  The fact that another person was involved, that someone's feelings may actually be concerned, never seemed to occur to them.  Such, she supposed, was the callousness of youth.  Caleb was different – older, tougher, and yet more tender.  

Maybe it wasn't such a bad thing that she'd invited him to come out with her tonight.

Her voice spoke again.  "Why did you come to LA?"  And into my life?

He paused, as if the question surprised him.  His voice floated over her shoulder as he answered, sounding as if he were far away and yet very, very close to her.

"I owed a friend a favor," he said simply.  Sensing there was more, she said nothing, and eventually he spoke again.  "This is an old friend, the fellow I'm talking about.  We grew up together.  When we were in high school we had the misfortune of falling for the same girl.  She was beautiful, and she knew it.  She used it on us, played us off each other.  She got some sort of kick out of making us hate one another."

He paused, as if considering whether he ought to tell her this story.  She didn't push him, merely waited to see what his decision would be.  When he had made it, he continued.  "We knew what she was doing, my friend and I, but we were powerless to stop it.  Hormones are crazy things, you know?  And this girl held all the cards.  One night I was driving her home from the movies.  It was raining, and I was going much too fast.  I told her I'd had enough, that she had to break it off with Steve and tell him she would never see him again.  

"She refused, so I told her that I was dumping her.  She laughed at that idea.  She didn't think that I would have the guts to do it.  I was arguing with her while I should have been watching the road.  We hit a slippery spot, and the car flipped over."

Caleb's voice wavered to a stop, and Blake turned to look at him.  His face was calm, almost unmoved, but she saw the tears shimmering in his eyes, and she heard the quaking in his voice.  She reached out and touched his arm lightly.

He took a breath and continued.  "She was killed right away.  I'd told her to put on her seatbelt but she didn't listen.  She never listened.  I was dazed, lying there upside down, staring at the dead girl that I thought I'd loved.  I could smell gas, but I couldn't make myself get out of the car."  He shook his head and tried to smile.  "You know how in the movies cars are always exploding when they roll over?"

Blake nodded.

"That's all bull," he said forcefully.  "Cars these days are made so that you'd pretty much have to stick a firecracker in your gas tank and light it before you'd get it to blow up."  His eyes flickered.  "But this happened a long time ago.  I smelled the gas, I saw flames.  I knew I was a goner.  And then all of a sudden, there was Steve, crawling into the car.  He'd been following us – like I said, we were both crazy for this girl.  He got me out of the seatbelt and pulled me out of the wreck.  He was going back for her when the car exploded."

Caleb's breath caught as he uttered the word.  Blake stood silent, waiting as he gathered himself.  

"Steve saved my life that night," he said quietly.  "And when someone like that asks you for a favor, you're supposed to do it.  That's what I believe."

"How old were you when it happened?"

"Seventeen."

God, so young.  She wasn't sure how to respond.  Such a horrific tragedy  – the loss of the girl he'd loved, the rift with his friend, the guilt of surviving.  She had the sickly feeling that she'd tricked him into revealing too much.  "I'm sorry," she said feebly, knowing it wasn't enough.

He shook his head as if to clear it.  "Guess you weren't expecting a sad story like that, were you?"  He attempted a smile.

She answered with a smile of her own.  "Not entirely.  But I hope you're not sorry you told me."

"No."

There was a moment of silence, during which Blake felt tension gathering between them like steam in a tea kettle.  When it blew, who knew what would happen?  She was attracted to this man, more so than she wanted to admit.  But she couldn't exactly have a relationship with him, now could she?  She changed the subject.

"So your family is still in Iowa?"  

"Yes.  My parents and my sisters live there, all within hollering distance of each other.  What about you?"

Blake smiled faintly.  "It's just me and my parents, and I haven't 'hollered' at them in a long time.  We don't talk."

"Not at all?"  

She shook her head.

"But why?" he asked.

"I quit school to become a model when I was sixteen.  Have you ever heard the story about Lana Turner being discovered at a soda counter?"

"That happened to you?"  Caleb looked impressed.

"Almost.  It was at a Starbucks.  A guy came up to me and asked if I'd ever considered modeling.  He gave me his card and told me to call him.  Most of the time when that happens, the guys are trolling for desperate girls who'll pose nude.  But this one happened to be legitimate."

"Lucky you."

"No kidding.  Of course, my parents weren't exactly crazy about the idea of me being a model – you know, with all the stories you hear about the hedonistic lifestyle – but as long as it didn't interfere with school, they let me do it.  Then I was offered a chance to do a photo shoot in Paris, and of course they refused to let me go.  But I was sixteen by then, and at that age you really think you know it all.  So I ran away."  She paused, with her lip trembling.  When she gathered herself together, she continued.  "It took them a long time to forgive me, and things have never been the same since then."

"When was the last time you talked to them?"

"Let's see…what year is this?"  She gave tremulous laugh, her smile bright in spite of the tears that hovered in the corners of her eyes. 

Unable to resist, Caleb reached out and pulled her into his arms.  Her body felt warm and fragile, her mouth was supple and yielded freely to the soft, tender kiss that he placed upon her lips.  

After a moment, her arms encircled his waist.  Just as she was leaning into him, lifting her chin to give him a better angle, he pulled away.  

The air felt cold against Blake's lips, where Caleb had warmed her only a moment ago.  Why had he stopped kissing her?  

Looking into this eyes, she thought she knew the answer.  He felt guilty for something.  But what was it?  Maybe he thought he was taking advantage of her.  Or maybe – 

Ugh!  She was disgusted with both of them.  Too many maybes, too much thinking!  Here they were, all alone on top of a mountain, looking out over an ocean of city lights.  This was the time for action.  And she was going to take it.

Resolute, she stalked forward and wrapped her arms around him.  She stood on her tiptoes, eyes wide open, and kissed him.  

He resisted at first, but then his eyes closed and he pulled her to him in an almost violent embrace.  Her eyes fluttered closed as her mouth opened under his, allowing his tongue to stake its claim against hers.  Chills ran through her as his teeth scraped her flesh, and when she bit his lower lip in answer, he moaned out loud.

His hands made their way across her back, down over her backside and rested there, pulling her close against his groin.  She gasped into his mouth, feeling how much he wanted her.    

Her own hands raced over his back, searching for purchase, for something to hold onto.  But it was no use.  The ground was dropping away beneath her, even as her body felt like it was going up in flames.




 
   
   

Chapter Seven
   
   

"You were just supposed to watch her," Steve said.  His lips were pressed tightly together and his eyes were like flints.  "What the hell do you mean, you 'made contact'?"

Caleb forced himself to maintain eye contact with his friend.  He had been steeling himself for this conversation since he'd rolled out of bed this morning.  In the cold light of day, the fact that he'd kissed Blake last night seemed to be the harshest kind of betrayal – against Steve, against Blake.  To put it bluntly, the kisses were a mistake…albeit the kind of mistake he would make every day if he could.

He was glad, in a way, that nothing more than kissing had happened last night.  He didn't completely understand what was going on in Blake's life right now, or what her relationship was to Rube.  But Caleb was sure that whatever was going on, she didn't need or deserve anyone taking advantage of her.  And if they'd slept together, that's exactly what he would have been doing.

Trying not to sound defensive, Caleb told Steve how he and Blake had met.  "I was on the beach when I spotted her.  I tripped and fell, practically at her feet.  She came over and we started talking."

Steve seemed unimpressed with the serendipity of the events.  "You should have picked yourself up and gone on your merry way," he said harshly.

Caleb nodded slowly.  He'd thought of that, too.  "Probably.  But it might have seemed kind of strange.  I mean, this woman isn't exactly used to guys blowing her off.  If I'd taken off, and then later she'd seen me watching her, she might've gotten suspicious."

Steve was gracious enough to pause and consider that logic, thin though it was.  "So then what happened?"

Being as straightforward as he could, Caleb sketched in the relevant facts.  He managed to avoid mentioning the heated embrace that had ended their evening.  When he got to the part about the Hadleys' party, Steve's hand flew up, stopping him from speaking.

"You took Blake to a party?"

Now Caleb did break eye contact.  He ran his thumb intently down the seam of the leather chair in which he sat.  "Yes, and then I took her home," he said.

"Is that all?"

Guilt made him testy.  "Who are you, my father?"

"No, I'm your friend, and in this particular instance, I'm also your boss."  Steve narrowed his eyes and leaned forward.  "And I want this question answered with a yes or no: are you having a sexual relationship with Blake Sera?"

"Of course not," Caleb snapped.  He was glad that Steve had used the word sexual, because it made it easy to say no.  If Steve had said inappropriate, it would have made denial more tricky.  

Steve leaned back in his chair.  "But you are attracted to her, and you did make contact when you weren't supposed to."

"Well, which question do you want me to answer first?"  Caleb heard the antagonistic note in his voice.  Before Steve could respond, he held up a hand apologetically.  "I'm sorry."  He took a breath.  "You're right, on both counts.  I did make contact when I wasn't supposed to.  And yes, I'm attracted to her.  It's hard not to be."

Steve shook his head with concern.  "The girl's bad news, man."

"You don't even know her."

"I know the type."

"She doesn't fit a type," Caleb said slowly.  "That's what's so fascinating about her.  She's smart, and she's funny – "

"And she's involved with one of the most dangerous men in LA," Steve finished.  He redirected the conversation abruptly.  "What has she told you anything about Rube?"

"Not much.  Just that he's out of town for a while.  It was hard for me to ask her about him without raising her suspicions."

Steve got up and walked around his desk.  He leaned against the front edge, arms crossed, looking intently at Caleb.  "Well then, let me tell you something about him.  Rube Jeffries has dropped off the map," he said.  "No one can find him.  Not one of my contacts in law enforcement knows where he might be.  This is looking more and more dangerous."  

He stared into space for a moment, then seemed to make up his mind about something.  "I'm shutting this thing down," he said flatly.  

Caleb jumped to his feet.  "What?"

Steve held up a hand.  "Now listen to me.  I'm running is a security company, not a detective agency, not a law enforcement agency.  And this job stinks to high heaven.  We don't know who we're protecting – or from whom."

"What about Blake?  What about her security?"

"I don't know a thing about that woman, and neither do you!"

I know that she's the most alive person I've ever met, Caleb thought.  I know that when I'm with her, I never know what she's going to say or do.  And I know that when she kissed me, I forgot that anyone existed in the world besides her.

"She needs our help," Caleb said from between clenched teeth.  "If we drop this thing now, she may suffer the consequences of your cowardice."

Anger flashed between them like lightening.  

"You're too close to this," Steve said hotly.  "You're losing your objectivity."

"I'm not losing anything," Caleb said angrily, knowing it wasn't true.  

He turned away while he still had a handle on his temper, stalked across the room to the window, and stared down at the city.  Already it looked smaller than it had only yesterday.

He turned back to face Steve again.  "We're not going to leave this woman on her own, with no clue of the danger she might be in.  We made an agreement, you and me.  And we're going to follow through on it – both of us.  You're going to keep this case open, and I'm going to stick close to Blake and make sure she doesn't get hurt."

"And after it's over, what do you think is going to happen?  That the two of you are going to ride off into the sunset together?"  Steve's voice was acerbic, but there was sympathy there, too.  "She doesn't seem like that kind of girl, my friend."

"You don't know what kind of girl she is – neither of us do.  But to answer your question, after this thing is over, all that's going to happen is that I'm going to get out of this city as fast as my bike will carry me."




 
   
   

Chapter Eight
   
   

It didn't take very long for Blake to start feeling guilty about kissing Caleb.  In the moment, of course, it had felt righter than anything she'd experienced in a long time.  Their bodies had melded together in a perfect fusion of heat and desire.  Afterwards they'd pried themselves apart, climbed onto the bike and cruised slowly back to the Entwistle Ridge house, feeling the wind on their cheeks and the steady, sure motion of the motorcycle beneath them.  Blake had taken it for granted that Caleb would come in, have a drink, and end up spending the night.  Which, she was sure, would have ended her dry spell quite satisfactorily.  

But the moment they drove through those tall iron gates, she had remembered herself.  She couldn't do this.  It was wrong.  Aside from the fact that it seemed like she was being unfaithful to Rube – not that he would care, really – she was also putting Caleb in danger, just by being with him.  After all, he didn't have anything to do with this mess.  He was an innocent in all this.

So she was relieved when he hadn't objected to a quick kiss good night at the front door.  In his eyes she had read uncertainty mingled with desire, and had felt a flash of sympathy for him.  Caleb was a smart guy, a good guy, but he was probably a little naïve.  He didn't know anything about Rube's world.

Not that she did, either, come to think of it.  Maybe Rube could explain it to her when he came home.

 Blake yawned and stretched.  She was being very bad.  It was almost noon on the day after the Hadleys' party, and she was still in bed, despite the fact that she had been awake for hours, watching the changing shape of the light as it played across the ceiling.  She knew she should get up and start her day, but she felt trapped, wedged in by her isolation and the uncertainty of what was going on around her. 

Staying late in bed always gave her the distressing but somehow self-satisfied feeling that she was committing an act of blatant rebellion.  Her mother, Elaine, was a high school principal with a "get up and go" mentality who had never tolerated lie-a-beds.  Blake remembered how Elaine would come into her bedroom at six o'clock every morning, softly shake her awake and brightly ask, "Good morning, Blake Sera.  What are you going to do with today?  How are you going to make the world a better place?"

Of course, that was Elaine's credo, wasn't it?  Use every day to make the world a better place, and you'll be better for it.  It was an admirable philosophy in theory, but in practice, the application of it had sometimes come across as rather…harsh.  But Elaine's brisk manner and snapping intelligence concealed a warm and caring heart, although sometimes concealed it too well for Blake's taste.  Blake's father, William, was a retired insurance salesman with a quiet, loveable nature who had long ago learned to sit back and let his wife take the helm in their lives.  Together, Bill and Elaine had always formed an unscalable wall of parental care.  

As Blake had told Caleb last night, she had struck off on her own at sixteen.  But even then she hadn't climbed that wall so much as she'd tunneled under it.  She'd snuck off in the middle of the night and forged her mother's signature on the parental consent forms.  Then she'd managed to convince her agent that her parents were completely in favor of her going to Paris on her own and pursuing this chimerical career of modeling.  Well, she was a good liar.  She always had been.

The night she ran away she left a note for her parents on her pillow.  The following week she called them on a rainy afternoon from a phone booth in front of the Eiffel Tower, allowing the sketchy long-distance connection to buffer her from their anger and disappointment.  

It was two years before she'd returned to the States to face them in person.  During that time she'd traveled all over the world.  She went everywhere, she met everyone, she did everything.  Well, almost everything.  She had managed to avoid getting into the drug scene, if only because she was too worried about being on her own in a foreign country to risk getting high, even in the company of friends.  

As for sex, well, that was a horse of a different color.  Yes, there had been sex, and some of it had even been good.  Most of it had been a quest for companionship, or the failure to distinguish admiration from love.  To a young girl with a big ego, the two can be paralyzingly similar.

When she did return to her own home soil, she'd started in New York and worked her way west, until, twenty-eight months after running away in the dead of night, she'd found herself back in her home town of Sacramento, California.

The reunion with her folks had been awkward, to say the least.  After two days, her mother had finally stopped yelling, and her father had finally managed to look her in the eye – and that was as good as it got.  After a week, she'd realized that that was as good as it was going to get, and so she'd left again.

This time, she'd made herself at home in Hollywood.  She was only eighteen and already a veteran model, still pulling pretty decent jobs.  But eventually the tide had turned, as it does for many, and her phone had stopped ringing.  She wasn't terribly sad to see her career come to an end, but she did need to eat and pay rent, just like everyone else.  

She'd found out the hard way that she was a terrible receptionist, and that she didn't know the first thing about being a waitress.  At nineteen years old and without a high school diploma, her choices were limited.  She could have gone back to live with her parents while she finished school…but of course, she could also have cleaned urinals at a truck stop, or maybe gone to work at a sewage treatment plant.  Both of those seemed preferable to returning home.   

Then she'd met Rube, and everything in her life had changed.

Blake sighed, wishing that Rube would come home, and hoping that he wouldn't – at least, not right away.  She was worried about him, and she was a little afraid of him.  More than anything, she wanted to grasp with both hands whatever bits of normality she could, and hold on tightly.  Something was wrong in her universe, but she wasn't prepared to know about it yet.  

Despite Rube's threatening appearance and big-shot reputation, he was a complete puppy dog around her.  He'd never so much as raised his voice to her in all the years she'd known him.   No matter how she looked at things, she couldn't believe that he would ever want to hurt her.

There were sharks in the water, way down in the murky depths.  But if she could somehow stay afloat long enough, she knew a lifeboat was coming for her.  Rube had always been that lifeboat before, and she believed he still was.  

She rolled over and ran a hand through her hair.  She had to get up.  She was badly in need of coffee and breakfast, and she had an appointment with her personal trainer, although she was sorely tempted to cancel that.

Good morning, Blake Sera.  What are you going to do with today?

What she really wanted to do was spend time with Caleb, but given the circumstances she wasn't sure if that was a good idea.  Besides, after their unusual day together yesterday, there was a distinct possibility that he wouldn't want to see her.  The thought made her heart hurt.

As if on cue, her cell phone jangled on the nightstand.  She reached out a lazy hand and picked it up, smiling when she heard Caleb's voice rumbling on the other end.  His tone was full of adorable masculine uncertainty, as if he weren't sure he should have called.  

"No, I'm not doing anything," she assured him.  "I've been disgustingly lazy today, actually.  I haven't even gotten out of bed yet."

There was a moment of silence on the other end.  Maybe, Blake thought wickedly, the idea of her lying in bed gave him pause.  Then he cleared his throat.  "I was wondering if you have any suggestions for what an out-of-towner might do to keep himself busy here in LA."

Blake pushed herself into a sitting position.  She'd wanted normality, and here it was.  "Well, are we talking legal activity, or illegal?"

Now she heard a smile in his voice.  He knew she was teasing him.  "Legal, please."  

She sighed.  "How boring.  Well, there's all the usual touristy things – the Tar Pits, the Observatory, etc."

"Boring touristy things sound perfect for me," he told her.  

"Me too, actually.  I've had so much excitement lately it's likely to kill me."  Ooh.  That was a bad choice of words, given her conversation with Greg last night.  Blake winced.  Caleb probably thought she was nuts.  

"Well then," he said, "would you like to come sightseeing with me?  Sounds like boredom could save your life."  If he did doubt her mental stability, his voice gave no sign of it.

The invitation spread warmth through her body.  "I'd love to, but…." She trailed off.  Hadn't she just been thinking that it might be a good thing not to see him again?  Although "good" in this case was a relative term.  No, it would be better to turn him down.  Better for him, and maybe even better for her.  She opened her mouth, fully prepared to say the right thing.

"Yes," she said impulsively.  "Yes, of course I want to come along."
   

This time, Caleb let Blake drive.  Her mechanic had apparently dropped her car off early in the morning, and she was insistent on being the one behind the wheel. 

"I give terrible directions," she'd told him firmly.  "If you want to get where you're going, I have to drive."

Caleb didn't bother pointing out that they'd made it to the party last night just fine, with her shouting directions into his ear while he drove the bike.  He would have preferred to drive today because he could've used the rearview mirror to see if anyone was following them.  But he didn't think it would be wise to press the point.  He didn't want Blake to get suspicious.

So he buckled himself into the passenger seat of her red BMW convertible, surreptitiously adjusting the mirror on his side of the car so that he could keep an eye on the traffic behind them.  In the guise of an awe-struck sightseer, Caleb would occasionally torque himself around, trying to catch a glimpse of any suspicious cars in their area.  No one appeared to be following Blake, but if someone were doing a professional tail on her, it would be difficult to spot.  

They cruised smoothly down Sunset Boulevard, crossed Crescent Drive and North Beverly, and turned right into the driveway of the Beverly Hills Hotel.

Caleb looked uneasily at the towers of the pink palace.  Once again he found himself concerned that maybe he was under-dressed for the occasion.  His own discomfort both amused and irritated him.  He hadn't worried so much about his clothes since his first week of boot camp, where the smallest smudge on his boot would likely have netted him a hundred pushups in the blazing sun.  What's the worst that could happen to him here?  They'd ask him to put on a jacket?  Come on, he told himself, cowboy up.  

He shouldn't have worried.  The Polo Lounge maitre-d' greeted them pleasantly, remembered Blake's name and showed them to a shady table on the brick-covered patio.  No one gave his clothes a second look.

After lunch they went to the La Brea Tar Pits, which turned out to be just down the street.  For some reason, he'd had the idea that it would just a big puddle of tar with some cheesy models of woolly mammoths propped up around it.  But it was bigger than he'd expected, with a full museum and even a laboratory where visitors could watch through large windows as fossils were cleaned and repaired.  

Blake took his hand as they walked through the museum exhibits, gazing at the fossils – stone thumbprints of plants and animals long gone from the earth.  Caleb kept his eyes on the people around them, taking advantage of the glass in front of the displays to see if he could catch the reflection of someone paying too much attention to Blake.

Of course, she got attention wherever she went.  She looked lovely as ever, wearing a gauzy brown top with an Indian print dancing across it.  She was also wearing unfussy jeans and flip-flops, although that kind of casual was likely to be pretty expensive.  He'd spent enough time with his sister and nieces to know that much.

When they'd had their fill of earth, they turned their attention to the sky.  Caleb had seen the Griffith Observatory many times – every time he'd watched Rebel Without a Cause, in fact.  And he couldn't walk out the front door of  his motel without seeing the dome of it hovering against the mountains in the distance.  On some days it looked so close that it seemed he could reach out and touch it, caress its shining white dome from the street.

But that was just an optical illusion, of course.  And as they pulled into the parking lot, ready to see the real thing, he felt himself twitching with excitement.

Blake grinned at him as they climbed out of the car.  "You're just like a kid at Christmas, aren't you?"

"Well yeah," he said.  "I've always been fascinated by space."  He looked at her.  "Don't you know that every little boy wants to be an astronaut?"

"And I guess you think that all little girls want is to live in the Barbie Dreamhouse," she teased.  

"If I had any idea what little girls wanted, I'd probably be married by now."  He'd meant that as a joke, but as soon as the words were out of his mouth they sounded like a heavy bit of self-revelation.  

As if to punctuate the statement, three little girls with blond pigtails bobbing dashed past them, giggling.  A woman in a blue sweater vest followed, panting slightly.  She glanced at Caleb and Blake apologetically as she passed.  

Her husband brought up the rear, his pace brisk.  He was wearing a pink polo shirt and sandals of the kind favored by tourists in cities around the world.  Caleb flashed him a knowing grin – that's a lot of women to handle, my friend! – but the man ignored them, keeping his eyes on the ground.  

"Interesting family," he murmured to Blake.  "That's the first man I've seen today who hasn't ogled you with both eyes."

"He probably got his fill from the rear view," she responded blithely.  "Or maybe he's fed up with females.  With three daughters and a wife, it wouldn't surprise me.  Women can be pretty exasperating at times, even I'll admit that…not to mention incomprehensible."  

Caleb knew that comment was directed at him, as an attempt to get him to expand on his "if I knew what little girls wanted" statement.  He appreciated her interest, but ignored it.  He wasn't ready to have that conversation with her.  Instead he took her hand as they walked up the lawn in front of the north door.

The view was unlike anything Caleb had seen before, with Hollywood in one direction, and the Pacific Ocean in another.  

"Whew," Blake breathed.  "On a clear day, you really can see forever."

Caleb wasn't sure how long Blake had intended for this visit to take, but the hours slipped by quickly.  They saw the slideshow, the meteorite exhibits and the Foucault pendulum, which was designed to demonstrate the rotation of the Earth.  Caleb stocked up on souvenirs for his nieces and nephews, and when they went outside, the sun was already dipping over the horizon.  

Tourists were clustered at the far end of the lawn, watching the sun begin to set over the ocean.  

"Come on," Blake said, pulling on Caleb's hand, "this is the best sight you'll have seen all day!  Damn it, why didn't I bring my camera?  I could've had someone take a picture of us."

They found a place by the railing, and Blake settled comfortably against Caleb's side, sliding an arm around his waist.  The sun had lit the sky on fire, throwing tongues of red and gold flame across the purpling clouds.  

"Isn't this amazing?" she breathed, leaning closer to him.

He looked down at the top of her head.  "If I didn't know better, I'd think this was the first sunset you'd ever watched."

She looked up at him, her eyes soft, almost shy.  "It's the first one I've ever seen with you," she said quietly.  "I guess that makes it special."

He wanted to kiss her.  He wanted to bend his neck, incline his head forward ever so slightly until his mouth rested against hers.  The air between them grew thick with longing, and he wondered that she, who had been so brazen the night before, would suddenly be so shy.  It wasn't coquetry or manipulation – he had seen enough of both to know.  In spite of the way that sexuality seemed to hang around her like a mist, there was an innocence about her which prevented her from renewing last night's embrace.  Probably the same innocence which had prevented her from inviting him in last night, although he knew it had been on both their minds.  He wanted to make a move, but he didn't dare let things go any farther between them than they already had.  

She gave him a gentle smile, full of sweet longing, and rested her head on his shoulder, allowing her eyes to drift back to the horizon.  

And that was when he saw him.  The man in the pink shirt, standing maybe ten yards away, with his flock of women surrounding him.  The girls were cooing sweetly at the sunset, but the man's gaze was fixed firmly on Blake.  The look in his eyes sent a chill down Caleb's spine.  

This was not the look of a man admiring a beautiful woman.  It was the look of a hunter, sighting its prey.

This man was dangerous.  

Caleb's eyes flicked over the man's wife and daughters.  The girls huddled around his legs like waves breaking against rock.  His wife leaned companionably against his arm.  Caleb knew in an instant that they had no clue what was going on.  The wife had no idea who her husband was, the girls had no idea who their father was.  By Caleb's grim assessment, he man in the pink shirt was a killer.

It takes one to know one.

Cut and run, his gut urged him fiercely.  He wanted to throw Blake over his shoulder and run for the car.  Get her out of here, get her somewhere safe.  Hide her.  

But that was ridiculous.  The last thing he needed to do right now was call attention to the two of them.  And for reasons he wasn't fully willing to define, he didn't want to expose himself to Blake.  At least, not yet.

No, what he would do is get her away from those menacing eyes, make sure she was safely ensconced in the Entwistle Ridge house, and then use Steve's full resources to find out who this pink-shirted jerk was.  Subtlety was the name of this game.

One thing was certain, the guy wasn't going to try anything violent here.  Not with all these witnesses.  No, this was just a little reconnaissance mission, a chance to sight his target while at the same time treat the wife and kiddies to a nice day out.  What a dedicated family man.  

The sun dropped below the horizon, eliciting murmurs of appreciation from the crowd around them.  Caleb took the opportunity to slip an arm around Blake's shoulder and steer her to the exit.  She didn't object.  

Maybe she thought it was an amorous gesture.  Caleb wished to hell that that's all it was.

Despite his worry, he felt elation creeping around the corners of his mind.  Whoever was trying to hurt Blake had exposed themselves.  It wasn't much, but he didn't need much.  He would get them.

Walking down the path to the car, he wrapped his arms around her protectively.  Nothing was going to hurt this woman.  Not while he was around.




 
   
   

Chapter Nine
   
   

"So then, what, he dropped you off and he just left you there?"  Mira's elegant fingers grazed the shelf in front of her, absently trailing past rows of downy teddy bears and plush purple elephants.  "Dropped you on your pretty little behind and then rode off into the sunset?"

"Pretty much."  Blake bit her lip as she tried to explain the unexplainable.  "I mean, no, actually – first he went through the whole house and checked all the windows.  Then he walked around with a flashlight looking in the bushes.  I guess it was a little weird, when you get right down to it."

"A little."  Mira  gave Blake a concerned look.  "And you haven't seen him since?"

"No.  He's called, though, every day – sometimes twice a day."

"Well, I guess that's something, at least."  

"I guess."  Blake, feeling her friend's worry, gave her a wan smile.  Mira, who was still glowing from her spur-of-the-moment trip to Rome, may have been one of the most beautiful people that Blake had ever met, inside as well as out.  Almost six feet tall, with smooth, dark caramel-colored Cuban skin and wide green eyes, set off by luxurious black hair that corkscrewed into wild, sexy ringlets around her head.  She was an unshakeable optimist and had a generous heart.  At just barely twenty-one, Mira's modeling career was still on the rise, and she usually split her time between LA and Paris.  She was the closest thing that Blake had to a best friend.

As if to prove the fact, Mira grabbed a teddy bear off the shelf and shook it in Blake's face, trying to elicit a laugh.  It worked.  Blake laughed and pushed the bear away, then rolled her eyes and told Mira to cut it out.

"What?" Mira asked.  "Don't you think this would be good for Ernie?"

"Don't be ridiculous.  He's eight, not three.  He needs big-boy stuff."  Blake didn't really feel like discussing her weird love life – or the lack thereof – not even with Mira.  She hooked her hands in the back pockets of her jeans and gestured with her chin.  "Come on, let's check over there."  She started toward the sports section.

They were browsing through Woodland Toybox, an upscale establishment that had just recently opened in Beverly Hills.  It was a small, coy shop that catered to the tykes of the rich and famous.  Blake spotted a recent Oscar-winner and her husband checking out a display of antique rocking-horses.  A sales-serf lurked in a nearby corner, waiting to dance attendance on the first customer who produced a Platinum card.  

"I can't wait until this kid turns thirteen – the golden age of the gift certificate.  Buy him a gift card and let him pick out his own damn toys," Mira grumbled good-naturedly.  

Blake looked back over her shoulder.  "Personally, I'm surprised Penny didn't register for gifts," Blake said.  "She's so organized – I can't believe that she's actually leaving it up to her guests to pick presents for her son!"

"I think her organizational skills are being tested, what with the twins on the way."

"I'm sure that's true."  Blake stopped in front of a boxed set of baseball equipment.  "Now here's something that just might work."

Mira steered the conversation back to the true subject of her interest.  "So this guy Caleb, what's his deal?  You think he got freaked out, thinking about Rube and all?"

But Blake shook her head.  "He doesn't seem like the type for that.  But it was definitely  strange that he took off that way, especially after we'd had such a great day together.  At least, I thought it was great."

"Honey, any day with you is a great day."

"You see why I love you?" Blake batted her eyes dewily.  

"Look, you seem to think he's a good guy, and if he is, then he has his reasons, right?"

"Oh, I'm sure he does, although I'm not at all sure that I'll ever find out what they are.  Every time I suggest we get together, he says he's busy.  I don't know.  Maybe 'busy' is Iowa-speak for 'married.'"

"Or 'gay,'" Mira put in.

Blake smiled painfully.  "He's not gay, that's one thing I'm sure of.  Maybe it means 'I'm already schtupping someone else, since you didn't put out right away.'"

Mira studied her friend closely.  "It's like that, huh?"

"No," Blake said slowly.  "I don't really think it is.   But like I said, it doesn't look like I'll ever have a chance to find out now."

Mira brightened as the gong of reality struck.  "You're in love with this guy."

Blake's face went blank, and then she burst out laughing.  "You are such a hopeless romantic!" she said.  "Every time I turn around you're accusing someone of being in love."

"It's not an accusation!" Mira protested.  "It's a statement of fact.  Besides, love makes the world go 'round, don't you know that?"

Blake felt her laughter fade away, her good mood evaporating like vapor, leaving a dull ache in its place.  "I'm not in love, and I'm not going to fall in love.  With the situation I'm in, love is one thing I can't afford."  She looked back at the toys on the shelf.  "But not the only thing, apparently.  How can they charge this much?"

"Don't you dare try to change the subject!  Something's going on here and you need to tell me about it."

"Okay, fine." Blake picked up a softball and rolled it between her hands.  "Maybe I am a little hung up on this guy."

"No kidding."

"But I know it's never going to work, so I'm just torturing myself by thinking about him!  Anyway, it's probably for the best if we don't see each other again."

Mira touched her lightly on the arm.  "Why don't you just call him and tell him the truth?"

"What truth?"

"You know – about you.  And Rube."

Again Blake shook her head.  "Can't do it.  Won't do it.  Rube needs to be able to trust me."

"Rube needs to come home and explain himself to you, is what he needs to do!"  Mira's voice rose, and Blake shushed her.  Mira continued in an angry whisper.  "I'm sorry, but for him to disappear like that?  Again?  It's not right.  He's just asking for you to leave him."

"Well, he can ask," Blake said stubbornly, "but I won't do it."

Aware that there was a lot more Mira wanted to say about the subject, Blake turned and  went back to the first set of sports equipment that she'd been eyeing.  It had everything – baseball bats, balls, gloves, bases, everything a boy needed on his eighth birthday.  She tapped the box.  "This is it.  Ernie will love it."

"Well, he's your godson, so I guess you should know."

"Yep, and I've been neglecting him far too much lately.  Maybe this will make up for it."

"You can't buy love, Blake," Mira said softly.  Her I-Phone rang and she fished it out of her purse.  When she saw the caller ID, she lit up.  "But whisking it off for a long weekend in Rome is a good start," she added gleefully.  "This is Rudolpho calling.  I'll be right back."

Blake watched her friend exit the store to maximize her privacy and her cell phone reception.  A man passing on a bicycle took one look at Mira and nearly rode into a tree.  Blake bit back a laugh.  Beauty like Mira's tended to have that effect.  

The salesgirl was only too happy to ring up Ernie's birthday present.  She even offered to have it gift-wrapped and delivered, but Blake preferred to handle both of those tasks herself.  The party was a month away, anyway, but she liked to get these things done early, and besides, she needed the distraction.  Days had gone by with no word from Rube, and although that wasn't unusual in this particular situation, the silence was weighing heavily on her.  

She remembered the way it felt to have Caleb's arm draped protectively around her, the way her body flickered into life when they had shared that kiss on the mountaintop, and she felt a yearning that she hadn't experienced in a long time.  It wasn't just sexual, it was the longing to connect.  It was like she was just realizing that there was a world out there that was alive, electric, a world of hot winds and cool, starry skies.  And she had been sealed up in her glass case too long, unable to feel any of it.

"I'm like a genie in a bottle," she said.  It took her a second before she realized she'd spoken out loud.  A blush crept onto her cheeks.

The salesgirl's practiced smile faltered at the edges, and she gave a tinny, uncertain laugh as she swiped Blake's credit card.

"Sorry," Blake said, smothering an embarrassed smile.  "I usually do a better job of keeping my mental difficulties under wraps."

Another laugh accompanied the return of the card, followed by the receipt.  Blake waved aside an offer of help and carried the box outside, where Mira was just wrapping up her phone call.

"I'm starting to scare people," Blake said, depositing the oversized box in the back seat of her convertible.  "I think I need to get a life."

Mira was flushed and beaming.  Obviously the call had gone well. "I couldn't agree more!  Want to come to San Francisco with Rudolpho and me?"

"San Francisco?  Didn't you guys just get back from Rome?"

"Well, he has business to take care of in San Fran, and when he's not working, he wants to be able to play."

"So you're his favorite playmate?"

"I am for the moment.  Come on, what do you say?"

"I'll have to take a rain check, sweetie, but thanks for the invite."

Mira studied her.  "Are you sure you're okay?  You know, I don't have to go out of town.  I could just as easily hang here and keep you company."

"I don't know.  I feel worried, restless…. I need to do something, but I don't feel like this is the time for me to travel.  I'm safer at home."

"Safer?"  Mira looked startled.  "What do you mean by that?"

Blake groped for an answer, mentally chastising herself for her poor choice of words.  "I just mean safer in the sense that…I'll be more comfortable knowing that I'll be able to see Rube when he comes home.  We need to have a long talk."

"I'll say you do."  Mira rested her hands on her slender hips.  There was no doubt she was still worried.  "I wish you would tell me what's going on."

Blake laughed, feeling tears sting the corners of her eyes.  "I wish I knew what was going on, myself."

"Well, you're not getting away from me yet.  I'm taking you to lunch."  Blake began to protest, but Mira was not to be dissuaded.  "Fine, then you're taking me to lunch.  Come on, you're driving."  She opened the door of Blake's car and hopped in.  

"Fine."  Blake climbed behind the wheel.  "But if I'm driving, you're paying."

"Whatever you say, babe."

As they pulled away from the curb, they were too involved in their conversation to notice another car, this one a nondescript green sedan, pull out behind them.




 
   
   

Chapter Ten
   
   

But Caleb saw it.  Sitting half a block down, in a nondescript sedan of his own, his tired eyes took in everything.  When Blake and Mira moved, the green car moved.  And when the green car moved, Caleb was on it.

It had been three days since he'd had a good night's sleep, and his body, operating now on willpower alone, was beginning to lodge serious protests.  Caleb knew he'd have to yield, have to sleep soon, or face the consequences of an all-out rebellion of the senses.  But not quite yet.

Sixty-some hours ago, after the most magical day he'd experienced in years, he'd dropped Blake off at her house.  He'd double-checked her security, bid her a hasty farewell and called a cab to take him back to his hotel, ignoring the blatant hurt and confusion he'd seen on her face.

At his hotel he'd called Steve and given him a terse rundown of what he'd seen – guy in a pink shirt, obviously a bad guy in a pink shirt, with sinister designs on their charge – and what he was doing. Then he'd gotten on his bike and ridden back to Blake's house.  No way was he leaving her alone tonight.  

Secreting himself in the brush outside the walls, he'd hunkered down and waited.  He'd stayed until dawn, listening, watching.  He couldn't help but realize that he could have done a much better job protecting her if  he'd actually been in bed with her all night.  But in order to keep his objectivity – heck, who was he kidding? – in order to establish his objectivity, he needed to be own his own.

When dawn came, he'd ridden back to his hotel and found a package from Steve waiting for him.  It was a laptop computer, complete with wireless modem.  "Join the rest of us in the twenty-first century," Steve's note had read.  Caleb smiled to himself.  Hell, he had a cell phone and an email account, what more could Steve want?  But as he unpacked the equipment, and found it ready for him to turn on and use, he couldn't deny that this would make his life, and his job, much easier.

He'd called Steve as soon as he had the computer up and running.   "Pretty fancy gear," he'd complimented his friend.

"I can tell you're trying to play it low-key, but ten bucks says you fall in love with it and take it with you when you head home again."  Steve's bantering tone turned serious, and he'd said, "Now, bring me up to speed.  Any new developments?"

"None.  I stayed outside her house all night, but saw nary a thing.  Mr. Pinkshirt must have gone back to his motel with his family and stayed in all night."

"Sounds like it.  Have you talked with Blake this morning?"

"Not yet.   I'll call her as soon as I can and verify that she's okay."  He paused, then forced himself to say what he was thinking.  "I want to follow her for a couple days, track her from a distance, see if I can pick up on anybody who might be following her."

"Good idea.  But come by the office, first.  I want you to look at some pictures.  Maybe Pinkshirt has a jacket."

Caleb grabbed a quick shower, then headed out the door again.  He waved at the young man behind the registration counter on his way out, and left his motorcycle in the parking lot.  He caught a cab to Steve's office.  Pinkshirt had seen Caleb at the Observatory yesterday, and his bike, too.  No need to wave a red flag in the air by driving it around when he was trying to go unnoticed. A car was the best kind of vehicle for this type of surveillance, anyway.  More protection, less conspicuous.

At Steve's office he spent some time looking at photos of possible suspects, but Pinkshirt wasn't among them, so he sat down with an artist who specialized in composite pictures.  They stayed at the computer until they'd worked up a reasonable facsimile of Pinkshirt's overly-average features.  Steve promised to get the picture out to his contacts in law enforcement and see if anybody knew the guy.  By then it was nearly noon and Caleb was getting anxious to get back to Blake.  Steve provided him with a car and gave him a Blackberry to help him keep in touch.  

"What are you trying to do, gizmo me to death?" Caleb asked.  But in truth, he was glad to have it.  

He had called Blake and found out her plans for the day, artfully dodging her request to see him.  He could tell she was feeling wounded, or maybe just puzzled, at his behavior, especially after they'd gotten along so well last time they were together.  He hated to upset her but right now he had no choice.  He'd promised to call her later, then he'd hung up.  And when she left the house that afternoon, he was ready for her.

Since then, he'd barely been away from her, although she didn't know it.  He'd called her twice a day, glad to hear her voice, wishing he could explain what was going on.  He'd followed her to the grocery store, the shopping mall, the library.  That last one had surprised him somewhat, but hey, what did he know?  He'd slept in catnaps of an hour or two at a time, whenever he knew she was someplace safe.  And there hadn't been a single hint of anyone else watching her.  Until today.  

He followed her to a toy store in Beverly Hills, where she met up out front with yet another woman so beautiful that she barely seemed to inhabit this plane of existence.  What was it with the women in this town?  Blake's companion, who he knew from his phone call with her was Mira, was wafer thin and moved with the grace of an angel down the city street.  Caleb watched them go inside, and he prepared to wait it out.

But he found it hard to stay awake.  The California sun shone down with merciless joy, beating on the roof of his borrowed automobile and heating the interior to a cozy, nap-inducing temperature.  He rolled the front windows down and the back windows up, or the front windows up and the back windows down, depending on how the breeze was blowing.  Periodically he started the car and ran the air conditioning.  

The third time he nodded off he woke himself with the sound of his own snoring.  Momentarily panicked, he leaned forward and verified that Blake's car was still parked where he had last seen it.  Then he slapped his cheeks, disgusted.  "Ten years ago you could stay awake for days, barely moving a muscle, looking down the long scope of a sniper rifle," he reminded himself.  And his body whispered back, Ten years is a long time, old man.

He spotted a Java Joe's half a block down the street, and  decided to make a run for it.  He needed motion.  And caffeine.  Keeping an eye on the front door of the toy store as well as on Blake's car, he jogged the half block and walked gratefully into the cool dim interior of the coffee bar, where the very air seemed to be infused with caffeine.  

He ordered the largest iced coffee that they served, and allowed himself an extra minute before heading back out into the heat.  Out of habit, his eyes did a quick sweep of the shop, taking in a half-dozen other patrons who were taking a break to refuel before going about their daily lives.  His gaze moved past a dark-haired man sitting by the front window, then snapped back again.  It was him.  Pinkshirt.  

Caleb felt a shock go through him as he automatically registered the man's average statistics – medium height, middling weight, run of the mill features.  It was only the look in his eyes that made him identifiable: the laser-like way he gazed out of the front window, feigning lack of interest so well that only a practiced eye like Caleb's could tell the difference.  This was the guy he'd been waiting for, no doubt about it.  

Had the man spotted him?  No.  Caleb blessed the training which had insisted he wear what he called  yuppie-camouflage: chinos and a golf shirt instead of his usual t-shirt and jeans, with a ball cap covering his hair.

Moving casually, Caleb left the coffee shop and headed back to his car.  Using the Blackberry, he sent Steve an email telling him what was going on.  Then Caleb went back to waiting and watching, only this time, he was waiting for Pinkshirt to come out of the coffee shop, and he was watching for any other goons that might be loitering nearby, hoping to get a drop on Blake.

He sipped his coffee absently, although his need for caffeine had evaporated.  He was working now on pure adrenaline.

The Blackberry beeped at the same moment that Blake exited the shop, lugging a huge box.  She and Mira exchanged a few sentences then climbed into Blake's car, prepared to take flight to where ever exotic birds like these spent their days.  Caleb saw Pinkshirt come out of the Java Joe's and get into a green automobile.  He used the phone in his camera to take a picture and email it to Steve, then he checked Steve's message.  It just said, "Understood.  Birddog him, and report back asap."

He watched Blake's car pull away from the curb, with Pinkshirt close behind.  As he pulled out into traffic, he murmured.  "Birddog him, You're damn right I will, and when the time is right, I'll flush him out and take him down."
   

But hours later, he was beginning to think that the time would never be right.  He'd followed Pinkshirt all over creation – at least, the part of creation that was called Los Angeles – and never once had the guy done anything more than trail Blake from a discreet distance.  It was creepy, to be sure, but it wasn't criminal.  

Blake and Mira had found a small neighborhood restaurant with a shaded back patio, and they'd sat and talked for well over an hour, toying with their food, sipping their drinks, laughing together.  The two women were obviously as close as sisters, and for a while Caleb played with the idea of chatting up Mira, trying to see if she could shed any light on Blake's relationship with Rube.  But he nixed the idea pretty quickly.  He already felt enough like a rat: following her, lying to her.  Between himself and Pinkshirt, who was the bigger creep?  Right now, it seemed like kind of a toss-up.  

After the restaurant, Blake dropped Mira at her car, and headed back to Malibu.  Caleb thought she would return to the beach house, but to his surprise she turned in the direction of Malibu Pier.  She parked her car and strolled out along the pier, hands in her pockets, the ocean breeze tossing her hair.  She appeared so deep in thought that Caleb once again felt like a heel for following her, invading her privacy.  She looked like a woman who had a lot on her mind, and she deserved to be alone with her thoughts.  

That was Caleb's opinion, but Pinkshirt apparently disagreed.  He parked his car and strolled after her, casual-like, but still at a less than careful distance.  

His confidence is growing, Caleb thought with alarm, trailing along behind.  He's not quite so worried about being seen, getting caught.  Well, he should be worried.  In fact, he should be terrified.

The pier extended almost 800 feet from land, making the far end as remote as an island, even with tourists milling around.  Pinkshirt stopped in at Ruby's Shake Shack and picked himself up a midday treat, then took a seat a bench and looked out at the water.  Nearby, Blake was standing at the railing, one elegant foot propped up in front of her.  Caleb had brought the digital camera with him.  He found a spot out of Blake's line of sight, and made himself busy snapping pictures of the ocean, Surfer's Beach, and – oh yes – a couple shots of Pinkshirt as he enjoyed his afternoon snack.  

Eventually, Blake made her way back to her car, with Pinkshirt and Caleb in their usual parade behind her.  Just as they were reaching the parking lot, Pinkshirt tossed his empty cup into a nearby trashcan.  Caleb watched it go sailing, and his heart nearly leapt out of his chest.  Pictures be damned, here was some a real lead – fingerprints, maybe even DNA.  Something solid to feed into Steve's hungry computer database.

Taking a clean handkerchief out of his pocket, Caleb surreptitiously fished the cup out of the wastebasket.  Although he had to double-time it to his car before the Blake and her unwanted escort pulled out, he took a moment to wrap the cup carefully in a plastic evidence bag he found in the trunk.  As he started the engine, he put in a call to Steve.  "Well, my friend, I finally have some good news."




 
   
   

Chapter Eleven
   
   

Blake drove slowly away from her brief stop at Malibu Pier, heading back to the beach house.  Lunch with Mira had been fun, providing some much-needed laughs, but things in her universe were still way off-kilter.   She had thought that spending some time on the pier, amongst the surfers and tourists and seagulls, all of whom laughed and called to each other in the particular language of their own little tribe, would help center her perspective.  But even there, with the breathless expanse of ocean undulating against the horizon, she'd been uneasy.  

It wasn't, she realized, simply that she felt trapped inside a glass case – a genie in a bottle, as she'd so ingeniously described it to the cashier at the toy store.  It was that she could feel someone outside the bottle, peering in at her.  She couldn't see who it was, but someone was out there.  

  The turnoff for Malibu Road was coming up on her left.  As Blake eased her foot onto the brake and put on her turn signal, she pondered the coming evening at the beach house: the wide windows which in a few short hours would be dark with night, the pounding surf that muffled sounds, even when the next house was only twenty feet away, the screams of a stranger, which still seemed to echo within the walls.  She wasn't ready to go back there, and she knew it.  Abruptly she changed her turn signal from left to right, sped up, and darted into a clear spot in traffic, neatly bypassing the intersection.  

Behind her there was a squeal of tires and the solid thunking sound of bumper on bumper.  Blake glanced into her rearview mirror and saw to her dismay that a fender bender had just occurred at that very intersection.  She winced.  Had her impetuous decision not to turn caused the accident?  Trouble certainly did seem to be following her these days.

Her foot hesitated on the gas as she wondered whether to turn around and make sure everyone was all right.  But even as she had the thought, a police car arrived on the scene, its blue lights flashing with authority.   Relieved, she once more concentrated on acceleration, making the next right onto Malibu Canyon Road, heading up into the hills toward the house on Entwistle Ridge Drive.

The gates swung open with their customary welcoming screech, and for the millionth time Blake reminded herself to get those things re-balanced and the hinges oiled up.  This was her house, after all, not Castle Dracula.  No reason for any visitors to go screaming off into the night.  Not, she reflected, that she had many visitors these days.

Blake left the car in the driveway and lugged Ernie's present into the front hall.  Later in the evening she'd move it to the spare bedroom for storage, and she'd find some good wrapping paper – something thick and expensive, which would give the little boy satisfaction in tearing it open.  She'd seen the perfect stuff in a shop recently.   Where was it?

Oh, right, when she was out somewhere with Caleb.  Her heart, which had briefly begun to rise at the thought of her godson's birthday present, sank again slowly.  She didn't want to think about Caleb, didn't want to let him into her thoughts.  What she'd told Mira today was true – it was probably for the best that Caleb hadn't been to see her.  He said he had business out here.  Well, fine.  Let him finish it up and ride that sexy motorcycle of his straight back to Iowa.  He didn't belong here with her and her mess.

She slid open the glass door to the back patio and stepped outside.  Without a thought, she stripped off her clothes and dove naked into the silvery lap pool.  As the water swept coolly over her muscles, she pictured it washing her clean, rinsing away her depression and unease, leaving her unsoiled and empty, ready to be filled with whatever happiness next presented itself.  

So, she was in a hell of a peculiar situation.  Wasn't she always?  "Weird" had always been her "normal," so what was she getting upset about? 

When she'd exhausted herself to the point of exultation, Blake climbed out of the pool and shook herself like a dog, determinedly flinging away the last vestiges of her melancholy.  Then she spread a thick towel over one of the deck chairs and threw herself down, still dripping, allowing the sun and the wind to dry her skin.  

It was a cool day, and the gentle breeze rose goose bumps on her flesh, even while the sun beamed its burning rays down on her.  She heard her mother's voice in her head, telling her to cover up and put on sunscreen, or she would be risking both pneumonia and a third degree sunburn.  Either way, Elaine's voice assured her, death was inevitable unless she acted immediately.

Well, okay, that little bit of Mom-related humor wasn't really fair, and Blake knew it.  Elaine had never been one to try to scare her with dire consequences for carelessness.  But on the other hand, she'd never shied away from projecting vivid pictures of possible outcomes of Blake's various actions – and, more to the point, inactions.  All of it, of course, was based on Elaine's deep love and concern for her daughter's welfare.  

But that didn't necessarily make things more comfortable.  A loving hand can smother as easily as caress.

Blake stood abruptly.  She toweled herself off roughly, scooped up her clothes and headed for her bathroom.  A hot shower was invigorating, and the cool glass of white wine that she poured for herself afterwards made the world mellow and just a bit surreal.  She slipped into the silk dressing gown that Rube had given her for her last birthday, and lit a fire in the oversized stone fireplace before settling with a sigh into the deep cushions of the sueded leather sofa.   

She sipped her wine, digging her toes into the luxurious pile of the Persian rug at her feet.  From out of nowhere came the memory of another rug, a beat-up old thing,  made of rough braid that poked you with its bristles.  And the couch that went with the rug was cheap, in an ugly polyester plaid that was hard on both the eyes and the derriere.  Yuck.

Blake stared sourly into the leaping flames of the fireplace as she recalled the old lake-house that had housed both of these furnishing atrocities.  It was just a little shack up on Clarion Lake, a timeshare that her parents owned.  It was falling apart and always smelled of mildew.  So why, she wondered, did the thought of it suddenly seem so lovely, calling up memories of innocent summers: fishing with her dad, sharing books with her mother, laughing at everything and nothing?  She'd give anything to feel that way again, even if it meant putting up with the polyester sofa and stupid old rug.

"Christ," she murmured.  "I obviously need more wine."

When her phone rang she assumed it was Caleb, calling for his evening check-in.  Good, this would give her the chance to tell him that he didn't have to keep checking on her, that she was fine and he should just go about his business, maybe drop her a card when he got back to Iowa.  No sense dragging this thing on since it obviously wasn't going anywhere.

But it wasn't Caleb's voice on the other end of the line.  It was Greg Betch.  "Is Rube there?"  he asked, his voice trembling slightly.  And before she could answer: "Please, Blake, tell me he's there."  

A chill ran up Blake's spine at the sound of his desperation.  "I'm sorry, Greg, but he hasn't been home."

"And he hasn't called you?  You haven't heard from him?"

"No.  I'm sorry," she repeated.  She tried to keep the worry from her tone.  "Is there anything I can do to help you?"  

He laughed miserably, and Blake could almost picture him running a shaking hand through his hair.  "The only one who can help me now is Rube, and if he's gone…well, then I guess I'll be gone soon, too.  For good."

Greg's fear was palpable, vibrating through the phone line and transmitting panic like Morse code.  Blake gripped the phone with both hands.  She knew she couldn't afford to succumb to the fright that was trying to worm its way inside her.  She had to stay in control of the situation, for Rube's sake as well as her own.  When she finally spoke, she heard her mother's voice, pointed and direct, cutting through the fear with a sharp swipe of practicality.  "Now, Greg, you have to tell me what's going on.  This is getting ridiculous."

"Oh we're way passed ridiculous, sister.  We're bordering on bizarre, in fact."  Hysteria had begun to creep into his tone, and Blake suddenly felt impatience flare inside her.  For crying out loud, couldn't the man give her a direct answer for once?  

"Greg, snap out of it!  What's happened?  What is it exactly that's got you so worked up?"

Another laugh, this one dark and ugly.  "Well I guess you'll know soon enough."  And with an abrupt click, he was gone.

Blake held the phone in a shaking hand and stared at it, as if it could tell her something that would explain what was going on.  Finally she drew a deep breath and set it back on the coffee table.  She'd come here because she thought she'd feel more secure than at the beach house, but she hadn't really expected the darkness of this mystery to try to touch her here, not in this place where she'd always felt so safe.

Abruptly she got up and checked the security system.  It was on, alarmed, including the front gates, which the digital readout told her were closed and locked.  Moving systematically, she went through the house and closed all the curtains, checked the locks on the windows and doors.  It brought back the memory of Caleb, and that last night she'd seen him when he was – 

She stopped in the middle of the living room and turned around in a complete circle, moving slowly.  The last time she'd seen him, he'd done exactly what she was doing now: made sure the house was locked up tight and the security system was on.   It was almost as if he'd known something was wrong.

But that was ridiculous.  

Wasn't it?  

How could Caleb have any idea of what was going on?  She barely knew herself what was happening, and certainly on that day she hadn't been aware of anything odd.

But he had, she could see that now.  In her mind's eye, she could see him: the soldier militantly fortifying her position.  And then he'd retreated, and he hadn't come back.

"No."  She didn't realize she'd said it out loud until she felt the stubborn set of her lips that always accompanied the speaking of that particular word.  "No.  He is not involved in this."

Obstinacy was starting to set in, she could feel it.  There was danger in that, of course, because when she got into this mood she had been known to overlook unpleasant facts that were staring her right in the face.  But she just couldn't bring herself to believe that Caleb had any part in her life aside from being a sweet guy who made her laugh and who coincidentally had lovely bones that she'd very much like to jump, as impossible as that was given her current situation.  Caleb, she told herself with childlike stubbornness, was good, pure and simple.

As if on cue, her cell phone rang again, and this time it was him.  She picked the phone up gingerly and made sure to check the caller ID before pressing talk.  When she heard Caleb's voice on the other end of the line, it was as if a switch had been flipped, and light flooded into all the dark corners of her life.  Here was safety, here was kindness.  Here was someone she could trust.

And that was all she needed to know for now.




 
   
   

Chapter Twelve
   
   

"I am big," Norma Desmond said, drawing herself up haughtily.  "It's the pictures that got small."

Blake moved closer to Caleb and rested her head on his shoulder, ignoring the way the movie theatre seat dug into her side.  On the screen in front of them, Gloria Swanson and William Holden were sizing each other up in a crumbling Hollywood mansion.  Dreamily, Blake reached for the popcorn, watching Holden's near-perfect features alter subtly as he tried to manipulate the glorious Gloria Swanson.

Oh, it felt good to be here, snuggled up with Caleb in the dark.  When he'd called her this evening and invited her to a late screening of Sunset Boulevard at the little Los Feliz theatre near his hotel, she felt like a she was being thrown a life preserver.  After Greg's disturbing phone call, Caleb's invitation had been soothing oil on the troubled waters of her psyche.

He'd picked her up around nine-thirty, brought her flowers and everything, just like a real date.  When he'd looked at her, his eyes were full of such lovable warmth that it practically restored her faith in humanity.  "I missed you these last few days," he'd said, and she believed him.  Just the way he'd held her hand when they walked down the street towards the theatre had made her shiver.

And she shivered again now as he put his arm around her and pulled her close.  It felt good to be with him.  Felt good just to sit next to him, to feel the warmth of his leg next to hers.  It was the kind of good she hadn't experienced in a long time.

When they reached the point in the film where Holden engages a fresh, young Nancy Olsen in a desperate lip-lock, Blake felt Caleb's gaze turn toward her.  His eyes burned a hole right through her.  She lifted her head and looked up at him.  In the flickering dark, they stared at each other.  A long moment passed.  She laid her head back on his shoulder, and reached for his hand.

After the movie, they strolled slowly up Vermont Avenue until they reached Franklin Street.  They crossed the street and stood at the bus stop.  They'd left Caleb's bike at his motel and taken the bus to the theatre.  Parking in LA could be tricky business.  

Suddenly Caleb laughed.  "I can't believe I got you to take a bus!" he said.

Blake pretended to be indignant.  "Why?  You think I'm so stuck up that I won't ride public transportation?"

"No…."

"Buses are great!  They're good for the environment."

"So I imagine you take them all the time," he teased.

She rolled her eyes.  It was liberating to act like her old spunky self.  "Oh yeah, I make a point of riding the bus at least twenty times a day.  Are you happy now?"

"Very," he said.  He leaned down and kissed her on the mouth, taking her by surprise.  It was a quick kiss, sweet and friendly.  He straightened up again.  "Very happy," he repeated.  And Blake could see that he meant it.

It was a short, lumbering ride down Franklin Avenue to the 101 Diner.  Caleb climbed off the bus first, then reached up and helped Blake as she hopped down.  

It was 11:30 on a weeknight, but the diner was surprisingly full.  Blake smiled as several of the young people crowded into a series of booths along the front called out a greeting to Caleb.  He nodded to them, then called to a waitress, "Hey Dina, is that booth free?"

"Yeah," she said, not looking up from the register.  "Go ahead.  I'll have someone over to bus it for you in a few minutes."

Apparently, her farm boy friend was making a lot of friends of his own, Blake mused.  He lead her through the crowd to a circular booth in back.  It was a large booth, capable of accommodating at least half a dozen people.  "Are you sure they won't mind if we take this one?" Blake asked.  "There's only two of us, after all."

Caleb shrugged.  "I've been coming in here practically every day, and this is always where I sit.  If they get really full, sometimes Dina will squeeze a few more guests in here.  Gives me an opportunity to get to know some of the local people."

"That's why all those kids up front know you?"

"Mmm-hmm."  Caleb made himself busy stacking dishes to the side, using a paper napkin to wipe off the table. 

Dina came over to clear the table, smiling when she saw the results of Caleb's work.  "I may have to start splitting my tips with you!" she said.

"No sweat," he told her.  Something caught his eye and he sat up straighter to get a look at her face.  Blake couldn't see what he was looking at.  "Hey, you did it!"

"Yep."  Dina smiled with pride.

"How does it feel?"

"It was easier than this one," she said, and tapped the side of her nose.  Then she turned to Blake, and Blake could see a diamond stud in her nostril, as well as a silver ring in her eyebrow.  "I just had the eyebrow done today," Dina told Blake.

"She'd been talking about doing it since the first day I walked in here," Caleb added.  "I didn't think she'd ever get around to it."

"Hey, I'm a busy girl, okay?"  Dina laughed.  

Caleb laughed with her.  "Don't I know it.  Maybe if that hectic schedule of yours clears up, you'll be able to bring us a couple of menus."  

"I'll do my best."  Dina winked and walked off.

"Pretty girl," Blake commented.

"She's a good waitress," Caleb said.  "And she wasn't kidding about being busy.  Apparently she's going to school full-time in addition to working here."

"She was flirting with you," Blake said pointedly.

Caleb gave Blake a don't-be-ridiculous look.  "She flirts with everybody.  She works for tips, remember?"

Blake felt her cheeks redden at her unexpected feeling of jealousy.  Seeing her face, Caleb reached for her hand and squeezed it.  At his touch, the warmth of her blush seemed to spread, flowing out to her extremities, settling between her legs.  She shifted, unsure what to say.

"Here you go." Dina returned briskly, placing menus on the table in front of them and pulling an order pad out of her apron.  "You want drinks?  Coffee?"

Caleb spoke for both of them.  "I'm guessing Blake would like iced tea," he looked at her for confirmation before continuing, "and I'll have – "

"And coffee for the cowboy," Dina interrupted, scribbling away.  "Real coffee, real cream."

"You got it," Caleb answered.  He was talking to Dina, but he was looking at Blake.  

"Back in a jiffy," Dina said, and sailed away again.

Blake was flattered but disconcerted to realize that Caleb hadn't taken his eyes off her since he'd taken her hand a moment ago.  She picked up her menu, hoping to distract him.

"So what are you having?"

"Breakfast," he answered promptly.  He looked down at the menu.  "Breakfast is my favorite dinner.  Omelet, bacon, hash browns, toast."

"What about fruit?  Don't you eat that?"

"Orange juice, woman.  Haven't you ever heard of it?"  Caleb smiled as Blake shook her head.  "So, what are you having?"

"The fruit and yogurt plate," she told him self-righteously.  "Real fruit, and no fat."

"Sounds boring."

"It's not boring.  It's good for me – and helps me keep in shape.  Not all of us can be as naturally perfect as you are."

"Oh yeah, I'm just all kinds of perfect."  

Behind his laugh, Caleb was worried.  After Blake had left the pier today, Pinkshirt had continued to follow her, and had gotten himself into a fender-bender near Malibu Road, when Blake had apparently decided not to go back to the beach house.  That seemed like good news at first, since the man wasn't likely to continue a tail in a car that was obviously fresh from an accident.  But then it had occurred to Caleb that there might be somebody else – or more than one somebody – who was watching her, and he'd realized that he was no longer comfortable just protecting her from a distance.  

So he'd convinced Steve to put another man on Pinkshirt, and with Steve's blessing, Caleb had invited Blake to the movies.  Of course, for Caleb it wasn't just about the operation.  Tonight had given him that thing he'd been craving for three long days: a chance to see Blake.  To really see her, not just from a distance.  To look into her eyes, to touch her hand, to steal a kiss.  He'd done all those things this evening, and he wanted to do them again.  And again.  And more.

Just a little while longer, he told himself.  When Steve got the results back from the fingerprints that they'd lifted off that milkshake cup, they'd have a real identification on that bozo who'd been following her.  And then he'd tell Blake everything – why he was here, what he'd been doing.  He wasn't sure that she could forgive him, but he owed her the truth.  And she would get it.




 
   
   

Chapter Thirteen
   
   

Oh, this is bad, Blake thought.  Really bad.  Really, majorly bad.  

The noise level in the coffee shop rose steadily, as people continued to swarm in for late-night sustenance.  She had to lean closer to Caleb to hear what he was saying.

"Of course, Andie was only about this big at the time," he held his hand at slightly above table level to show the height of his niece when she was three, "but she was already an opinionated woman.  That day, her mother tried to get her ready for church by putting her in this cute little dress with old-fashioned saddle shoes.  It was quite a little getup, but apparently Andie didn't think it was fancy enough.  So she went digging through her grandmother's dress-up trunk, found some old Halloween costume and ended up going to church in a Cinderella dress and a rhinestone tiara!"  

Blake laughed at the image conjured by his words.  "Already a little princess."

"You know it!"

"Well, I can relate to that."  She sucked a sip of tea through her straw, unable to take her eyes from Caleb's face.  When he talked about his family, his whole being lit up, became animated in a way she'd never seen before.   Blake felt her heart warm in response: a tiny flicker of affection that was glowing brighter by the minute, dangerously close to flaming into the worst of the four-letter words: love.

And that was majorly bad.  Really.  Falling in love with Caleb would be the least kind

thing she could do to him, or to herself.  There was no room in her life for love right now.

When they left the diner it was well after midnight.  Caleb took Blake's hand as they crossed the street toward his motel.  The touch of his skin on hers was like an electric shock.  As they climbed on his bike to go back to the Entwistle Ridge house, she again recited to herself the reasons that she shouldn't get any more involved than she was.  

They were all good reasons, sensible reasons.  And yet when she was nestled behind him on the motorcycle, speeding through the soft, dark night, she couldn't help but direct him back up Mulholland Drive, to that same little place where they had stopped before.

When they pulled up on the side of the road, Blake slipped off the seat and removed her helmet.  This time she waited for him to do the same before pushing her way through the underbrush to the clearing.  He followed close behind her, pushing his bike along carefully.  When they reached the clearing he settled the bike firmly on its kickstand, then waited to see what would happen next.

What was going to happen?  Blake was wondering that herself.  Why had she brought him here again, to this sweet sacred spot that she treasured so much? 

"I must be a damned fool," she said abruptly.  She took a breath and continued.  "You're a really decent guy, Caleb."

"Uh-oh.  This can't be good."  His voice was easy, but she sensed tension.  "Conversations that begin like that usually end with 'good-bye.'"

She turned her head and smiled at him.  "This isn't one of those conversations."

He met her eyes, his gaze intense, focused.  Her heart flipped.  "Good," he said.

She hurried to continue.  "This is the 'I don't know what you must think of me,' type of conversation."  He tilted his head, but didn't reply.  "My life – it isn't exactly what could be called 'decent,' now is it?"

He took his time before answering, shifting his balance from one foot to the next.  "I don't like to make judgments about the way people live.  Near as I can tell, we're all just trying to make it from one day to the next without hurting anybody – least of all ourselves.  I don't have to understand your life to know that you and Rube must live the way you do for a good reason."

"Not everybody gets Rube and me," she heard herself say.  "But we're not really what everybody thinks.  We're friends – good friends."

"With benefits, as they say," Caleb supplied easily, no trace of condemnation in his voice.

"Actually, no.  No benefits…at least, not the ones you mean."  Blake sighed.  She felt Caleb listening, not wanting to interrupt.  "Remember I told you that when I was sixteen I ran away to Paris to do a modeling job?"

"Of course."

"In some ways, that was the beginning of some of the best years in my life.  I traveled all over, I made good money.  And I had great friends, but even so, there were times when I was awfully lonely.  My parents – well, they didn't want to have anything to do with me at that point.  At least, that's what I told myself.  I'm not so sure it's really true, but at the time, I guess you could say that I was young enough to think I knew everything."  

A dry, dust-scented breeze blew across the side of the mountain, ruffling the gray-green brush and raising goose bumps on her legs.  She shivered slightly.  When Caleb saw that she was cold, he took off his jacket and moved to drape it around her.  

"Thanks," she murmured.  As she reached up to adjust it, she touched his fingers as they lingered on her shoulders.  Again she felt that electric spark, and suddenly her legs went weak and rubbery.

Although Blake silently cursed herself for feeling like some giddy schoolgirl, she allowed her knees to bend and she settled on the rough grass, pulling her legs up close and wrapping her arms around them.  After a moment, Caleb settled beside her, close but not touching.  In a great display of casualness, he leaned back on his elbows, stretching his long legs out in front of him and crossing his ankles.  And that, Blake thought, was the difference between the two of them.  She was drawn in tightly, holding on to her secrets for dear life.  And Caleb was sprawled out, open and honest.  

She stared blindly out over the glittering vista before them, searching for the answer to a question that hadn't yet been asked.  "My mother is a high school principal, but when I was a kid she was an English teacher.  She raised me on a steady diet of classical feminist literature: Charlotte Bronte, Jane Austen.  She had big plans for me – college, grad school, maybe even a PhD.  But I didn't want any of that."  Blake felt her mouth twist into a cheerless little grin.  "I wanted to be a rock star, you know?  I wanted to see the world, have adventures, have handsome men falling all over me.  And as much as I loved my mother and all she stood for, I knew that life wasn't for me.  So when the chance came to get away, I took it.  And for a while, it was everything I'd always wanted.  But when I was seventeen, I fell in love, really in love, for the first time."  

She paused, remembering.  Her eyes were focused on the horizon, seeing not the pinpoints of light that marked the streets of Hollywood, but other roads from long ago and far away.  "It was Paris, and it was springtime.  And when you're seventeen, on your own in Paris in the spring, you really have no choice but to fall in love.  His name was Gregory.  He was a photographer, and one of the most beautiful men I'd ever met in my life.  We had three glorious months together before it all fell apart."

"What happened?"

"Pregnancy scare."  She laughed without humor.  "Actually, he was more scared than I was.  By the time I found out it was a mistake he had already dumped me.  I thought we were in love, that he might even welcome the chance to father my child.  But it wasn't like that at all.  The funny thing is, it was so long ago that I can barely remember what he looks like…except for that moment when he was telling me he didn't love me.  His face in that instant is frozen in my mind, and I'll never forget it."  

It surged upward now, the memory of his exquisitely handsome face, made hideously ugly by his betrayal.  And with it, as always, came the flush of remembered humiliation and furious anger, followed by the agonizing crush of heartbreak and the mortification of realizing she'd been a damned silly fool.  

Blake pushed it all away, banishing it once again to the past where it belonged.   "I realized that I'd been living in a fantasy, and I needed to go home.  So I came back to the States and tried to patch things up with my folks, but they were still so hurt…well, I realized that I wasn't doing any of us any good by staying there in Sacramento, so I left again, came here to L.A.  By that time I was overboard without a life preserver – drowning, you know?  Completely at loose ends.  I had no idea what I was going to do, or how I would survive.  Then Rube found me, and a whole new fantasy began.  Of course, at that point I didn't want a 'real' relationship.  I'd had it with sex, and I certainly didn't want to risk getting pregnant again.  So what Rube proposed seemed like the perfect solution."

Caleb spoke for the first time in many minutes.  His voice held a deliberate casualness.  "What exactly did he propose?"

Blake turned and looked at him.  "Rube and I aren't 'together' in the conventional sense.  What I mean is – well, we don't have sex."




 
   
   

Chapter Fourteen
   
   

Caleb sat up and looked at her disbelievingly.  "Are you telling me that the two of you have been together for almost ten years and you've never – "

"No."  Blake's cheeks were burning, and she was already beginning to regret blurting out the truth.  She had no right to go telling Rube's intimate secrets to anyone. 

"But how is that possible?  I mean,  you're – well, look at you!  How could any man live with you and not make love to you every day?"  

Blake uttered a startled but flattered laugh, even as understanding dawned on Caleb's face.  "Oh wait – is Rube gay?"

"No," Blake said again.  "Although it would be considerably easier on him if he were instead of…."  She sighed.  She could see that now that she'd opened this particular door, she had to allow Caleb to come all the way through.  It would be worse if she didn't.  She just had to tell Caleb everything, and hope that he was as trustworthy as she believed him to be.  

"A long time ago – long before I met him – Rube was in some kind of accident.  He doesn't like to talk about it, and to be honest I don't know all the details, but, well, he can't…you know.  It's not something he talks about, of course.  In fact, as far as I know, nobody knows about his condition except me and his doctor."  She paused.  "And now you."

Caleb digested the information in silence, and Blake stumbled on, wanting him to understand.  "Anyway it's never been important to us.  Our relationship isn't about sex, it's about companionship.  I take care of the houses, give parties, hang on his arm when he goes out to socialize.  I'm his wife in every sense except legal and physical.  We're committed to each other, and that's all that counts."

"You're in love with him."  The way Caleb said it, Blake couldn't tell if it was a question or a statement.

"I do love him," she said.  "How could I not?  I mean, I know what the world thinks of guys like Rube, but he saved my life.  I was dead broke and drifting when he found me.  I'd washed up as a model.  I had a GED but no real life experience and no direction.  Rube put me through college, gave me a home, gave me a life.  I do charity work, I run the house, and I look after Rube.  And what's so wrong with that?"  

Blake's voice had risen and become more defensive with each syllable.  When she finished speaking, Caleb remained silent, and her words hung in the crisp night air like wisps of smoke.

"Sorry," she said after a moment.  "That tone wasn't aimed at you.  I was re-living the argument I had with my mother the last time I saw her."

"So your parents know about you and Rube?"

"They know that Rube and I live together, and that's enough.  They don't exactly approve.  A few of my close friends understand that Rube and are aren't really a 'couple,' but I think that most of them suspect we started out as a full-romance, and that we've turned into a relationship of convenience.  But I've never volunteered the truth, and they don't ask questions."

Again there was that typical Caleb silence, the silence that said, I'm going to sit here and digest all of this carefully before speaking.  But this time
Blake couldn't wait for him to finish chewing over his thoughts.  "Tell me what you're thinking," she said, "or I'll go nuts."

"I'm thinking that I've misjudged you," he told her honestly.  "And that doesn't happen very often."

"It's more like I misled you than you misjudged me."

"You didn't mislead me," Caleb said quickly.  "At least, not any more than you've done to everyone else, so I can't fault you on that.  The thing I'm wondering now is, out of everyone you know, why are you telling this to me?"

Blake hadn't anticipated that particular question.  But the moment he asked it, she told herself she should have known it was coming.  Now she was the one who paused, searching for the right words.  "I guess because I wanted you of all people to see me as I really am, and not just some glamour girl who lies on the beach all day."

He drew up his legs and rested his elbows on his knees in an unconscious imitation of her posture.  "Again I have to ask the question: why me?"

The question made her laugh.  "Oh, I think you already know the answer to that one, Caleb McKenna."

He turned to face her, his green eyes glowing like jade in the darkness.  She laid a hand on his arm and spoke softly.  "You do know, don't you?"

He pulled her into his arms, and a chuckle rose deep in her throat.  "I guess you do."

But her laughter died as his mouth closed on hers.  His lips were at once soft and demanding, his embrace both safe and dangerous, sending chills crawling along her skin.  The flame that had been flickering so tentatively flared into a roaring fire, and before she knew it she was lying back on the ground, pulling him along with her.

The rough grass poked tiny spears through her blouse, scratching her back as the delicious weight of Caleb's body pressed her further into the ground.  She slid her hands under his shirt, feeling the hot soft skin against her palms.  She moaned into his mouth and tugged upward, trying to get the shirt over his head and out of her way.  She wanted more of him – all of him – and she wanted it now.

But he pulled away, leaning back on one elbow, putting too much space between them for her liking.  "We can't do this," he said, breath coming roughly.  "You don't know anything about me."

"I know that you're a good man, an honest man.  I know that you like old movies, and you wanted to be an astronaut when you were a little boy, and you love your nieces and nephews.  I know an awful lot," she said quietly.  "I know enough."

His eyes probed hers like beacons through a foggy night, guiding lights to which would bring her soul safely to home port.  She left herself motionless, waiting, open.  

Whatever he saw in her face must have convinced him, because he lowered his head, and claimed her mouth once more.  This time when she tugged upward on his shirt he didn't resist.  Her blouse was next, each button undone with trembling fingers.  It landed on the grass next to his, and other items of clothing followed, until they were both bare to the night, and to each other.

They wasted little time with preliminaries; as soon as she'd helped him roll on a condom, she pushed him onto his back and rose over him, glorious and golden in the moonlight.  She closed her eyes as he penetrated her, hard meeting soft and both finding new pleasures in their counterpoint.  When he was settled inside her, she began to move, her rhythm clumsy at first, desperate with desire.

"It's been awhile, hasn't it, sugar?" he whispered hoarsely.  Sliding his fingers up her sleek, toned thighs, he settled his hands on her buttocks, grasping each firm globe with a strong hand.  A quick cry of pleasure escaped her mouth, and she felt him pulse inside her in response.  "Let me help you out a little."

He showed her how to move, awaking memories long buried, sensations long denied.  Slowly at first, he guided her forward and up, down and back, each movement flowing into the next, every inch a new and marvelous feeling – familiar but exciting.  So, so exciting.  As their passion mounted, they began to move more quickly, their joint needs becoming frantic.  

Blake heard her own voice crying hoarsely into the night as pleasure swelled inside her.  As her cries became louder she felt him grasp her flesh tightly, and in a moment of pure electric joy, they exploded together.  

Some time later she found herself lying on his chest, with her cheek resting against his heart.  His hands were tangled softly in her hair.  As her eyes fluttered open, he breathed deeply.

"We should get going," he said softly.

"Mmmm, I don't want to move."  She smiled sleepily, feeling a delicious golden drowsiness seep through her limbs.  "Let's just stay here for another decade or so."

He chuckled.  "We'll eat grass, and drink rainwater."  He lifted his head to look at her.  "Does it rain here?"

"Sometimes."

"Good.  Then we'll drink rainwater sometimes.  And the rest of the time – "

"The rest of the time, we'll live off each other."  She met his gaze with an impish grin.

"Sounds good to me."  He rolled her onto her back, landing gently on top of her.  "Shall we start right now?"




 
   
   

Chapter Fifteen
   
   

Sounds, distant and blurry, filtered their way through Caleb's sleeping brain to the consciousness beneath.  He stirred, reluctant to wake.  It had been a mighty long time since he had woken up in a strange bed after a night of passion, and he wanted to draw out this moment for as long as possible, as he had tried to draw out so many moments the night before.

While his mind moved grudgingly toward wakefulness, he stretched out his hand, moving languorously through soft linen sheets toward the woman he thought was sleeping next to him.  When he discovered an empty space where warm, tempting flesh should be, he opened his eyes.

Pale light shone down from a skylight over the bed.  From behind him came the soft rush of a shower running, and the rich, galvanizing scent of coffee wafted like vapor through the air.  He started to sit up, then decided that motion could wait.  Every muscle felt like jello, every breath was both a pain and a pleasure.  He gave up and lay back in the soft bed with a sigh of contentment, taking in his surroundings from where he lay.

The room in which he found himself was medium-sized, with dark polished flooring and pale, creamy-green walls.  The bed floated like a cloud on a dais in the middle of the floor, piled high with deep pillows and a thick down comforter.  It faced a wall of French doors which looked out onto the long deck that stretched along the back of the house.  The walls were graced by oil paintings of abstract scenes in natural tones: close-ups of grass and light on the water.  The whole feeling was one of peace and tranquility, like sleeping outside. 

This was Blake's room at the Entwistle Ridge house and, like many other things about the lady, her decorating taste surprised him.  Of course, it now made perfect sense to him that she and Rube would have separate sleeping quarters.  That mystery had been fully and completely solved last night.  Lord but he felt sorry for the poor bastard who had to live with Blake and couldn't make love to her.  That wasn't a life for anyone.  On the other hand, if Rube was actually thinking about doing Blake harm, it wasn't like he deserved anybody's sympathy, let alone Caleb's.

And with that thought, the twin clouds of guilt and worry began to creep their way across Caleb's mental landscape.  Blake had told him intimate things about herself, had shared herself with him in every way possible.  And in return he had taken advantage of her vulnerability, and had ended up in her bed.

And that didn't exactly sit well with him.

There was only one thing for him to do, and he'd known it since she first kissed him last night.  He had to resign from Steve's employ and tell Blake everything.  He'd stay with her if she would have him: protect her, love her, but he wouldn't take money for it.

He heard a door behind him open, and Blake entered in a cloud of steam, bringing the clean smell of milled soap into the room with her.  "Well, good morning, sleepyhead," she said, coming around the carved oak headboard.  "I was wondering if you'd ever wake up."

She smiled lazily as she stretched out on the bed next to him, her thick terrycloth robe hiding parts that would have been marvelously distracting.  Her damp hair was combed away from her face, which looked pure and untouched in the morning light.  "Good morning yourself, gorgeous."

"Did you drink your coffee?"

"Coffee?" he perked up.  "Where?"

"I left if for you, right there."  

He turned his head to follow her gesture, and saw a small nightstand on which rested a thick white mug filled with dark brown liquid.

"Hey, thanks.  I can't believe I didn't realize that this was here."  He propped himself on one elbow, reaching for the cup.  At the first sip he felt his lethargy begin to lift, and he sighed.

"Feeling better?" she teased.

"I haven't felt this good in years.  I'm like a new man."

She nudged him with her toe.  "Nothing wrong with the old one."

"Well, thanks for that."

"Anyway, lazybones, I have to go out."  She sat up and raked her fingers through her hair.  "I have an appointment – a lunch date, actually."

"Oh?  Should I be jealous?"

"No need.  It's my friend Mira."

"But didn't you just – " He was about to ask if she hadn't just seen Mira yesterday, but he caught himself in time.  He wasn't supposed to know about yesterday.  "I mean, you can't just leave me here all by my lonesome, can you?"

"Why not?  Are you going to steal the silverware, or something?"

"Never use it.  I eat with my bare hands, like all real men."

"That's not all you do with your bare hands."

Warm memories of last night – and early this morning – washed over him.  She didn't really think that he was going to let her leave this room untouched, did she?

But she saw the look in his eye and hopped up from the bed, dancing away.  "Not now, cowboy.  I'm late already."

"Late?  I thought you said you were meeting for lunch.  What time is it?"

"Eleven-thirty."

"What?"  He dropped his empty coffee cup on the side table and sat up.  "I haven't slept past seven since I don't know when!"

Her eyes twinkled.  "Well, don't be too hard on yourself, you had a rough night."

"That's the kind of 'rough' I wouldn't mind having every night for the rest of my life."  The words were out of his mouth before he realized their implication.  He saw Blake flush with pleasure, then look away.  He wondered if she liked the idea of spending more nights – all of them, in fact – with him, or if she was just flattered that it was being considered, even if it was in a roundabout way.  

When she met his gaze again she was still smiling.  "Well, you sure know how to make a girl feel appreciated.  But if I don't go now, I may miss seeing Mira, and then how will I brag about what a great lay you are?"

"You're going to tell her about us?  Are you sure that's okay?"

"She's my best friend.  She knows how to keep my secrets."

Caleb remembered how close the two women had looked at lunch yesterday, and he figured that that was probably true.  Besides, if Blake went to lunch with a friend it would leave him free to go see Steve.  And the sooner he saw Steve, the sooner he could get back to Blake with a clear conscience.  She'd be safe while he was gone; Caleb would verify that the secondary surveillance team was on her before he let her get far.

"Well, I guess I have no choice but to let you go.  But – " he lunged forward and grabbed the sash of her bathrobe.  It fell open with satisfying ease.  "You can wait another five minutes, can't you?"

"Five minutes?" she laughed, coming willingly back to bed.  "Buddy, you better make that at least fifteen!"
   

Caleb wasn't sure how to broach things with Steve, but as it turned out it was easier than he thought.  He stuck to his tried-and-true method of handling sticky situations: tell the truth, and do it fast.  Of course, he hadn't exactly applied that philosophy to the sticky situation he'd gotten himself into with Blake, but he'd work that out later.  Steve had to come first.

"You were right, man," he said bluntly.  "I'm way too close to this.  And I like it that way."

Steve leaned back in his chair and sighed.  "I was afraid of that," he said.  "So what do you want to do?"

"Quit.  Not quit her, but quit the job.  I want to tell Blake everything.  Then if she'll have me, I'll stay with her, protect her from right by her side, not behind some bush."  

"Do you think she'll be able to handle the truth when you finally give it to her?"

"I think that girl could lasso the moon if she set her mind to it.  Don't sweat that part.  Just find someone else to put onto covert surveillance.  I'll take the overt surveillance."

Steve laughed.  "Hasn't exactly been 'covert' for awhile, now has it?"

"Not exactly, no."  Caleb couldn't help but grin in response.

Levity died out of Steve's face like the sun slipping behind a hill.  His eyes sobered.  "Problem is, we got some new intel this morning, and it's not good."

Caleb sat up.  "Tell me."

"I'm afraid we've gotten word that Rube is moving his operation overseas, probably to Europe.  He's cutting ties to all of his U.S. operations – and unfortunately, Blake is one of those ties."

"What are you saying?"

"I'm afraid there's no doubt about it, my friend.  Her life is in danger."  He turned to pick up a file from his back shelf.  "I'm stepping up her security.  I have a couple good men that I want you to meet, and then we can discuss telling Blake the truth.  The way things are going it's probably a good idea.  How do you think she'll take it when – "

But by the time he turned around again, Caleb was already gone.

Steve dropped the file on his desk, and stared out the window at the magnificent view for which he'd paid so dearly.  "Good luck, buddy," he said softly.  "Something tells me you're going to need it."




 
   
   

Chapter Sixteen
   
   

"Well, no wonder you look so mellow today," Mira drawled, stirring her lunchtime cocktail with a long index finger.  "I guess there's something to be said for those corn-fed farm boys after all, now isn't there?"

"I think it's safe to say that there is."  Blake felt an idiotic smile spread over her face, and was well aware that it wasn't the first time today that she'd worn this particular love-stupid expression.  She picked up her own Spicy Mango Martini and swirled it gently before tasting.  Mmm – fiery and sweet.  And not the only thing in her life that could be described that way.

"Honey, I've known you for years, and I don't think I've ever seen you look so happy," Mira said.

"I have to admit, I'm floating.  It's all blue skies and rainbows, you know?  Heady stuff."

"Well, love does make the world go 'round."  Mira licked the tip of her finger deliberately before taking a sip of her drink.  

Blake shook her head.  "There's that word again!  You're a little too fond of it, in my opinion."

"Nobody around here wants your opinion, sweetie," Mira teased.  "Especially not about the dreaded L-word."

"Yes, well, 'lunch' is the only L-word I'm interested in at the moment," Blake said calmly, picking up her menu.  "You already know what you want.  What am I going to have?"

They were sitting at one of the small two-person tables that lined the walls of Nobu Malibu's enclosed patio.  Mira had been adamant about having lunch here, claiming that she was jonesing for their black cod with miso.  Given the way gossip traveled on the LA grapevine, Blake felt a little nervous discussing her private life out in the open, but the gentle murmur of conversation from their fellow diners, along with the swish of traffic from Santa Monica Boulevard not far away, provided a satisfying buffer to their conversation.  Besides, it was never easy to deny Mira anything that she wanted.

Blake looked at her friend over the top of the menu.  Cool as ever, Mira was serenely sipping her drink, looking as if there was nothing more important on her mind than what brand of gin they were using in the cocktails.  She hadn't given Blake a clue as to why she'd asked to see her for lunch, and so far she was acting as if Blake's love life were the only interesting thing in the world.  

The waiter arrived, interrupting Blake's reverie.  She looked back at the menu and chose at random, settling on the Chilean sea bass with black bean sauce.  

"So, to what do I owe the great and rare pleasure of seeing you two days in a row?" Blake asked when the waiter departed.

Mira was silent for a moment, then she blurted, "I think Rudolpho's going to propose!" and promptly burst into tears.

So much for being cool and serene, Blake thought.  She reached out and took Mira's hand, squeezing it.  "And the thought is so appalling that it just makes you weep?" she asked gently, knowing the answer.

"No, it's wonderful."  Mira pulled a tissue from her purse and turned her head as she blew her nose.  "It's better than wonderful!  It's magnificent, perfect…and just plain terrible!"  The tears started again, and Blake felt an answering sting in her own eyes, even as her mouth curved into a smile.

"You love him very much, don't you?"

"So, so much!  But that's the problem.  I mean, the blue skies and rainbows you were talking about?  It can't possibly last.  It's too good to last for a single year, let alone for the rest of our lives!  So what's the point of even trying?"

Blake looked at the younger woman and for the first time, she really felt the yawning gap in their ages.  "The rest of our lives" has an entirely different sound at twenty-one than it does at…well, at Blake's slightly – ever so slightly – more mature age.  

She gave Mira's hand another squeeze and then sat back.  "What makes you so sure he's going to propose, anyway?" she asked innocently, taking a swallow of her drink.

Mira's tears dried instantly, as Blake had known they would.  She gave Blake an incredulous look.  "It's not like he's the first one to do it.  I know the signs."  Mira tossed her hair and straightened her shoulders in unconscious and completely justified arrogance, making Blake smother a grin.

"And the signs are…?"

Mira sighed.  "Last night I mentioned that I'd invited you to come along to San Francisco with us, and right away he got all irritated.  I mean, it's not the first time that I've invited girl friends to travel with us, and he's never minded before.  But yesterday he said that he didn't want to 'worry' about anyone but me.  I didn't like his use of that word 'worry,' and I let him know it.  Then he got very romantic, and said he just wants me all to himself because he has something important to talk to me about."

Blake considered.  In the world of relationships, those words did usually mean either break-up or marriage proposal.  And if Rudolpho was taking Mira on a romantic trip, it definitely didn't sound like there was a break-up in the offing.

"And what do you think you'll say if he does pop the question?"

"I have no idea."  Mira bit her lip as it started to tremble.  She sipped her drink to ward off another round of tears.  "I'm crazy in love with this guy, but does that really mean it's time for marriage?  Things are so perfect now, you know?"

"My mother always said that no matter how perfect something seems, eventually flaws will start to show themselves," Blake told her.  "I guess the question is, do you think that the two of you have what it takes to hang in there when the going starts to get rough?"

Mira thought about that.  "I don't have the answer for that right now.  Maybe when he asks me – if he asks me – I'll know by then.  What about you?"

Blake crossed her arms in an involuntarily defensive pose.  "What about me, what?"

"What about you and Caleb?  I know that you just met, but do you think you guys will be able to…make something of your relationship?"

"I don't know.  I mean, with Rube gone and Caleb here, my life has gotten complicated, to say the least.  I don't even know if love can exist, much less survive, under these circumstances."

The two women faced each other across the tiny table, sharply aware that their problems were as old as time, and as complex and delicate as the recipe for a spicy mango martini.   

"So," Mira said at length, "where does that leave us?"

Blake gave a rueful smile.  "In a tiny boat, floating on an enormous sea of uncertainty."

"Well, at least we're in that boat together."  

Mira raised her glass half-heartedly, and Blake echoed the gesture.  "You know it, babe.  You know it."
   

Their love lives may have been breaking strange new ground, but at least their lunch was predictably delicious.  By the time they were finished they had each consumed several more cocktails, making Blake very glad that they had both decided to take taxies to the restaurant.  

Mira's cab arrived first, and she left with a promise to call soon.  Blake watched her go, wishing that she could have confided more fully in her friend about everything that had happened over the past two weeks.  Rube's departure on top of Caleb's arrival made life much more confusing – and scary – than she had dared to let on.

Glancing at her watch, she decided that she had time to run to the restroom before her taxi arrived.  As she was on her way back out the door, she ran right into a man who stepped out from around the corner.  

"Oh, excuse me," she said automatically.  Then she looked up, and saw that the man was Greg Betch.

"No," she said firmly, and started to turn away.  The last time they talked, he'd scared her out of her wits without saying anything that could remotely be construed as helpful or real information.  She had absolutely nothing to say to him.  

"Blake, wait."  He grabbed her arm gently and she stopped, then turned to face him, not wanting to make a scene.  "I'm sorry about what I said on the phone the other night," he said.

She stood still, listening.  

"I was scared, nobody was talking to me, and the only way I could think to deal with that fear was to spread it around.  Doesn't say a lot about me as a man, unfortunately, but at least it's the truth."

"I appreciate your apology, but I don't have anything new to tell you.  Yes, Rube's been gone for quite awhile.  No, it's not the first time it's happened.  Yes, when I hear anything, I'll call you, and aside from that – "

"Your life's in danger," he said.

Whatever other words she was going to say froze in her mouth.   "What are you talking about?"

He released her arm and leaned close.  "I just got a call, doesn't matter from who.  Word on the street is, Rube's taking his operation overseas, and you're not going with him.  Neither am I."

The full implication of his words took a moment to sink in.  But when it did, the world swam.  She reached a hand out and braced herself against the wall.  This wasn't the time to fall apart.  When she looked up into Greg's face, she saw anguish, betrayal, and knew she was looking into the mirror of her own emotions.  She struggled to make sense of things.  "But, that can't be right.  How could he do that to me?  To you?  I mean, we're – "

"Family.  I know."  He took her hands in both of his.  "Blake, you have to tell me if you know anything – anything – about Rube's operation that might help me protect you.  Has he ever mentioned any names to you, even any cities where he does business?"

She shook her head, bewildered.  "I thought you were the one who knew all that stuff."

He laughed harshly.  "I don't know as much about old Rube as I thought I did, that's for damn sure."

"Neither do I, apparently," she said in a small voice.

He looked down at her.  "The one thing I regret, more than anything, is that you got mixed up in all this.  You didn't deserve any of it.  I've always – I've always liked you, Blake.  I think I'd even put your life ahead of mine if it were necessary."

"Oh, God, let's hope we never have the chance to put that to the test.  And thank you, Greg," she added tearfully.  "I guess I need to go home and make some hard decisions."

"You need to get out of town, is what you need to do," Greg said harshly.  "And I'm the one who's going to take you.  Someone needs to look out for you."

"Blake!"  A familiar voice called from behind her.  She turned and it was Caleb, brushing past the hostess, looking like a train bearing down on her.  Relief flooded through her at the sight of him.  She held out her hand, and he took it when he reached her side, squeezing her palm between his two.  "There you are.  I tried to call you, but your phone must be off."

In spite of everything, she felt a warm glow of pleasure at his presence.  "What are you doing here?"  

"I missed you, sugar, and I thought maybe I could talk you into coming home early. Sorry to act like some lovesick calf, but – "

"No don't be silly.  I appreciate the sentiment."  She turned.  "Oh.  Caleb, this is Greg.  He's a friend of – of – well, he's a friend."

Caleb stretched out his hand, and Greg took it automatically.  "It's good to have friends.  Sorry to barge in like this."

"It's not a problem.  Are you two…together?"  Greg looked from Caleb to Blake and back again.  His face had gone hard, rigid with concern.

Blake met Caleb's eyes.  Were they "together"?  Did it even matter?  Greg had just told her that Rube was trying to kill her.  After all their years together, after the way he had saved her, after the way they had saved each other, Rube wanted her dead.  So did anything matter anymore?

"I have to get out of here," she said, in a voice choked with emotion.  "Caleb, would you take me home?"

"Sure."  Without even asking what was wrong, he put an arm around her and started to escort her away.  Good, trustworthy Caleb.  Thank God he was here.

But before they could leave, Greg grabbed her hand, leaned close and whispered, "Be careful."

She nodded, squeezed his hand gratefully, then allowed herself to be escorted out the door, packed into the car, and driven away.




 
   
   

Chapter Seventeen
   
   

"I can't believe this," Blake said again.  She blinked back the tears that had formed at the corners of her eyes.  "I knew that Rube was in a rough business, but I never would have thought that he would…."  She trailed off, unwilling to give voice to the ugly thoughts floating in her mind.

They were back at the Entwistle Ridge house.  The shadows were growing long on the sharp-edged hills outside the windows, and the sky had started to lose its brilliance.  Night was coming on, a little too quickly.

Caleb stood by the fireplace, one elbow on the mantelpiece.  It was a casual pose, but there was nothing really casual about him.  He was furious at himself.  How could he have let Blake get into such danger?  If he had done his job the way he was supposed to, if he had not gotten involved with her, maybe he could have prevented this.

He looked down at her.  Blake was sitting on the soft rug in front of the sofa.  Her knees were bent and her arms were wrapped around her legs.  She hugged herself as if she were trying to hold her world together.  She had just finished telling him the whole story from beginning to end for the third time.  He had heard about that night at the beach house, about Rube and Greg and some poor sap named Jake.  And she'd told him about seeing Greg at the party, and again at the restaurant.  Her voice had trembled as she'd recited the tale, but by the time she'd detailed the facts for the third time she seemed calmer.  It was like she needed to say the words again and again, to try to understand them herself.      

Caleb knew that it was time to tell her the truth about himself.  And really, he should have done it long before now.  He could only hope that Blake would forgive him, or at least let him help to keep her safe.  "This is all my fault," he began, but he got no further than that.

She sprang up and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her face into his neck.  He could feel the warmth of her tears against his skin.  "Don't say that – don't even think it.  I don't know what I would do if you weren't here right now."

"But I – "

"No," she said emphatically.  When she lifted her head, her eyes were dark and lost-looking.  "Please don't say it.  Even if Rube knew about you and me – and even if he cared, both of which are doubtful – that wouldn't be the cause of all this.  This has been coming for a long time.  I've just been too blind to see it."

She dropped onto the sofa and cradled her head in her hands.  

"Too blind," she repeated.  "Too stupid.  Too greedy…."

She had no idea what was going on, he realized.  But then again, neither did he.  He clenched his hands into fists, feeling helpless.  "You're none of those things."

Blake looked up at him and smiled bitterly.  "And you're too sweet."    

She collapsed back against the cushions, staring blankly into space.  He could see a war raging inside her – one side was fear and devastation, the other side was strength and the will to survive.  Tears were still battening against her eyes, but she held them at bay.  "Oh lord, what a mess."  She laughed, but it was a hopeless, mirthless sound.  "I have absolutely no idea what to do."

"Run."  The word was out of Caleb's mouth before he knew that he had spoken. 

She blinked.  "What?"

He sat down next to her.  "Run," he repeated.  "And hide.  This situation sounds like it's completely out of control.  I think you need to get out of town for a while.  Go some place where no one can find you.  Do you know of any place like that?"

Blake nodded slowly.  There were lots of places she could go, if she chose.  There was the apartment in New York, or the lodge in Aspen.  There were dozens of friends she could stay with.  But Caleb wasn't talking about something like that, and Blake knew it.  Some place where no one could find her – that meant somewhere that Rube didn't know about.  And yes, there was such a place. 

"My parents have a timeshare cottage on Clarion Lake, in northern California," she said.  "I don't think I ever told Rube about it."

"Will anyone be there?"

"It's only used in the summer.  It's pretty far north and right on the water, so it will be cold this time of year.  There's no real reason anyone should be up there.  It'll definitely be deserted."

"Sounds like exactly the right kind of place.  How long will it take us to get there?"

Blake swallowed and made an attempt at humor.  "'Us?'"  

"You don't think I'd let you go alone, do you?"

And now the tears did flow.  He could see them form in the corners of her eyes, flooding the rims of the lower lids and finally spilling over to cut watery tracks down her cheeks.  She swiped at them with the back of her hand, but otherwise did nothing to acknowledge their presence.  "If we take the scenic route along the Pacific Coast Highway, it will be a long drive – eleven, twelve hours."

"What if we take the short way?"

"Maybe eight hours."

He reached out and took her hand.  She squeezed his fingers firmly.  Looking into her eyes, he saw strength and vulnerability in equal measure.  He saw humor and humanity.  He saw beauty and truth.  At that moment, he realized he was in love with this woman, and he wanted as much time with her as he could possibly get.

"Let's take the scenic route," he said.
   

Blake packed quickly.  She didn't need much, she realized, just the necessities.  From the back of her cavernous closet she pulled her oldest jeans and sweaters, tucking them into the duffel that she'd owned since that first trip to Paris when she was fifteen.  She fished an old photo of her parents from the bottom drawer of her nightstand, and put it carefully between thick layers of sweat socks before zipping up the bag.  It felt strange but good to leave behind the hair dryer and the two-hundred dollar moisturizer and the fancy clothes.  She felt stripped bare of all the elaborate, ornamental layers that she had built up over the years.  And that felt fine.

But before she left, she nipped back into the bathroom and grabbed the moisturizer.  After all, the air at the lake got awfully dry this time of year.  And it was expensive stuff – shame to let it go to waste.

They spent that night in Caleb's hotel room, lying on the cheap sheets, heads resting on thin pillows.  They didn't make love, they just held each other close, and that was enough.  Although Blake had thought that sleep would be impossible, she soon dropped off, and she slept more soundly than she had in years.  

And in the slate-gray hour before dawn, they hit the road.  

From Hollywood to Clarion Cove via the Pacific Coast Highway is a long drive, but it's not complicated.  Basically, as Blake told Caleb, you get onto the 101 and head west until you see the ocean.  Then you turn right and drive for twelve hours.  

The first leg of the trip, from Hollywood to Santa Barbara, was a long rush of cold air and an endless blur of white lights.  Elephantine malls and microscopic houses resided in the fuzzy land off the highway.  Blake was dreamily aware of them, but for a long hour – or was it more? – the only sure reality she knew was the machine beneath her, and the man who was driving it.  She rested against him, drawing on the warmth of his body as she peered over his shoulder into the darkness.

They reached the ocean just as the sun was cresting the hills behind them.  The Pacific unfurled itself in front of them, a promise of something magical, something fantastic.  Blake tightened her grip around Caleb's waist as they roared into the coming day.  

The trip northward was like a dream – ocean on the left, mountains on the right.  At Gaviota State Park the road cut east, and they went with it, up into the mountains, then back down again.  

By the time Blake and Caleb reached the Santa Ynez Valley it was almost noon.  They stopped at a diner outside Los Olivos to gas up the bike and have a late breakfast.  Caleb picked a table with a good view of all the doors and easy access to an exit.  Blake wondered if he was expecting to see a long black limo roll up outside, with mobsters piling out like clowns at the circus.  Tension showed in every line of his face, but when he looked at her he smiled confidently, and she could see the strain easing out of him.  

Nevertheless, when the waitress arrived at their table they ordered quickly, wolfing their food as soon as it came.  They paid the bill with cash and got back on the bike as fast as possible.  

Hours rolled by like the miles of asphalt.  The scenery was ever-changing – gray-green mountains, dry flatlands, plunging cliffs with frothing waves at their base.  The sunshine was a fickle friend, sometimes shining brightly on them, sometimes hiding behind wooly clouds.  But despite the capricious sun, and even despite the danger that they were running from, both of them were in good spirits.  They talked little – even when speech was possible over the roar of the engine – but they were comfortable with their silence.  They leaned into each other, their bodies supporting one another.  Blake slid her hand under Caleb's jacket, felt his heart beating and knew that it was beating in time to her own.
   

Caleb was used to small towns, but he wasn't completely prepared for the little village of Clarion Cove, California.  It wasn't much more than a strip mall off the highway, with a series of twisting roads that led into the wilderness, and beyond the wilderness, to the lake.  

After stopping for provisions at the general store, they made their way down a long unpaved road to Blake's parents' cottage.  Four bungalows sat on the gravel cul-de-sac, close together but separated by high hedges for privacy.  All of them were obviously empty.  Their windows were dark, the early spring grass was shaggy and unkempt.  Everything about them said vacant.

Beyond the houses, the lake was wide and still.  The water reflected the gray sky, rippling gently as a cold wind blew across its surface.  

Caleb pulled up in front of the house that was farthest to the right, and they dismounted the bike with sighs of relief.  Every muscle in Caleb's body was aching, and his knee was so sore it would barely take his weight.  He popped a couple aspirin in his mouth and chewed, flexing his joints carefully.

"When you said small, you weren't kidding," Caleb said, looking around.  "I like it."

"I didn't always appreciate this place, but I do love it here," Blake said passionately.  She gestured northward.  "A dozen miles away there's a huge lake community, all built up, with houses nesting around it like fleas on a dog.  My folks never really felt the need for a golf course or a country club.  They just wanted a little place on a little lake, and that's what they got."

They wheeled Caleb's bike around back and left it snugged up against the back of the house.  Blake looked for the hide-a-key in a fake rock by the back door, smiling as she pulled open the screen.  "High security," she said to Caleb.

"No kidding."

He followed her into the kitchen, leaving the door open but making sure to put the latch on the screen.  He sniffed the air.  "The place has been closed up for awhile," he said.  "That's good.  Means nobody's been around.  Of course, it doesn't mean nobody's coming around, but at least we know it's not Grand Central Station."

"I know it seems crazy," Blake said slowly, "but I just realized that I love the way this house smells when it's been closed up.  It's dusty and kind of dank, but the smell reminds me of every summer that I can remember, up until the time I turned fifteen.  It's like coming home."

"Feels good, doesn't it?"

"Yeah.  It sure does."

They got to work making the place habitable, pulling dust cloths off of furniture, digging out bed linens from the cedar-lined closet, clearing cobwebs from the corners of the rooms.  They moved in tandem and almost in silence, intent on the task at hand.  Both of them were apprehensive about what they had run from, but neither wanted to be the one to bring it up.

Blake asked Caleb to put their luggage in her old room.  He dropped the two bags on the floor, then turned around, examining the small space.  Twin beds occupied one wall, with a shared nightstand between them.  On the other side of the room was a small dresser and a smaller closet.  Decorations were minimal – as single lamp on the nightstand, an ancient-looking blue vase on the dresser.  "How you managed to fit your wardrobe in here when you were a teenager, I'll never know," he called.

When she didn't answer, he went to look for her, and found her washing out the bathtub.  Her hair was pulled back.  She had no makeup on, and her face was covered with dust.  He had never seen her look more beautiful.

"Did you hear me, just now?" he asked.

"No, sorry," she said, wiping her brow on her forearm.

"Probably for the best," he told her.  Then he hurried on before she could ask him what that meant.  "Hey, don't you think we should use the room with the big bed?"

She shook her head and grinned self-consciously.  "I thought about it, but it would be too much like having sex in my parents' bed, and that would just be gross."

"Who said anything about having sex?" Caleb teased.

"Well, how else do you plan to pay your room and board while we're staying here?"

By the time that dusk was falling, they had made the house clean and cozy.  Caleb built a fire in the fireplace while Blake heated a can of ravioli on the stove and made a simple salad.  She felt sorely in need of a cup of coffee but she wasn't sure that caffeine at this hour was a wise choice.  Regardless of how tired she was, anxiety was enough of a stimulant right now.

After they ate, they cleaned up the dishes together, then settled on the floor in front of the fire.  Caleb stared into the flames, and Blake wondered if he was mentally assessing their situation, coming up with plans of attack and counter-attack.  

"What did you do in the military?" she asked abruptly.

When he looked at her, startled, she tried to soften her question with a smile.  "I mean, you were in Special Forces, right?" she asked.

He nodded.  

"So, what does that mean, exactly?"

He sighed and propped himself up on one elbow.  "For me, it meant mostly reconnaissance."

"You mean, like, spy stuff?"

"Pretty much.  There's some place the government wants to get a look at, but we're not supposed to be there.  So I sneak in, get the lay of the land, and sneak back out again."

"You make it sound easy."

"Well, it's simple, I guess – straightforward.  But easy, it ain't."

She looked into the fire.  "It also sounds dangerous."

Caleb nodded slowly.  "Danger is definitely a part of it."

"Part of the job, or part of the appeal?"

"Both, I suppose."

Blake didn't want to ask the next question, but she felt that she had to.  "Is that why you came along with me?  Up here, I mean?"

He looked at her as if she were nuts.  "What?  Because I'm 'addicted to danger' or something silly like that?"  

"Some people do get addicted, I’m sure," she said defensively.  "You just said yourself that it's part of the appeal of your job."

"My former job," he corrected.  "And maybe some men do get hooked on the adrenaline, but that's not me.  When I was twenty it might have been a rush to jump out of airplanes in the dead of night, into enemy territory, not knowing if I'd make it home again.  But these days, the most danger I want out of life is driving my bike a little too fast, or maybe – " he grinned " – maybe hooking up with gorgeous blonds who have crazy boyfriends."

She couldn't help but smile in return.  "So that is part of the appeal!"

"Your appeal?" he asked.  She nodded.  "Baby, danger is the least of your appealing traits."  He stretched out his hand and ran it over the arch of her hip, down her thigh and then back up again.

"What are you thinking about?" she asked, although she was pretty sure that she could guess the answer.

"I'm thinking that Mulholland Drive isn't the only place in California where you can find dangerous curves."  

Trying not to laugh, she brushed his hand away and leaned over to pin him against the rug.  "I'm serious," she said.

"So am I," he grinned up at her.

She sat back with an exasperated hmph.  

Caleb sighed.  "Okay, fine, what is it you want to know?  What is it that you think I'm not telling you?"

"It's not that I think there's something you're not telling me, it's just that I can't imagine any man doing what you've done for me.  Coming up here with me, making me feel safe…."

Caleb sat up and gently encircled her upper arms with his hands.  "I can't imagine any man not doing it."  

"But this so isn't your problem.  You have nothing to do with this, and you're probably putting yourself in danger for no practical purpose."

Was that guilt she saw flitting across his face?  Greg's words, be careful, and his significant glance at Caleb came back to haunt her.  She knew what that look meant.  In this crazy mess, she didn't know who she could trust.  Except that, as she had reminded herself so many times, she did trust Caleb, it was impossible not to, whether she had a reason or not.

He spoke slowly, carefully.  Maybe too carefully.  "Being with you is my practical purpose.  And right now, it's my only purpose, and it's all that I need."

Was he just telling her what she needed to hear?  Blake realized that right now, she didn't care.  She leaned forward and kissed him.  His mouth was soft and warm against hers.  "I want you," she said.  Her voice was low, her need evident.

He didn't need any further encouragement.  He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom, laying her gently on the bed where she'd slept as a girl, dreaming her romantic dreams, innocent and full of expectation.

Their clothes seemed to melt away between their eager fingers.  He suckled on her nipples so gently that it made her cry out and grab for him, urging him not to wait.  When he entered her, it was with the keen furor of a man on a mission.  Their bodies joined, two halves making a whole that Blake already knew she couldn't live without.  Their movements were impatient, questing toward the release that both needed so badly.  And when they peaked, Blake knew that no matter what happened, she would no longer be happy without this man in her life.

She loved him.




 
   
   

Chapter Eighteen
   
   

Dawn arrived slowly, with the sun taking its own sweet time creeping over the eastern hills and sprinkling gentle morning light over the lake.  Blake sat at the kitchen table and watched out the window as a small flock of ducks glided across the surface of the water, calm ripples streaming out behind them in an ever-widening wake.

She stirred her corn flakes before lifting the spoon to her mouth.  As much as she was enjoying the simplicity of her current surroundings, she couldn't help but wish that her cold cereal was an egg-white omelet stuffed with spinach and shallots.  On the other hand, given her present situation she knew she was damned lucky to have corn flakes at all, not to mention the peaceful environment in which she was enjoying them.  She took another bite, chewing and swallowing with resolute enjoyment.

Across the table, Caleb was playing with his own bowl.  He looked up at her.  "You know what this cereal needs?" 

"Bananas?"  Blake ventured.

"Bacon," he replied.  "A nice plate of crispy bacon, with maybe a few eggs on the side.  And toast with butter.  That would really liven things up."

"I'll say.  Especially the emergency trip to the cardiologists afterwards," she smiled.  "Actually, you're reading my mind."  She told him about the breakfast she had been wishing for.

"Spinach and shallots, huh?" he asked, chewing thoughtfully.  "Throw some sausage in there and it might not taste half bad."  

He caught her disdainful look and grinned.  "What?" he teased.  "Man cannot live on egg whites alone, you know."

After breakfast, the dishes were quickly cleared away and Caleb poured them a second cup of coffee.  He set both mugs on the table, then hesitated before sitting down.  "I want to show you something," he said.

Blake opened her mouth to ask him what it was, but he was in and out of the bedroom before she had a chance to speak.  In his hand was a medium-sized object.  Blake's spine stiffened when she saw that it was a gun in a holster.

He pulled it out and held it up for her inspection.  Muzzle up, finger off the trigger.  

"Glock nine-millimeter," Blake said grimly.  "Is that Rube's?"

"No, it's mine."  He laid the weapon flat on the table.  If he was surprised that she was able to identify it, he gave no sign.  "Does Rube have one like this?"

Blake nodded.  "He has a gun safe in his bedroom.  Maybe I should've brought one of them up here, I don't know…."  She picked the gun up and checked to see if it was loaded.  It had a full cartridge and a round in the chamber.  She set it back down.  "He used to take me to the gun range sometimes.  It wasn't really my idea of a fun afternoon, but he felt strongly about keeping weapons in the house, and if we were going to have them he figured I should know how to use them.  I agreed."  

"I wanted you to know it was here, and I wanted to show you how to handle it, if you didn't know already."  He smiled.  "I guess Rube beat me to it."

Blake caught his smile and returned it.  "I don't really like guns," she said gamely.  "They're loud and smelly and oily, and loading those cartridges can do a number on your manicure.  Plus, you know, there's the whole potential death thing that can be a bit of a downer."

"Well, if you're in a situation that requires a gun, it's better for the other guy to get dead than you."  Caleb's tone was light, but his eyes were serious.  "Think you're up to doing some target shooting today?  It might be good for you to feel fresh about hitting a bull's-eye."

She put out a finger and lightly traced the contours of the weapon, feeling the crosshatching on the handle.  "Do you really think it's going to come to this?" she asked quietly.  Even after everything that had happened, she couldn't quite believe it.

Caleb hesitated, looking as if he was considering several possible answers.  Finally, he just said, "I hope not," and took her hand.

The sound of tires crunching on gravel brought them both to their feet.  

"Is someone here?"  Blake's voice came out in a whisper.

"Sounds like it."  He looked over at her, calming her with his eyes.  "Any idea who that might be?" he asked.  "Milkman, postman, neighbor?"

She shook her head.  "Everything on this part of the lake is closed down.  Nobody has a reason to be up here."

Caleb fastened the holster to his belt.  He picked up the gun and checked it as Blake had a moment ago, then held it at his side, finger off the trigger.  "Stay here," he said tersely.  He let himself out the back door and stalked off around the tree-side of the house.  

Blake paced back and forth for a moment, then threw up her hands.  "Hell with this," she muttered.  She crept through the house to the front window, standing to the side and peeking through the curtains the way she had seen people do in the movies.  She moved her head, trying to see who was coming up the short drive.  

The front end of a car appeared.  It was a sedan, burgundy and newish-looking.  It had a California license plate, but apart from that Blake couldn't see anything that would identify it as belonging to a friend or a foe.  

As Blake watched, the passenger door swung open, and a woman got out.  She was on the small side and had short, dark-blond hair.  She wore a yellow sweater that stirred dim memories of childhood.

"Mom?"  Blake said in surprise.

The woman stopped as if she'd heard, then she bent down and scooped up a familiar, rough-coated terrier who had followed her out of the car.  The woman and said something to a tall man with a mustache who exited the other side of the car.  It was Dad.  

At the sight of her parents, joy exploded inside Blake.  She tore open the front door of the cabin and leapt outside.  "Mom!  Dad!"

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Caleb emerge from the bushes to stop her.  He was bent low, coming at her like a linebacker on an intercept course.  Laughing, she dodged around him, and bounded down the front path.

Not caring about how many years it had been since they'd spoken, not worrying about whether or not it would be well received, Blake wrapped her mother in a fierce hug, nearly squashing the Toto look-alike that Elaine still held in her arms.  The two women pulled apart, and she looked down into her mother's wide blue eyes that mirrored her own.  

Elaine Sera appeared taken aback at the enthusiastic greeting.  Then joy overtook surprise.  She allowed the dog to escape from her grip, and she pulled her daughter into her arms.

When they moved apart again, Blake turned to her father and embraced him before looking around for Caleb.  He stood a few feet away, watching their reunion.  His eyes were tender, but his mouth was a hard, angry line.  Suddenly Blake realized that when Caleb had seen her run out the front door, he'd thought she was running into a trap.  He thought she would be killed, right in front of him, just like that girl he'd gone to high school with, and she cursed herself for so cavalierly tossing good sense to the wind.

She held out a hand to him, and he took it reluctantly.  "It's all right.  I'm okay, okay?" she said softly.

He came close to her.  He looked like he had a lot to say, but all that came out of his mouth was a quiet, "Don't do that again."

She nodded gently, then faced her parents.  "Mom, Dad," she said tremulously, "this is Caleb."
   

"So, start at the beginning, and explain this to me one more time," Elaine said brusquely.  "I want to make sure I really understand what's going on here."

Blake sighed, and rubbed Sampson behind the ears.  The little dog was panting happily on her lap, having just devoured one of the treats that Elaine had brought with her in a Ziploc.  The five of them were sitting at the kitchen table.  Coffee and cookies had been laid out, introductions had been made, brief explanations had been given.  The initial elation of their reunion had given way to an awkwardness that was just on its way to being dispelled.  And now Mom was sounding like a school principal again.

The exasperated quality of Blake's sigh wasn't lost on Elaine.  She smiled sharply and spoke with the rigid self-assurance of one who is not used to being argued with.  "Come on, for those of us in the Alzheimer's club, give me all the dirty details one more time."

"Before we do," Caleb said easily, "why don't you tell us what brought you up here?"

Blake nodded in agreement, thankful that Caleb was on her side.    

It was Blake's father, William, who fielded that question.  "We got a call that you were in trouble," he said simply.

Blake shared a careful look with Caleb before speaking.  "From who?"

"He said his name was Greg, and that he works with your – your – "

"He works with Rube Jeffries," Caleb supplied.

"Right."  William's pursed lips conveyed his opinion of Rube.

"The man who called you is Greg Betch," Blake said.  "He's Rube's assistant."

"Well, he sounded worried about you," her mother said.  "He told us that you were in trouble, and asked if we knew where you were."

"What did you tell him?"

"Well, nothing, of course.  But after we got off the phone we realized that if you were anywhere that his people couldn't find you, it would probably be here."  Elaine reached a hand forward.  "So you've finally run away from that man.  I'm so glad."

The old resentment surged forward and Blake pulled her hand away.  Sampson delicately sniffed her fingers.  "You never did like Rube."

"With just cause, evidently."  Elaine picked up her coffee cup.  "That man is a criminal.  I knew it from the first moment I laid eyes on him.  I've seen his kind in my office a thousand times."

Blake couldn't keep the sarcasm from her voice.  "Oh really?  You've seen forty year old men, who started with nothing and became self-made, multi-millionaires in your office?  Boy, high school sure has changed since I was a kid."

"You never finished high school, so you're not really qualified to make that statement."  Elaine tossed out the criticism and then went on as if nothing had happened.  "You know perfectly well what I mean.  I'm talking about people who think that the only way to get ahead in life is to shortcut the law.  If they'd put as much energy into legitimate success as they put into being criminals – " 

"All right, Elaine," William said mildly.  "We've been over this ground before.  Blake doesn't need to hear this again."

"No, I don't," Blake's voice was low.  "I know Rube is – well, I know he's made some bad choices with his life."  Even now she couldn't bring herself to criticize him.  "I'm not going to try to defend everything he's done, especially after everything that's happened.  All I'm saying – all I've ever tried to say – is that he may not have trod the conventional path, but he always treated me well.  And that has to count in his favor, at least a little bit."

Elaine stared at her daughter, her piercing eyes sizing Blake up, as if determining what notations would go on her permanent record.  Suddenly the corners of her mouth turned sharply upward.  "Children never stop surprising you," she said irrelevantly.  "I mean, you've always had spine, you've always been willing to say what's on your mind.  And now you're obviously becoming the woman I always knew you could be."

It was a backhanded compliment, that was for sure.  Blake returned her mother's gaze, turning Elaine's words over in her mind, examining them for hidden meanings.  She considered possible responses and further questions, but it had taken them a long time to get this close to making peace, and she couldn't help but realize that this was not the time to press the issue.  The men were silent, having the good sense to keep out it.  Finally, Blake smiled tearfully.  "Thanks," she said.  And that was all.

Her father reached over and touched her hand, then turned to Caleb and changed the subject.  "So where do you come into all of this?"

Caleb shifted, and Blake could see that he was mentally wording his response, trying to come up with something other than, I've been boning your daughter, and when she went on the run I decided to come along for the ride…so to speak.  Finally he said, "Well, Blake and I have been seeing each other – "

"For how long?"  Elaine asked.

"A little while," Caleb said easily.  His relaxed, secure attitude gave no reason for argument.  "When she realized she was in trouble, I didn't think she should be alone, so I came along."

William eyed Caleb's firearm, which was holstered in plain site on his hip.  "You have a license to carry that thing, young man?"

"Yes, sir, I do," Caleb replied.  

"Were you in the service?"

"Yes, sir, I was.  Army Special Forces."

"No kidding,"  William said amicably.  His protective paternal manner gave way to a broad, dry grin.  "I was an infantryman, myself.  Where did you serve?"

"Oh Lord," Elaine said.  "If you two start talking military service, we'll never hear the end of it.  Come on, Caleb, why don't you help me bring the luggage in from the car, and then maybe we can get lunch started.  You and Bill can talk later."

"Luggage?"  Blake forestalled Caleb's response.  She set Sampson on the floor and leaned forward.  "Mom, you're not thinking of staying here?"

"Well, of course we are.  You're our daughter.  If you need help, we're the ones to give it."  Sensing an argument in the offing, Elaine settled back and crossed her legs, prepared to do battle if necessary.

Blake appealed to her father.  "Dad, there's no way I'm letting you stay.  You'll be perfectly safe at home, and I'll be fine here.  I know how to defend myself, and besides Caleb's here…."

But William was no help.  "Don't even try it," he said.  "Don't you realize that there's not a snowball's chance in hell you're going to get us to leave?  You have Caleb to help you, fine.  But now you also have us.  And there's no getting out of it."

Frustrated, Blake turned to Caleb.  But she could see from his face that he wasn't going to be of any assistance in this particular case.  I'm not getting in the middle of this one, she could almost hear him say.  If your parents want to stay and lend support, that's their call.

Blake sat back, outrun before she'd even left the gate.

"Well, that's settled," Elaine said briskly.  She gave Caleb a stern-eyed but twinkling glance.  "Let's go get those bags, Caleb.  You and I need some alone time so I can rake you over the coals a little.  Now that I've got my daughter back, I'm not going to give her up to just anybody."
   

Conversation over lunch was all about catching up.  Blake was filled in on the news about some of her old friends: who had gotten married (told mildly) and who had gotten divorced (told with relish).  Of course she also got the rundown on who had had babies.  This last was disclosed with a speculative glance toward Caleb, who didn't seem to mind.  

When lunch was over, Elaine once again recruited Caleb to help with the clean-up.  Blake invited her father to a game of chess and he accepted, with little outward sentiment but much inward feeling, as was his way.  They set up the board on the coffee table in the living room and played quietly, with the fire going and the radio on low.  Blake lounged contentedly on the old rug that she had so recently scorned to think of, while her father sat on the ancient polyester sofa.  Sampson had settled himself comfortably on the hearth and he watched their game with mild interest.  Every now and then, they could hear Elaine laughing in the kitchen.  

"I haven't heard your mother laugh like that in ages," William said, peering over his glasses at Blake.  

"I've never heard her laugh like that.  I think you may have some competition, Dad."

William smiled a small smile as he moved his bishop.  "By the way," he said, "don't let Elaine fool you.  She has every one of your magazine pictures, every article that was printed about you.  They're all in an album.  She brags about you to anyone who'll listen."

Wonders never cease.  It was all Blake could do not to burst into tears.

Afternoon gave way to evening.  They had a light supper, and before they knew it, their eyes were closing and it was time for bed.  Sleeping arrangements were made quickly and with a minimum of discussion.  Elaine and William took the "grown-ups' room," where Blake had decided not to sleep with Caleb the night before.  Blake returned to her bed and Caleb said he would take the couch.

"It'll be better this way," he murmured to Blake as he grabbed an extra pillow from her closet.  "I'll be more on alert out there, and besides, I don't know if I would feel comfortable sharing a bedroom with you while your parents are in the house!"

"Old-fashioned cowboy," she whispered fondly. 

"You better believe it."  He kissed the tip of her nose.  "Sleep tight.  And don't worry.  Nobody knows we're here."

But he was wrong about that.




 
   
   

Chapter Nineteen
   
   

Outside in the darkness, two figures crouched low in the bushes beside the road, their patience wearing thin.  They had been in position since the sun had gone down, waiting for the final light to be extinguished inside the cottage.  Anticipation mounted as the last window went dark, but still they did not stir.  They were professionals, after all, and they knew their business.  An hour after the last light had been turned off  – just long enough, they figured, for everyone to be asleep – they made their move.  

Across the road, into the shadow of the little house, traveling swiftly, silently.  Two men, dressed in black.  One was tall, and one was short.  They circled the structure and surveilled the inhabitants from the slivered openings in the curtains. 

On the sofa in the living room, a man slept.  Uncovered, arms crossed, he looked like he had just dozed off.  In the larger of the bedrooms, the old couple was asleep, each facing an opposite wall, the soles of their feet touching under the covers.  A small dog slept soundly in a basket on the floor, nose tucked under its stub of a tail.  At the sight of the animal, the taller man touched the shorter one on the arm.  Would the dog be a problem?

But the short one shook his head slightly.  Worst case scenario, the dog was a noisemaker who would have to be silenced, and they had the equipment for that.  But if all went to plan, they would be in and out in a matter of minutes.  The old boy probably wouldn't even wake up.

It was in the smaller bedroom that they found what they'd come for.  A woman slept in one of the beds, her long blond hair spilling over the pillow.  The two men stood at the window, watching her sleep.  Their eyes met, and each knew the other shared their thoughts.  This was a beautiful woman.  They could have a lot of fun with her, if time permitted.

But time did not permit right now.  Their instructions were simple but inflexible – get the woman out of the house.  No one was to be hurt.  If necessary, single shots to the feet or kneecaps could be used.

The men in black preferred to leave everyone asleep.  If they could get this girl out of the house without waking a single soul, it would be a real feather in their caps.  And in their business, a job that goes smoothly is an invitation to more jobs.  Word gets around.

The window latch was loose and easily displaced, the sash was raised with the utmost care.  Once inside the house, they moved discreetly and with purpose.

The two of them had their system down pat.  The taller man stood by the woman's feet, ready to grab and bind them as soon as she woke.  The shorter man stood by the pillow.  He would gag her, then secure her hands.  The taller man would tie her feet, then they would wrap her in the bedspread and take her out the window.  A van was waiting down the road.  In twenty minutes they would be miles away, and no one the wiser.

The tall man looked at the short one, waiting.  The short one struck.

He reached down and pinched the woman's nose shut.  Her mouth opened automatically, and her eyes opened at the same moment, wild and full of fear.  The gag was stuffed in her mouth, muffling the screams which they heard in her throat.  Her feet were bound, then her hands.  She thrashed wildly, but to no avail.  

The short man – the stronger of the two, lifted her onto his shoulder, while the tall man raised the window.  But the shorter man was tiring.  He shifted the woman a little, re-settling her on his shoulder, and in that moment, her feet, kicking like a mermaid's tail, made contact with a vase on the dresser.  It hit the floor with a shattering crash. 

"Blake!" A man's voice roared through the house, and bare feet pounded hard on the floor.  Before they knew it, the man who had been sleeping on the sofa was in the room, launching himself across the small space.  

They clung to their thrashing package as they tried to fight him off.  The short man reached for his gun, but the tall man got in his way, blocking his shot as he tried to hold back their unexpected attacker.

Barking erupted from the next bedroom, and they knew this job was blown.  Rule number one in any job: don't get caught.  Without a word between them, the men dropped the woman to the floor.  In a flash they were out the window and gone.
   

By this time, Blake's parents had tumbled into the room, the dog close on their heels.  Elaine rushed to her daughter, pulling the blanket from her head, untying the ropes around her hands and feet.  

Caleb dove through the window.  Sharp gravel dug into his bare feet as he chased the men around the house and out onto the cul-de-sac.  Gunshots exploded into the air.  He changed course and dove for the bushes by the side of the road.  When raised his head and lifted his weapon, trying to get a line on where they were, he was rewarded by a flash of muzzle fire, and he took aim, firing twice in return.  

Two more shots rang out, then he heard yelling.  Doors slammed and gravel scattered.  Caleb broke cover and ran, hoping for a glimpse of the vehicle, the license plate if he were extremely lucky.  But by the time he rounded the corner of the road, all that was left was the deep grooves they'd left in the gravel when they'd sped away.  He turned and limped painfully back to the cabin, cursing furiously into the cold night air.




 
   
   

Chapter Twenty
   
   

How could he have been so careless?  Caleb stalked through the house, checking all the rooms and closets, double-checking the locks – in short, doing all the things he should have done before they went to bed.  Goddamn it!  He clenched his fists as he walked the perimeter for the third time.  He had been so concerned about facilitating the reunion between Blake and her family that he'd become unforgivably casual about security.  Steve was right, as usual.  Caleb was way too emotionally involved, here, and it had almost gotten Blake killed.

Cold anger seized hold of him as he remembered her, cocooned and being carted away by those two bastards, as if she were nothing more than an old carpet.  When he'd returned to the house after chasing away the would-be kidnappers, Blake had been in the living room, clutching Sampson to her chest like a safety blanket.  There were tears on her cheeks and her eyes were wide with fright.  But the first thing she'd said when she'd seen him was, "I'm all right.  It's not your fault."

Her voice had been surprisingly calm and steady as she reassured him, but her words had only stoked the fires of his guilt.  Her parents said nothing, which was both a blessing and a condemnation.  Elaine held Blake in both arms, and William talked grimly on the phone to the police.

It didn't take long for the local authorities to arrive.  The flashing lights of red and blue added a feeling of unreality for those who were inside the house.  Things like this happened in the movies, right?  Not to ordinary people.  Not to them.

William and Elaine greeted Sheriff Ted Ogden by his first name.  Caleb's heart dropped another notch when he realized that the sheriff was also an ex-military man, like William and himself.  Ogden would know, better than any civilian, how badly Caleb had failed in his attempted protection.

Caleb let Blake and her parents explain the situation, fading into the background while they said their piece.  He moved restlessly around the room, poking the fire that William had built, peering out the windows.  When the sheriff asked him to sit down and tell his part, he repeated the story that he'd already told to the Sera family: he was in town to see an old friend, he'd met Blake on the beach, they'd become involved, and as the events in her life had unfolded in a dangerous direction, he'd found himself here.

The sheriff scratched his grizzled chin and consulted his notes.  Since his arrival, his manner had been casual, unworried, as if they'd been discussing nothing more serious than some local boys playing mailbox baseball on a summer night.  But Caleb didn't let the sheriff's laid-back attitude fool him.  Anyone with a half-ounce of sense could see that the lawman was sharp as a knife and just as dangerous to anyone who caused trouble in his jurisdiction.  "So you don't know this Rube Jefferies character personally?"

"No."

"Never met him?"

"No."

Ogden's light blue eyes rested calmly on Caleb's face.  "And is there any particular reason that you undertook to see to Miss Sera's safety yourself, rather than contacting the police?"

Caleb hesitated.  If ever there was an opportunity to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but, this was it.  Ted Ogden seemed like a trustworthy man, but Caleb was reluctant to say more than he already had.  Not until he talked to Steve.  "We weren't exactly sure that the police could help us," he said truthfully.  

The sheriff nodded his understanding.  "Like as not, they'd have taken her statement and then sent her on her way.  Until a crime's been committed, there's not much they can do."

"Well, a crime's sure as hell been committed now, Ted."  Elaine spoke up sharply from the kitchen doorway, where she and William were listening as Caleb gave his statement.  Blake had been buffered between them, positioned deliberately that way by her parents, as if whatever danger she was in would have to go through them before it could get to her.  Blake's eyes were dark, her face numb and pinched.  Elaine groped for her daughter's hand as she spit out her next words.  "Attempted kidnapping is still illegal isn't it?"

"That it is."  Ogden's face as he looked at Elaine was sympathetic but noncommittal.  "Unfortunately we don't have a lot to go on in terms of investigation at this point.  No description of the perpetrators, no license plate, no fingerprints, no legible tire tracks – "

"No help, no use, no escape!"  Elaine's voice cracked with the fury of her frustration.  "These people break into our house, bundle my daughter into a quilt and try to make off with her, and there's nothing you can do about it?"

"I wouldn't say 'nothing.'  What I am going to do is call a friend of mine who works for the FBI.  I'm sure they've got a file on Rube Jeffries that's as long as my arm and then some.  I'm going to find out the name of the agent who's in charge of the investigation, tell him what happened and see if he has any idea who might have pulled this little stunt here tonight.  Guys like Rube tend to hire the same operators again and again, so there's a good chance that our two men are listed somewhere in his known associates."

"You're saying the FBI will be investigating this themselves?"  William asked.

"If they don't jump on this like starving men on a steak, I'll be much surprised."  The sheriff flipped his notebook closed decisively, bringing the interview officially to an end.  "Feel better, folks?"

"No."  

Caleb jumped as the word was said, afraid that maybe he'd voiced his innermost thoughts out loud.  But it was Blake who had spoken.  Her eyes traveled wanly around the room, into each of the four concerned pairs of eyes looking back at her.  "I don't feel better at all."

She turned, breaking free from her parents' protective maneuvering and headed for the bedroom where she'd been sleeping peacefully an hour before.  Elaine started to follow her, but William stopped her with a gentle hand on her arm.  Elaine resisted the restraint, then gave in when she saw William looking at Caleb, who had risen to his feet.  William nodded to Caleb, giving him the okay to go after his daughter.  

Caleb shot William a grateful glance as he brushed passed by them.  Then, heart in his throat, he went to find the woman he loved.




 
   
   

Chapter Twenty-One
   
   

He found her in the back bedroom, stuffing clothes furiously into her duffel.  He leaned against the door jam and affected a casual attitude.  "For what it's worth," he said, "I don't feel much better, either."

Blake didn't stop packing.  "I'm not going to take this lying down.  I'm going back to LA, I'm going to find Rube, and I'm going to – to – beat the hell out of him with my biggest pair of chunky boots!"

"Stiletto heels might be more affective in this situation."

She threw him a look that said she was not amused.

He put up his hands defensively.  "I'm just saying, is all.  The right tool for the right job has always been my motto."

Blake plopped down on the bed and stared at the ceiling with livid intensity.  "First I drag you into this, and now my parents.  It has to stop."

Caleb sat on the opposite bed, facing her.  He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands loosely together.  More than anything, he wanted to pull her into his arms, to promise her that everything was going to be all right.  But he knew she'd had enough of that.  She was tired of platitudes; she wanted to fight, she wanted to end this.  He had to tread lightly here or risk losing her altogether.

"I think you should come home with me to Iowa," he said.  Her lips parted in a stubborn, instant-argument position, and he held up a hand to quiet her before she spoke.  "Now just hold on a minute and let me talk."

She crossed her arms over her chest and waited for him to say what he had to say.  "Come home with me," he repeated.  "Chances are good that Rube's goons won't follow you all the way to Iowa.  If what Greg said is true, then Rube is desperate to get out of the country.  Desperate men make mistakes.  Stay with me.  Give the authorities some time to do their job and catch him."

"I don't want to give anyone time to do anything."  Blake pressed her lips together as if to calm herself.  When she looked at him, it was with steady, flat certainty.  "I'm going back to LA, and I'm going to face this.  No matter what the consequences may be."

"Consequences?"  Caleb was on his feet before he knew it.  Anger surged through him like a tidal wave, sweeping away any thoughts of gentleness or delicacy.  "The consequences are going to be death, princess, and don't you think otherwise!  These people are killers, Blake!  They end people's lives.  Don't you get that?"

She jumped up to face him, standing nose to nose.  "Don't you take that tone with me!  I was the one being hauled out a window an hour ago, remember?"

Hot guilt rushed forward, galvanizing Caleb's anger.  He swung around and smacked the wall with the flat of his hand.  "Goddamn it!  I swear to God, I will kidnap you and take you to Canada if I have to!  This is not some movie, you know.  This is real life.  And in real life, people run when their lives are in danger!"

"I've been running as long as I can remember!  I ran away from home to go to Paris.  I ran from Paris to go back home.  Then I ran away from home again and into Rube's world.  And now I'm supposed to run from Rube…where?  To Iowa?"  She dropped back onto the bed, as if the muscles in her legs had given way.  As if she had no more strength left.  "I can't run anymore.  I have to learn to stand."  She slumped forward and her head fell into her hands.  "For once in my life, I have to stand up."

Caleb wanted to yell.  He wanted to shake her.  He wanted to force her to listen, to make her understand, to throw her over his shoulder and carry her away to safety.  But he did none of those things.  Instead, he just stood and looked.

The woman sitting before him was not the same sparkling creature he'd seen on the beach two weeks ago.  That woman had been all gloss, all slick veneer.  This person was raw, and bleeding, very nearly stripped down to the bare core that was the human soul.  The spark that had first caught his eye was still there, but it was naked now, burning hotter than ever for all her desperation.  And although Blake was sagging, although her hands trembled and her voice shook, she was not yet beaten.

And if he could do anything about it, she never would be. 

"You're not going back alone," he said at length.

She lifted her head.  Her eyes were watery but gleaming with strength.  "Well you're not coming with me.  I'm not going to put you in harm's way again."

"There's no argument you can make that will convince me to let you go back there without me.  If you try to run away from me, I'll just follow you."  He allowed a small smile to creep over his lips.  "I know where you're headed, after all."

"Oh really?  And just where is that?"  Her tearful smile matched his.

"Where we're going: back to the beach house.  Back to where it all began."
   

It was a long ride home.  Despite the fact that they took the interstate instead of the Coastal Highway, and even despite the lack of traffic, it seemed to take twice as long to get into to Malibu as it had to get to out of it.  

It was mid-morning when they reached the beach house.  The sun had firmly established itself in the pale blue sky by that time, and it was shining much too brightly for their tired eyes to enjoy.  Their minds were nearly dead with lack of sleep, bodies leaden and aching from the physical strain of sitting on the bike.  Caleb had had the worst of it, and guilt stabbed Blake hotly as she watched him dismount with uncharacteristic clumsiness, heavily favoring his bad knee as he grabbed their bags from the rack in back and started for the front door.  He looked like he needed a week at a spa, with beautiful girls to massage him daily.  For herself, Blake wanted nothing more than a hot bath and a long sleep, but she doubted that either one of them would get what they needed this morning.

Blake's parents had been none too happy about her riding back to Malibu with no one to protect her but Caleb.  They hadn't realized yet that complete protection was no longer possible.  If Rube really wanted her dead, nothing and no one was going to stop him.  She'd known him long enough to recognize that fact.  The best she could do now was to make sure that Caleb didn't get caught in the crossfire.  

It was strange to open the door to the beach house, to walk into that space that she had known and loved so well for so many years.  The place still smelled the same, still had the feeling of home and comfort and safety.  But it was no longer her home, and it certainly was no longer safe.  

"You go on and grab a shower while I put the coffee on," Caleb said as he dropped their bags by the stairs.  "We need to figure out what our next move is going to be."

Blake came up behind him and slid her arms around his waist.  She breathed deep, filling her nostrils with the good smell of him, solid and reassuring.   "How about I start the coffee while you grab a shower," she suggested.  "I think you've earned first dibs on the hot water."

He turned in her embrace and locked his arms around her back, kissing her deeply.  "You know, we could always share the shower.  We'd be conserving water, after all."

Blake looked up into his face.  She could not stop marveling that he would still want to be with her after all the trouble she had put him through.  She smiled.  "Well, I do have strong feelings about water conservation…."

"Sorry to interrupt," said a voice from behind them.

An electric jolt shot through Blake.  She suppressed a shriek and turned in Caleb's arms.  There was a man coming slowly down the stairs, a man she didn't know.  Tall and slim and slick-looking.  Caleb's grip on her tightened and her pulse pounded hard in her throat.  Had they walked right into a trap?

The man's gaze shifted from Caleb to her, then back again.  "Don't you think you should introduce us, Caleb?"

Hearing the man's relaxed and friendly tone, Blake stiffened.  She rotated her head to look at Caleb over her shoulder.  His eyes lowered in defeat, and her heart sank.  Caleb spoke.  

"Blake, this is Steve Peterson.  He's been my best friend for thirty years.  And for the past two weeks, he's also been my boss."




 
   
   

Chapter Twenty-Two
   
   

"I'm sorry, I still don't understand," Blake said.  She knew she was sounding stupid, but that was all right.  She was feeling none too bright at the moment.

Stupid, she thought.  As in: my brain is too fogged for this to make any sense to me.

And stupid, as in: I can't believe that the only two men I've trusted over the past decade have both been lying to me.  First Rube, and now Caleb.  

How much more stupid could she get?

She sat at the dining room table, with Caleb on her right and Steve across from her.  As they talked, they sipped hot coffee and nibbled on toast in an appalling pretense of normality.  And with every word that was spoken, her world crumbled a little more.

Steve had ended up preparing the coffee himself.  After making his hurried and cryptic introduction, Caleb had refused to explain himself further until Blake had had a chance to shower and dress.  He stayed close by as she cleaned up and donned a change of clothes, then he escorted her back downstairs.  Through it all, his eyes spoke volumes, saying over and over again: I'm sorry.  I never meant to hurt you.  And please don't lose faith in me.

But how could she believe any of it now?

Caleb refilled her coffee cup as he repeated himself patiently.  "Steve's the one who brought me out here from Iowa," he told her.

"The friend who needed a favor?"  Blake asked.

"That's right.  He had a job to do, and he needed someone he could trust.  I guess I turned out to be that someone."

"And I turned out to be the favor."   Blake's lips tightened as she tried to control her bitterness at having been lied to, conned, entrapped – as much by her own imprudent heart as by Caleb.

Caleb hesitated, then apparently decided not to sugar-coat it.  "Yes.  I was hired to watch you.  To protect you.  I tried to tell you several times, but – "

"But you didn't try hard enough," she finished his sentence, her voice hard and unforgiving.  

"No," Caleb said quietly.  He waited for her to speak further, but when she was silent, he added, "And believe me, I wish to God I had done things differently.  I know I owe you an apology for not telling you the whole truth."

"Oh you owe me a lot more than that, mister."  Blake's eyes filled with abrupt tears as she remembered how safe she had felt with him, how tenderly he had held her in his arms.  She blinked them back angrily.  No way would she let him make her cry.  Not now, not ever.  "But the only thing I want from you is the courtesy of walking out the door and never bothering me again."

Steve spoke for the first time in several minutes.  "I'm afraid we can't do that, Blake." 

She turned wrathful eyes his way.  Steve's tone was level, but he looked like someone who was not willing to negotiate.  Well, that was fine with Blake.  She wasn't interested in negotiation, or even discussion.  She was tired of talking, and she was sure as hell done listening.  

Reading her expression, Steve leaned across the table, obviously ready to bully her if necessary.  He stretched out an arm and tapped his index finger on the table to make his point.  "Your life is in imminent danger.  It would be irresponsible of us to leave you alone now."

"Oh spare me your self-righteous crap, Mr. Peterson," she said.  If she'd had a hammer close by, she might have smashed that arrogant finger of his.  "Your only concern is your paycheck."

"You're right, of course."  Steve could give as good as he got.  "I'm a security consultant, charged with protecting you.  If you die, I can't collect the rest of my money.  So the one thing I'm determined to do is keep you alive."

In the fury of the moment, Blake experienced an almost irresistible urge to run straight out the door and into oncoming traffic.  It would be worth it, just to make sure that Steve Peterson never earned another penny because of her.  She leaned across the table and tapped her own fingers at him, refusing to back down.  "You're not a security consultant, you're a pimp.  Deal with it."

Steve stood abruptly, having obviously reached the limits of his patience.  Good.  "Caleb, tell your girlfriend here that Rube is coming back to LA tonight to finish all his old business, and that includes her."

The words were like a slap in the face.  Blake felt herself go numb, anaesthetized by fear.  Caleb's hand reached automatically for hers, and she took it without thought.

She heard Caleb's voice, speaking because she could not.  "What are you talking about?"

"It's why I came here looking for you.  Rube's been off the grid, but one of my informants has told me that he's flying into LAX tonight, under an assumed name.  The FBI will be there to arrest him when he steps off the plane."  He turned to Blake and spoke bluntly.  "Until Rube Jeffries is in custody, your life isn't worth a plug nickel.   So we're going to stay here, the three of us, in this house, until I've received a call that tells me Rube has been arrested.  You can insult me all you want to, but I'm not going anywhere.  And neither are you."

The message sank in slowly, working itself through layers of emotion until it reached Blake's consciousness.  She became aware that her hand was still encased in Caleb's and she pulled away, refusing herself the comfort of his touch.  Any consolation she took from him would be a lie, anyway.

She swallowed shallowly, then nodded her assent to Steve.  "Fine.  We'll stay here.  But I suggest you keep out of my sight if you know what's good for you."

To his credit, Steve did as he was told, turning without a word and heading for some other part of the house.  Wherever he went was fine with Blake, as long as it was away.  

When he was gone, the tension dropped by a small degree.  Blake took a deep breath, crossed her arms over her chest protectively, then turned to Caleb.  "I think you better tell me the whole story again."
   

And he did.  He started from the time he had gotten Steve's first phone call to the moment he'd fallen at her feet on the beach.  He then went on to fill in details from the days since they'd met, telling her how he'd followed her, watching her from a distance when he wasn't up close and personal.  He told her about the man he called Pinkshirt, about trying to gauge how much she knew about Rube's criminal enterprises, about becoming emotionally involved and, as he said, too selfish to tell her the truth. 

Blake took in the details as if she were a patient listening to a surgeon explain how an operation had gone awry.  She asked intermittent questions when she needed clarification on some small point, and tried to avoid allowing her emotions to cloud her perception of the big picture.  She declined to pronounce judgment against the mistakes that had been made, since that would do nothing but flare her blood pressure, and thus weaken her further.  Tell me Doctor, she wanted to say, what are my chances?  Will I pull through this?

When Caleb had finished speaking, she drew a breath.  She felt hollow and empty, but somehow cleaner.  At least, she told herself, she knew everything now.  It seemed that her prognosis was probably going to be negative, but there could still be treatment available which might offer some hope.  The mysteries had been solved, and if nothing else, she could console herself with the fact that at any rate Caleb hadn't been trying to kill her.  No, that had just been Rube, the man she'd been practically married to for the past ten years.  Ah, well, apparently almost-marriages weren't all made in heaven….

She picked up her coffee mug, but it was cold, so she set it back down again.

"Would you like me to make a fresh pot?" Caleb asked quietly.  

"No, thank you.  I think I'll go upstairs and lie down for a little while.  When Steve hears anything, you'll let me know, won't you?"

"Of course."

"Thanks."  Blake pushed back from the table and stood up.  Her legs were wobbly, and she had to steady herself against the back of the chair.  Caleb reached out to help her, but she drew back.  "No!" she said sharply.

She hadn't meant to speak that way, but even when she saw the pain in his eyes she couldn't bring herself to feel regret.  Right now, she couldn't allow herself to feel anything.

"I'm so sorry about all of this," Caleb’s words spilling out of him like a hot rush of tears.  "I never meant for you to get hurt."

"Of course not."  Her reply was automatic.  "Believe me, I appreciate how difficult your position must have been.  I just – well, I don't think there's much left for us to say to each other, do you?"

"Yes, actually I do."  He looked into her face, searching for a glimmer of what had been between them.  But it was gone now, and Blake felt the absence of her emotion, as deep and empty as a newly-dug grave.  

Whatever Caleb saw when he looked at her must have deterred him from speaking, because he lowered his eyes.  "I'll let you get some rest," was all he said.  "If you need anything, just let me know."

"Thanks."  She was sick of thanking him, but she didn't know what else to say.  How could she have been so cynical, and still so naïve?

She left Caleb sitting at the table, and made her way up to her bedroom.  She paused in the lounge at the top of the stairs, remembering that recent night when she had crouched behind the potted plant and watched Rube and Greg question the unfortunate Jake.  Had it really been less than two weeks ago?  Time was a funny thing, slowing down and speeding up unpredictably.  It was disorienting, insulting to the senses.  

Blake tried to remember the person she'd been then – that feisty girl who'd moved so boldly down this hallway – but it was like groping to touch a shadow.  That girl was gone, and in her place was a quiet, dry-eyed stranger who could do nothing but wait for the other shoe to drop.  

It wasn't until she was lying in her bed, with her cheek nestled against the familiar satin sheets, that the first hot tears began to fall.
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Caleb hefted the heavy glass bottle in his hand, watching the fluid shimmer inside, glinting like liquid gold in the lamplight.  Outside, the sky was turning a similar shade.  As the sun descended over the ocean, it cast rays of melting yellows across the rippling water.  

It was a beautiful sunset, Caleb thought moodily, one he wished he could share with Blake.  But she'd been asleep most of the day, tucked into her darkening bedroom, waiting for the phone call which would release her from his unwanted company.  And then…what?  What would she do?  What, for that matter, would he do?

His eye was caught by people strolling down the beach, and he paused in his reverie, body tense, as he took in details of the passersby.  Two females, early twenties, carrying beach towels.  Most likely not professional killers, he told himself with a grim smile, although these days you could never be sure.  He relaxed somewhat, but his eyes continued to follow the two young women until they were out of sight.  

A floorboard creaked behind him, and Steve's voice floated over his shoulder.  "Is Blake still upstairs?"

Caleb rotated in the leather chair – the same chair he had sat in on the day that he met Blake, he couldn't help but remember – and shot Steve a dour grin.  "Yeah.  It's safe to come out."

"That's a relief."  Steve moved smoothly around the chair and into the living room.  He smiled as he settled on the sofa.  "I could be wrong, but I don't think she likes me very much."

"Well, you didn't exactly meet her under the best of circumstances."

"No, I didn't."  Steve searched Caleb's face.  "Did you get any sleep?"  He had ordered Caleb to rest some hours before, promising that he would keep watch from the front of the house.

"I lay down for awhile, and I think I slept."

Steve nodded.  "So how are you doing with all this?"

Caleb shook the bottle that was still in his hand, making the liquor slosh around.  "I've been better."

Steve held out a hand and Caleb passed the bottle to him willingly.  The light from outside caught the letters highlighted on the gold label, and Caleb smiled.  There was something comforting about knowing that a big-shot like Rube drank the same brand of tequila that Caleb liked to order in his favorite bar back home.  

"Should I get a glass," Steve asked, "or are we taking it straight from the bottle this evening?"

Caleb shrugged.  "I'm not actually drinking it.  I was just enjoying the thought, you know?  Looking forward to doing a few shots when this thing is over.  Doesn't seem like now is a good time to be indulging."

"No," Steve agreed.  "It doesn't."  He set the bottle down on the coffee table with a little clinking sound, then he checked his watch.  "I should be getting that phone call pretty soon, and then maybe we can crack that thing open and have a toast.  What do you say?"

Caleb nodded, trying to ignore the crushing sense of guilt that still weighed on his chest.  

His old friend must have read the expression on his face, because he spoke up firmly.  "It's not your fault," Steve said.

Caleb's reply was immediate and vigorous.  "I should have told her," he said.  "I never should have kept this from her.  It was too big, too important.  But I was just too much of a – a – "

"Romantic fool," Steve supplied.  

"I was going to say 'love-sick jackass,' but whatever."  Caleb ran his hands through his hair.  He wished like hell that this whole thing was over, and at the same time, he never wanted it to end because he wasn't ready to say goodbye to Blake.  "I just don't know what I'm supposed to do with tomorrow, or with all the tomorrows after that."

Steve stood up and walked across the room.  He leaned against the patio door and stared  out the window at the darkening sky.  When he spoke his voice was sharp with frustration.  "I never should have taken this job.  Every instinct that I have told me to leave it alone, to let somebody else handle it."  He turned and looked back at Caleb.  "But it was those same instincts that forced me to ask the tough question: if I passed on this job, would I inadvertently be getting somebody hurt?  Or even killed?"  He shook his head.  "When something like this is dropped in your lap, you either turn a blind eye – "

"Or you grab it with both hands and don't let go until it's finished."  Caleb supplied.

"Bingo."  

"I only wish I had been in the position to ask a question like that."  Blake's voice came from above them, and they both turned to look at her.  She was standing on the second floor landing, looking down at them as she had once looked down upon Rube and Greg.  She started slowly down the staircase.  "But no one ever gave me the option."

Caleb felt himself stiffen at her words.  He tried to move beyond it, onto something else.  "Are you hungry?"

"Starved," she said simply.  When she saw that he was about to rise, she held out a hand to stop him.  "Don't worry, I'll get it."  She moved into the kitchen, out of sight.  "Do you gentlemen want anything?  This is still my home for the moment, so I may as well play hostess."

"We're fine, thanks."  Caleb spoke for both of them.  His eyes drifted over to Steve, who was studiously looking out the glass doors.  The emotional side of this situation wasn't his purview, after all, and he was keeping well out of it – although Caleb did see him check his cell phone, as if to hurry along the call that they were all waiting for.

Caleb knew that there was really nothing he could say to Blake at this point to make things right.  She simply didn't trust him anymore, and he really couldn't blame her.  Instinct was telling him to stay where he was, to not try to go after her, but he couldn't help himself.  He hauled himself out of the chair and made his way into the kitchen.

He found her standing at the counter, paring an apple.  A jar of raw sesame butter was standing nearby, and she had loaded a plate with chopped celery and carrots.  Apparently, even her comfort food was healthy.

He tried opening with a joke.  "You know, if you wrap those veggies in a pepperoni pizza, you'll have a snack that's good and good for you."

She had the good grace to turn and shoot a smile over her shoulder.  "Why didn't I think of that?" she murmured.  "I'm sure I've got some pepperoni around here someplace."

Caleb leaned against the kitchen counter.  "For what it's worth, we'll be out of your way soon and then you can have your home back."

Blake looked at him, eyes full of unspoken words.  Her lips parted, and he held his breath, waiting for her to speak.

But before she had a chance, a shrill shriek cut the air, making them both jump.  It was a single note repeated over and over again, inhuman and terrible.  Blake's eyes widened.  "The alarm!" she whispered, and started for the front.

He was after her like a flash, elbowing her gently aside, eyes sweeping back and forth, looking for intruders.  He pushed Blake up against a wall and motioned for her to stay, ignoring the fury in her eyes, then drew his gun and started forward again.  His gaze sought and found Steve, who appeared from around the corner, also with his gun drawn.  

Caleb motioned Steve to check the back, while he would take the front.  But before they could move, the front door burst open and a man stumbled inside.  He was bleeding from a gash in his temple.  The clothes he was wearing were dirty and torn.  He only managed a few steps before he staggered, and fell to the floor.

"Oh my God!"  Blake's voice could be heard above the shrill whine of the alarm.  Her voice was ashen, her hands trembling.  She pushed Caleb aside and rushed forward before he could stop her.  "Oh my God, it's Rube!"
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With the alarm still clanging, Blake rushed forward and knelt down beside Rube.  He was hurt, his jacket was torn.  But he was breathing.

She helped him sit up.  "Rube, are you okay?  What the hell is going on?"

He tried to speak but she couldn't hear him.  She jumped up to shut off the alarm.  After she'd typed the code into the keypad, she went to kneel down again, but Caleb and Steve both caught her in mid-flight.  

"Wait," Caleb commanded, holding her arms.  All his soft supplication was gone.  At this moment he was not the man trying to win her heart, he was the man trying to save her skin.  "Steve, call the police."

But Steve was already on the phone.  

Rube looked up at them balefully.  He touched the blood that was running down his face.  "The cops won't get here in time," he told them.

"What are you talking about?"  Caleb asked.

"There are people coming after me.  They'll be here any minute.  I tried to get away, but they forced my car off the road and cut across the hills down to the beach.  It won't take long for them to guess where I was headed.  I didn't expect to find you here."

"Who's after you?"  Caleb demanded.

Rube said one word: "Betch."

Blake shook her head.  Had Rube just said what she thought he'd said?  "Greg?  Greg's the one who's been after us?"

Rube nodded.  "He's been trying to take over my operation for months, only I was too stupid to see it.  I knew somebody was after me, but I didn't know it was Greg.  It was only after that night, when we were questioning Jake Callahan that I realized Greg was at the bottom of this mess.  I knew that I had to disappear, to shake things up, and that's what I did."  

His gaze moved to Blake, who was tugging against Caleb's restraint.  "I'm so sorry, babe.  I tried to keep you out of this."  He looked back at Steve and Caleb.  "I take it you're the bodyguards?"

Blake stopped struggling.  She felt her face go white.  "What did you say?"

"I'm the one who hired Peterson's firm."  He saw the expression on Blake's face and hurried to explain.  "I was afraid that something might happen to you.  I knew I was in serious trouble and I didn't want you to get caught in the crossfire.  But then I heard about what happened at the cabin, and I knew I had to come back.  I never expected that Greg would actually try to hurt you, but I guess that when he couldn't find me, he decided to go after you."

Caleb let go of Blake's arm.  She took two steps toward Rube, then stopped.  She didn't know what to say.  Ever since Rube had disappeared Greg had been whispering in her ear, acting scared, acting like the injured party.  And all that time, Greg had been the one who was dangerous.

Steve and Caleb were conferring in low voices.  Finally Caleb turned to Rube.  "Okay, come on.  We're going to get out of here, go to the police station.  This mess can all be sorted out down there."

But it was too late for that.  Outside, they could hear the sound of car doors closing.  Rube struggled to his feet.  Blake had never seen him so frightened.  "There's no time," he said.  "They're here."  He looked at Blake.  "Are the guns still in my safe?"

"Here," Caleb said.  "Take mine."  He handed it over, then pulled a second weapon from his ankle holster.  Then he turned to Blake, his eyes full of anguish.  

She knew that look.  Caleb had been so determined to keep her safe, but now he was afraid he wouldn't be able to do it.  She wanted to speak, to tell him again that this wasn't his fault, but she couldn't find her voice.  There were men outside.  Men with guns, who wanted to kill them.  Steve had called the police, but Blake knew that Rube was right: it would take them at least three more minutes to get here, and by then they could all be dead.  She met Caleb's gaze, then her eyes drifted to Rube.  "What do we do?"

Caleb seemed to shake himself.  He spoke quickly.  "If the men outside are well trained, they'll scout the place out.  This house has an open floor plan, which means there are fewer places to hide.  The game room will offer the most protection, so that's where we're headed."

They moved quickly, with a minimum of conversation.  Inside the game room, they slid the double doors closed, turned the flimsy lock, and slid the sofa in front of them.  Even Blake could tell that it wouldn't keep out anyone who was determined to get in.  But it would definitely slow them down, and hopefully that would be enough.

The room had only one window, a smallish one that faced the front of the house.  They propped the cue rack in front of it, then pushed the remaining furniture around the billiard table, effectively barricading themselves behind the table.  After that there was nothing to do but wait.  Blake found herself counting the seconds, waiting for the first shot to be fired.  The air seemed deathly quiet.  Then everything exploded at once.

A hollow popping sound was the starting bell for a barrage of bullets.  The windows behind them exploded, and Blake ducked, stifling a scream.  

"They won't come through the window," Caleb said in her ear.  "They're just rattling us.  When they come, it will be through the doors.  Stay focused, and stay behind me."  To the men he added, "Aim carefully, and conserve your ammunition.  Remember, we only have to hold out until the cops get here."

Rube nodded, but he couldn't seem to take his eyes from Blake's face.  He watched the interaction between her and Caleb intently, his expression inscrutable.

Outside, the shooting continued, but Blake took Caleb's words to heart and was able to tune it out.  She thought she heard the sound of the patio doors shattering, and she pictured men slithering inside like snakes on two legs.  

It didn't take them long to find the billiard room.  Gun butts were used to hammer through the paneled wood.  The doors were torn aside, and the gunmen ducked down behind the sofa.

"Dammit!" Caleb spit out the word.  The couch was supposed to slow their entry, but it had turned into the perfect cover for them.  

Shots were fired, splintering the wood behind them.  Steve, Caleb and Rube returned the fire, peppering the couch with bullets.

Peering over the table, Blake watched as one of the gunmen tried to climb through the opening.  Beside her, Rube took careful aim and fired.  The gunman's body tumbled to the ground.  A second man, this one more clever, aimed above their heads at the antique light fixture that hung from the ceiling.

That was the moment when Blake felt time slow down.  Her heartbeat pounded in her ears.  The light came crashing down, hitting the billiard table square in the center.  Glass flew in every direction.  The four of them hiding behind the table ducked their heads, shielding their eyes.   The man who had fired, seeing his opportunity, vaulted the sofa and crossed the room.  He took aim, pointing his gun directly at Blake.  Her blood ran cold as she looked into the black, frozen face of death.  She watched the man squeeze the trigger.

The next thing she knew, Caleb was pushing her to the ground, covering her body with his.  She heard the shot, felt Caleb flinch.  Her heart screamed as she pictured the bullet entering Caleb's body, imagined his blood gushing from an open wound.  

Caleb rolled off of her, and she sat up.  Her mind went numb with relief when she saw that he was unharmed.  It was a second later that her eyes found Rube, slumped and bleeding from the shoulder.  She stretched out her hands toward him, but he motioned her to stay away.  

When Caleb saw that Rube had moved in front of him, even as he had moved in front of Blake, his face went taut with rage.  He stood and fired his last three bullets, straight into the chest of the man who'd tried to shoot Blake.

As his last shot rang out, there was a moment of thunderous silence, followed by the wail of police sirens.  Red lights flashed outside, and a megaphone squawked to life.  Blake could have wept as a tinny voice announced the arrival of the LAPD, and ordered all those within to come out with hands clasped behind their heads.  

The ordeal was over, as quickly as it had started.
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The beach house was now a crime scene.  Blake sat on the back of an open ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her.  Every once in a while someone would come by and check on her – touch her face, look into her eyes, take her pulse.  She tried to wave them away; sometimes that worked, sometimes it didn't.  Rube had already been hustled away in another ambulance.  Blake had tried to go with him, to ride along and make sure that he would be okay, but she hadn't been allowed.  Of course there had been reassurances: his wounds weren't fatal, he was in good hands, etc.  That was all well and good, but she didn't want to hear that he would probably be okay; she wanted to know that he was.  And as the minutes slipped by and threatened to become hours, her fear for him began to boil into anger.

There were people everywhere; the flashing lights of emergency vehicles made their hurried movements seem jerky and unnatural.  From where she sat she could see Caleb and Steve talking to a police detective.  They gestured and pointed to various parts of the house, describing for the umpteenth time what exactly had happened tonight.  The detective would want to question her, too, of that Blake was sure.  But Caleb and Steve were currently bearing the brunt of the investigation.

Eventually the men deigned to come out of the house to talk to her.  She lifted her chin and prepared to give them the full force of her displeasure of having been left alone for so long, not knowing what had happened to Rube, not really sure if this whole thing was over, or if there were still miles to go before she could sleep.

But the sight of Caleb's bruised and weary face deflated her fury like air seeping from a balloon.  How long had it been since he'd had a full night's sleep?  Two days?  Three?  At least she'd been able to sleep most of the day.  His eyes were dark and hollowed, his gait was heavy and uneven.  As he got closer, she couldn't help but lift up a hand to touch his arm.  Suddenly, she was too exhausted to be angry.  Only one thing really mattered to her right now.  

She licked her dry lips and spoke.  "Rube?"

If Caleb was hurt that her first words were not for him, he gave no sign.  "He's doing fine; the lieutenant here just talked to the hospital."  

Relief was a cool wind washing over her.  She sagged from the weight of the release. "Thank God."  

Caleb's eyes focused in the distance, as if he were trying figure something out.  "Rube saved my life.  I didn't count on something like that happening."

"I told you he was a good guy."  Blake tried to keep the tone of mild rebuke from her voice, but failed miserably.  

Steve spoke up.  "I don't know about that.  For such a good guy, he's been into some very bad things."  He caught Caleb's look and apparently decided not to press the point.  Instead, he turned to the third man standing with them.  "This is Lieutenant Holmes.  He wants to ask you a few questions."

Despite her exhaustion, Blake had to resist the urge to say, "Elementary, my dear Watson."  With a name like Holmes, this guy must get that all the time.  She shifted slightly, feeling the heaviness of the wool blanket sitting uncomfortably on her shoulders.  "How can I help?" she asked.

Holmes was as precise an image of an LAPD detective as Blake could have summoned.  Of middling age and middling weight, his suit was wrinkled and his face was world-weary.  But when he spoke, his voice was patient, competent, and official.  The man was in charge.  "The first thing I want you to know is that the man who Mr. McKenna and Mr. Peterson referred to as 'Pinkshirt' is dead.  His real name was Marvin Alford, and he was not a nice man.  His wife and her children are fine – they're in police custody for the moment, but they'll be released soon.  The second thing is that although Greg Betch is currently at large, we have a line on him and he should be arrested within twenty-four hours.  Now, are there any questions you need answered here?"

"About a million," Blake said.  "But I'm too tired to think of them right now."

Holmes nodded.  "I understand that, and I won't keep you any longer than necessary.  I'd like to get you down to the station to make a full statement tomorrow, but there are a few points which I think should be cleared up right away.  You told Mr. McKenna here that you'd seen a man named Jake being interrogated by Rube Jeffries and Greg Betch on the night before Rube disappeared.  Can you tell me about that in detail?"

Blake would have thought that telling the story again would be tedious, but it turned out to be a relief.  The Lieutenant asked all the right questions, helping draw out more details than she'd known she could remember, waiting patiently when her voice started to shake with emotion.  When she had finished talking, he nodded knowingly.

"We've had our eye on Rube's operation for awhile, and we've known for some time that Betch was trying to take over.  Unfortunately we didn't realize that things would play out exactly the way that they did, but at least the casualties were kept to a minimum."  He turned and surveyed the house behind him: the glass blown out, the once-beautiful hardwood pockmarked with bullet holes.  "Things could have been a lot worse, that's for sure."

He turned back to Blake, fishing a business card out of his pocket and handing it to her.  "Here's my contact information if you remember any of those questions you wanted to ask.  Do you know where you'll be staying in case I need to reach you?"

Steve stepped forward.  His voice held an unexpected protective edge.  "You can contact Ms. Sera through my office, Lieutenant."

"You'll come down tomorrow and make a statement?"  Holmes asked Blake.  

She looked at Steve, and he nodded.  "Of course," she said.  

 Holmes gave her a reserved smile.  "Thank you.  Get some rest."  His glance wandered upward to include Caleb and Steve in that last admonition.  Then he turned and walked away.

With his departure, memories of a thousand different police dramas flooded Blake's head.  "Am I going to need a lawyer when I give my statement?" 

Steve and Caleb exchanged a look.  "You haven't done anything illegal, but it's never a bad idea to have an attorney present when talking to the police," Steve said.  "I can recommend someone for you if you like."

Blake felt her lips stretch grimly.  "This is LA, Steve.  Lawyers lurk on every street corner.  I can find my own representation."

Steve shrugged and looked at Caleb.  "You'll call me first thing tomorrow?"

"First thing," Caleb answered.  

Steve tipped his head.  "Then I guess this is good night."

"Wait."  Blake spoke the word impulsively, watching with something like chagrin as he turned back around to face her.  Some part of her was insisting that she thank him for what he had done tonight.  The words were sitting sourly in her mouth, waiting to be spoken.  But a larger part of her stubbornly resisted the impulse.  Would she have even been in this mess if it hadn't been for him?  Who could say?  Maybe she would be dead, or maybe she would be heading up to San Francisco with Mira, beautifully oblivious and untouched by the drama playing itself out around her.  But regardless of how she looked at it, she just couldn't bring herself to speak the words that hovered on the tip of her tongue.

So she cleared her throat, and instead she asked, "Do you know when I'll be able to see Rube?"

"Call me tomorrow, I'll see what I can set up."

"Okay," she said.  Then before she knew it, she added, "Thank you."

Steve smiled slightly, as if he knew what those words had cost her.  "You're welcome," he said.  

As he walked away, Blake pushed the blanket off of her shoulders in a decisive gesture.  "Enough sitting," she said.  "This thing is done, yes?"

Caleb looked at her with his most inscrutable expression.  "If you mean, is the dangerous part over, then yes: this thing is done.  But there's still a lot more to sort out."

She returned his look.  "Are you talking about the legal situation with Rube, or about you and me?"

"Both, I suppose."

Blake stood up so she could look him more closely in the eye.  She didn't need to feel at a disadvantage at this particular moment.  "As for the legal schnozzle, that's got nothing much to do with you.  You gave your statement, so that should be that.  As for you and me…."  She looked away.  "Well, I guess there is no you and me anymore."

"'This thing is done'?"  Caleb questioned softly.

"Yes."

He stepped forward and put his hand on her arm.  She didn't push him away.  "So why does it seem like it's not?"

She couldn't answer.  Her heartbeat increased as the warm pressure of his hand communicated itself to her nervous system.  

He spoke again.  "Do you have someplace in mind to stay?"

"I'm going back to the Entwistle Ridge house for tonight.  Tomorrow is soon enough to decide about tomorrow."

"Do you want a ride?"

She imagined one last ride with Caleb, on his motorcycle, whizzing through the night with the wind in her face and the warmth of his body leaning into hers.  

"Sure," she said.  

What else could she say?
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Some part of Caleb couldn't help but feel that by offering to drive Blake home, he was taking advantage of her yet again.  After all, he could have gotten a black-and-white to drive her.  Or he could've called a cab.  But the truth was, he desperately wanted to share that last ride with her: through the mountains, feeling her arms wrapped around his waist.  When she agreed to let him take her, it was all he could do not to sweep her into his arms then and there.

And it wasn't like he was expecting anything funny to happen when they got back to the house.  He was more tired than he could remember ever being, and his body ached in ways he couldn't even name.  Since he wasn't exactly in shape for passionate aerobics of any sort, much less good-bye sex, he did not constitute a threat.  

As they made their way up Santa Monica Boulevard, heading for the turn-off to the hills, the phrase "good-bye sex" hovered distastefully in his mind.  He wished he'd found a more graceful term for what he was thinking.  The "good-bye" part was depressing, and the "sex" part – tempting as it was – seemed vaguely disrespectful.  After what he and Blake had been through together, they deserved more than some obligatory parting roll in the sack.

Before he knew it, the ride through the hills was over and they were pulling up outside the tall iron gates of the house on Entwistle Ridge Drive.  Blake reached over and entered a code on the concealed keypad, and the gates opened obediently.  Although he'd only been to this house a few times, the ride up the short drive, with the magnificent sprawling house revealing itself at the end, had the absurd quality of homecoming.  There was something soothing about the building's clean, low lines which seemed to him exactly like what a home should be.  And then of course there was Blake herself, whose every movement now struck him as both refreshingly new and comfortingly familiar.  

Without waiting to be asked, Caleb followed her inside the house.  She may be ejecting him from her life, but he wasn't going to leave her without making sure that the place was secure and she was safe.  Old habits die hard.

When Blake recognized his intentions, she shrugged wearily.  "I'm going to take a shower," was all she said, then she left him alone to do as he pleased.  By the time he had finished making his rounds, she was out again.  She had donned a pair of baggy silk pajamas that he'd never seen before, and expensive-looking house thongs.  Her face was pale and starting to show the effect of her bruises, but still she looked so beautiful he momentarily lost the ability to speak rationally.

"Nice outfit," he commented lamely, wincing as he heard the words come out of his mouth.  Every ounce of good manners that his mother had ever taught him was urging him to bid the lady farewell, and be on his way.  Especially since she'd made it clear that was what she wanted.  And it was exactly what he'd planned to do.  But now that the time had come, he found himself standing on the edge of a great precipice, looking out into a dark, unknown future.  

Was this really the moment when he was supposed to say good-bye?  He wasn't ready for that.  

Blake laughed slightly, obviously feeling the awkwardness of the moment, and smoothed damp hair away from her face.  "Thanks," she said.  "But what I could really use is an old flannel robe and some fuzzy slippers.  Comfort-wear, you know?"

He nodded.  "How about a gin and tonic?  It won't put slippers on your feet, but if you make the drink right you'll definitely feel fuzzy."

Her laugh his time was less forced, more honest.  "That sounds good."  She hesitated before speaking the next sentence.  "Do you want to join me?"

Of course he did.
   

Caleb offered to make the drinks, but Blake said she would do it.  The idea of performing a task so steeped in normality seemed to cheer her, so he left her to it, and went outside to the wide veranda that stretched along the back of the house.  He rested his elbows against the railing, looking out onto the starlit hills of Hollywood.  The air coming off the mountains was cool and dry and surprisingly clean.  

"God, I love it here," Caleb whispered, surprising himself.  It was only after the words were out that he realized how true that was.  He did love it here.  His greatest joy was in being with Blake, but he had also grown to love Los Angeles on its own merits: it's scraggly hills, teeming streets and the wide, wide ocean that lay so close at hand.

I've been all over the world, he thought, why did it take me so long to get here?

Blake joined him at the railing, carrying a drink in each hand.  She followed his gaze out over the hills, and smiled sadly as she handed him a glass.  "Iowa's never going to look quite the same, is it?"

She'd come perilously close to voicing his thoughts out loud.

"It most certainly isn't," he agreed.  "I wish I'd come here a long time ago. And met you a lot sooner."

Ice cubes rattled in her glass.  Was her hand shaking?  "Everything would have been different if you had.  We wouldn't have – I mean, you wouldn't have – "

"I'd still have fallen in love with you," he told her quietly.  It was the first time he'd used the L-word in her company, and as soon as he spoke he realized that his timing was lousy.  Why hadn't he said it to her before everything fell apart?  But he couldn't stop himself from adding, "Regardless of when or where or why we met, I would have fallen at your feet, and you would have walked away with my heart."

Misery covered Blake's face like a veil, but she faced him bravely, with the old, glossy smile belying the tears that hovered behind her eyes.  "Well, then," she raised her drink in a toast, "here's to missed opportunities, and paths not taken."  

When Caleb refused to join in the toast, Blake clinked her glass against his, and took a long, slow swallow, her eyes fixed on his face.

He wasn't sure what to say, but he knew he had to say something.  "Blake – "

The shrill ring of his mobile phone cut him off in mid-thought.

"Saved by the cell," Blake said gamely.  "I think I'll go freshen up my beverage.  Excuse me a second."

He watched her walk away.  He was on the verge of going after her, but there was only one person besides Blake who had the number to his Blackberry, and that was Steve.  Knowing that it might be important, Caleb answered the call.

Steve sounded as tired as Caleb felt.  "I just got off the phone with Lieutenant Holmes, and I thought you'd like to know that Greg Betch has finally been arrested.  The Feds picked him up just as he was about to cross the border into Mexico.  We can all breathe a little easier knowing he's in custody."

"I'm sure Blake will be relieved to hear that."  Caleb felt the tension ease out of his own body at the news.  Then he gritted his teeth and asked the next question.  "And what about Rube?  Any word on how he's doing?" 

"Last I heard, he's conscious and the doctors are expecting him to regain full mobility of his arm.  Blake is cleared to visit him at the hospital, but she may have to talk to somebody in the security office first.  Rube has agreed to turn state's evidence against a bunch of his old cronies, and he's now a very valuable commodity.  Unfortunately for him that means he'll have to go into protective custody, but he's getting off pretty light, all things considered."  Steve paused.  "Listen, I know that nothing about this operation went as planned, but a lot of very bad men are going to go down because of what we did.  I hope it helps you to know that."

"Thanks," Caleb said.  "It does."

"And what about you?  Did I make a mistake bringing you out here?"

Caleb thought about everything that happened.  He spoke quietly.  "No, it wasn't a mistake.  In fact in some ways, it's been the best thing that ever happened to me."  In spite of the pain, he added silently.

"Well, I'm glad to hear it.  Listen old buddy, I'm going to turn in.  Give me a call tomorrow and we'll talk about getting you paid for this shindig."

Caleb had almost forgotten that he would be getting a paycheck.  "Sounds fine."  Money may not buy happiness, but it would certainly be nice to have a little padding in his checking account for once.

When Blake returned outside, he passed on Steve's message.  She took the news about Greg and silently digested it.  Maybe in her own mind she had already moved on from the danger.  Her only reaction was to ask a question about Rube.  "So should I go see him tomorrow?"

"If you want to."

Blake nodded but didn't give any indication about whether or not she would go.  Well, Caleb supposed that that was up to her.  He had no claim on her, and neither the right nor the reason to ask her what she would be doing with her tomorrows.

He watched as she turned her back to the hills and gazed up at the house that he so admired.  "Would you like to know a secret?"

Caleb nodded.  Truthfully, he wanted to know all her secrets.  But he wasn't expecting to hear the words that came next.

Blake gave a bitter chuckle.  "I designed this place."  

"You what?"

She waved her hand in a gestured that took in the full scope of the house.  "This house.  I designed it."

"That's amazing!"  He looked around, taking in the crisp symmetry and pleasing proportions in front of him.  "Why didn't you ever tell me?"

She shrugged.  "I don't know.  For some reason it's just not something I like to tell people.  Never fit my image."

"And now?"

"Who knows what my image even is anymore?"  

Caleb waited.  She sipped her drink and spoke again.  "Rube bought this land not long after we got together.  It had an older house on it, very ramshackle and broken down – pretty much un-fixable.  He wanted to tear it all down and start over, and he basically put me in charge of the project.  I planned the place from the ground up.  I mean, it's not like I did any complex engineering or anything, although I definitely learned more than I ever wanted to know about building a house on the side of a mountain!  An architect drew up the final plans, but I spent months with graph paper and a ruler and sketch pad, creating the perfect house for Rube and me.  And this is it."

"And it's incredible," he said quietly.

"I appreciate you saying that.  I never knew I could design a house before I did it."  She turned tearful eyes his way.  "That's what Rube did for me, you know.  He made me believe that I could do anything.  He made the impossible, possible."

Caleb nodded.  He didn't know what to say.

"And now I have to give it up.  The house, I mean.  It's in Rube's name, and I'm sure that within a few days the IRS will be crawling all over his assets.  So I have to let go of it…and I guess I have to let go of Rube, too.  He has to go his way, and I have to go mine.  I never would have believed that I could do that, but now I know I can."  

She set down her drink and stretched out a hand to him.  He took it, surprised and hopeful.  "That's what you did for me, Caleb McKenna.  You woke me up, broke me out of the glass case I was living in, helped me see the world for what it is, for the first time in too long.  And no matter what else, I owe you a thanks for that."

Before he knew what was happening, she had slid her arms around his waist, and was stretching up to kiss him.  He wanted that kiss, and everything that would come after, more than he'd ever wanted anything.  But he couldn't continue to take advantage of her vulnerability.

He pulled away.  "Blake you don't have to  – "

"Shhh, it's all right," she whispered, stroking the side of his face.  "Remember when I said that tomorrow is soon enough to start thinking about tomorrow?  Right now, all we have to think about is tonight."

"But this isn't right," he tried again, feeling his self-control slip away with each passing second.

"It is right."  Her voice was quiet, intense.  "It's the only right thing in a whole big world full of not-right things.  We made love for the first time only three days ago.  Do you realize how much has happened in the last seventy-two hours?  And I want you again, one last time, before I have to start thinking about what comes next."

He couldn't resist any longer.  Under the softness of her caresses, his aches and pains melted away, his exhaustion evaporated.  They were drawn together like moths to a flame.  And together, they burned.
   

When Caleb woke up the next morning, he was alone in bed.  His heart twisted, remembering waking up by himself in this same room only days before.  But this time, he knew that Blake wasn't in the shower.  Neither was she swimming in the lap pool or making coffee in the kitchen.  Blake was gone, and something told him that she wasn't coming back.  The very air echoed with her absence.

Looking up through the skylight, Caleb could see that the morning was cloudy.  Rain showers were on the way.  Well great, that suited his mood perfectly.  He threw off the duvet and wandered barefoot through the empty rooms.  The house already felt vacant, although its mistress had only been gone a short time.

Caleb couldn't blame Blake for leaving.  After all, she'd said her good-byes him, and to this place.  There was no reason for her to stay and watch the soulless bean-counters crawl all over the home she'd loved, like carpenter ants swarming over a romantic picnic.  No reason to prolong the agony of parting from her house – or from him.  

Caleb stood in the living room, with the kitchen on one side and the great stone fireplace on the other.  He felt aloneness echoing through the place, echoing inside him, and he knew that it was time for him to go.

But he just couldn't bring himself to do it.  He couldn't even bring himself to take a shower, because he didn't want to wash Blake's smell off of his skin.  Instead, he brewed coffee and took it out to the veranda.  He settled himself into one of the deck chairs, and waited for inspiration to strike, for something to tell him what to do next.  At this point, he was completely at loose ends.  He had nowhere to go, nothing to do, nobody to see.

Except Steve.  He was supposed to call Steve this morning, wasn't he?  He should get that done and then plan his next move.  

His fingers fumbled dialing the number, and when his friend picked up, Caleb had little to say.  Steve didn't stand on formality or try to prolong the conversation.  He just thanked Caleb for his help and told him he had an impressive check coming.

But the idea of taking money for this was no longer sitting well, in spite of last night's appreciative thoughts about padding in his bank account.  "I'm not sure I want it," Caleb said.  He heard the querulous note in his voice, but didn't try to control it.  "Not after all this.  I hate to feel like I was prostituting myself.  I mean, I didn't sign on to be a gigolo."

"Fine," Steve said drily.  "You don't have to cash it.  But you do have to come by and pick it up.  Then you have to let me take you out for a drink before you head home."

"I'm not sure I'll ever be able to go home again.  Even if I do, it won't be the same."  Caleb thought about his mother, his sisters, his nieces and nephews.  Blake would have fit in there.  They would have loved her, and she would have loved them.  

Now Steve was beginning to sound concerned.  "Come on by the office and let's talk about what you're going to do.  I can easily get you some more work if you want to stay here in town.  Or maybe you want to try New York or Miami for a little while.  In that case, I can give you references to some places that will knock your socks off."

"I appreciate that, but – "

"Don't give me any 'buts' until we've had a chance to talk about this.  Come by around lunch and we'll go grab a bite.  Okay?"

"Sure," Caleb said, although his conscious pricked him about making promises that he didn't intend to keep.

When he'd managed to get Steve off the phone, he sat and stared over the mountains.  He knew that he should take a shower, get dressed, pick up his check and move along.  But he felt languorous, like a big lizard sunning itself on a rock.  Reluctant to move or be moved.

In the distance, the clouds began to break, parting grudgingly to reveal signs of blue sky above.  The sun slanted down through the opening, casting welcome light on the hills.  Finally spurred into motion, Caleb pushed himself off the chair and crossed the patio to stand at the railing.  He looked at that little golden spot in the distance, at the appealing contrast of flat brown dirt and bristly green scrub brush.  

All at once, a laugh erupted out of him.  It was brief but loud, and miraculously without bitterness.  Because right now, at this moment, he was simultaneously in two situations that he'd never been in before: he was deeply in love, and completely unsure of what should come next in his life.  In spite of all of his travels, all his adventures and narrow escapes from harm, these two conditions were completely new to him.

He held us face up to the sky, feeling the last vestiges of rain blow across his skin.  He opened his eyes.  "Oh God," he laughed miserably.  "What the hell am I going to do?"




 
   
   

Chapter Twenty-Seven
   
   

Not far away, Blake was asking herself the same thing.  Battered and bruised after the violence of the past two days, she sat cushioned in a deep, soft sofa, a blanket spread over her legs and a glass of wine at her elbow.  She had checked into the Beverly Hills Hotel this afternoon.  Early this morning, determined to keep her word, she had gone to see Lieutenant Holmes.  Mira's boyfriend Rudolpho – scratch that, Mira's fiancé – had been kind enough to refer Blake to a reputable attorney.  She'd met the lawyer at the police station and had made a full statement.  

It was a relief to tell someone the whole story.  For so many years, like Sergeant Shultz from the old Hogan's Heroes show, she had known nothing and said nothing.  But once the words started falling from her lips, she was surprised at what she did know, and what she did say.  

Her attorney told her that she might be needed to testify at some point, but then again she might not.  It all depended on how the cases were built over the next few months, and against whom.

She'd left the police station feeling unburdened, and also undone.  The only thing she knew for sure was that she wasn't going to go back to the Entwistle Ridge house.  It would be too painful.  She needed new scenery and a chance to clear her head.  If she saw Caleb now, it would be impossible to say good-bye to him ever again.  And considering her mental state, that didn't seem fair to anyone.

"So what the hell am I going to do now?" she asked Mira, who sprawled gracefully in a deep chair across from her.

Ever the pragmatist, Mira immediately seized on the significant question.  "And why do you have to decide that now?"

"Well I'm going to have to figure it out eventually, and I can't afford to stay here forever."  Blake waved her hand to emphasize the opulence of her surroundings.  

"You could always go stay with your parents," Mira grinned.

"They suggested the same thing when I spoke to them this morning, but I said no.  I mean, I love them, I'm glad we're friendly again, but no way that's gonna happen.  Not for awhile anyway."

"So move in with me."

"With you and Rudolpho?"  Blake's eyes twinkled as she nodded at the enormous ring that Mira now sported on the third finger of her left hand.

Mira's face lit up, wreathed in smiles, and she adjusted the ring with a look of pride.  "Sure, why not?  He's crazy about me, and he'll pretty much give me anything I want.  So if what I want is for you to move in with us, he wouldn't dare say no."

"I'm sure he wouldn't.  And I appreciate the thought, I really do.  But I need to start figuring out ways to support myself, and being a permanent houseguest is definitely not on the list."

"Are you still interested modeling?"

"Thanks for the compliment, babe, but I think that in model years I'm officially a senior citizen."

"Well, it's true that you're pretty much over the hill, Grandma, but maybe you could do some sort of geriatric spread?"  Mira suggested sweetly.  "Seriously, girl, you know you could get work if you wanted it.  You're not exactly past your prime."

"Thanks but no thanks.  That time in my life is over, and I'm ready to be done with it."  She shifted restlessly, unhappiness descending once more.  "I don't know, maybe I need to try a new city.  Move to Chicago and work in Starbucks or something.  Just live for a little while, and figure out what my next move is."  She frowned.  "I guess it's time for me to figure out what I want to be when I grow up."

Mira studied her with concern.  "Have you been to see Rube yet?"

"No, I came straight here after talking to the police."

"You should go."

"I will."  Blake tried to keep the defensive tone from her voice, but failed.

Mira persisted.  "When?  Today?"

"Soon."  

"You've been involved with that man for almost ten years, and before you know it he's going to be gone.  You should give yourself a chance to say good-bye before it happens."

"I know that," Blake said with irritation.  "I told you I'll go soon.  Don't push me."  Although she was loathe to admit it, some part of Blake was afraid to go see him.  He had never been sick a day in his life, and now he was in the hospital, put there by a bullet that had been meant for her.  How could she possibly thank him for that?

But Mira was right: soon Rube would be gone, whisked away into the loving arms of protective custody, and Blake needed to say her good-byes.  Coward that she was, she almost preferred to think that he had just disappeared, run away to keep her safe, and that she'd never seen him again.  But she had seen him, in fact he'd taken a bullet to protect her and Caleb.  And he'd cared for her, so deeply and so well for so many years.  She owed him a good-bye.  And she owed it to herself.

Mira was saying something, but Blake hadn't caught it, too deep in her own thoughts to hear.  "What's that?" Blake asked.

Mira repeated herself patiently.  "And what about Caleb?"

Pain stuck Blake unexpectedly as she remembered leaving him this morning, knowing that she would probably not see him again.  She tried to speak, but her voice was stuck in her throat.  She shook her head slowly.

Misery descended over Mira's lovely face.  "Oh, honey…."

Blake shrugged tearfully.  "What am I supposed to do?"

"You're in love with him."

For once, Blake didn't argue with the idea.  "But I can't trust him, Mira.  When I think about all that happened, all the time we spent together when he knew my life was in danger and said nothing…."

"From what you've told me, it sounds like he was as torn up about it as you.  He was in an impossible situation."

Blake nodded.   "I know that.  In fact, I think I used those very words to reassure him that I wasn't angry with him."

"But you are."

"No, I'm not angry.  My heart is broken."  Her voice cracked as she said the words, and she struggled for self-control.

Mira's eyes filled with sympathy.  "So what are you going to do?"

Blake looked at her, feeling empty and lost.  "I wish I knew."




 
   
   

Chapter Twenty-Eight
   
   

The hospital was a tall pillar of white with the words "Medical Center" blazoned across the top in blue.  The lobby was spacious and clean, done in a beach-colors motif: the carpeted floors were the color of sand, with tile walkways the color of ocean rocks bisecting the seating areas.  The well-filtered air was cool, and curiously free of odors of any kind.

That morning, Blake had finally called Steve for more specific instructions on where to go to see Rube.  She'd given herself a few days to rest, holed up in the obscene comfort of her hotel room.  The bruises on her skin were starting to fade, but her heart still felt like it had taken a violent and recent beating.

As she'd been instructed, Blake went to the main counter in the lobby and asked to see the security office.  She was directed to the right room, where she showed her ID, and the Security Chief himself escorted her up to see Rube.  

The hospital was a typical maze: up one elevator, along a corridor, turn left, turn right, into another elevator and up several more floors.  By the time she got to the room, Blake was convinced that Rube was completely safe: no one would have been able to find him without a guide.

If that weren't enough, there were two men in suits sitting in chairs outside his door.  The Security Chief told them she was cleared to go in.  They checked her ID, then waved her through.

Rube was sitting up in bed, a brightly-colored hospital gown barely covering his muscular shoulders.  He seemed smaller, as if he'd shrunk with his injuries.  His left shoulder was bulky with bandages, and his arm was in a sling.  There was a remote control in his right hand and he was frowning at the TV.  

But when he saw her standing in the doorway, his whole face lit up.

"Blake."  

The moment he said her name, she knew that things between them were going to be all right.  He dropped the remote and held out his hand.  She rushed forward and grasped it, her two hands practically disappearing into his one.   "Hi Rube."  She smiled, almost shyly.  

"Hey gorgeous."  His dark, probing eyes took in her bruised face and battered spirit.  He spoke softly.  "How you been?"

Her smile felt as wobbly as her legs.  She sat down on the edge of the bed.  "I guess I've been better," she told him.  "How about you?"

"Same."  He grinned.  "I've been better."

She nodded to bandaged arm.  "Are you feeling okay?"

He moved his shoulder gingerly.  "They dug the bullet out, repaired the damage and now it's healing.  What else can I say?"

"You're not in too much pain?"

"Not too much."  Never one for small talk, Rube bypassed the rest of the niceties and plunged straight in to the meat of the conversation.  "Listen babe, you probably know this already, but I never – never – meant to put you in danger."

Blake wanted to tell him that it was all okay, but the words wouldn't come.  In truth, it wasn't okay.  But neither was it all his fault.  She swallowed hard and spoke as directly as she could.  "I buried my head in the sand for the last ten years, not allowing myself to confront what was going on.  I could have spoken up, I could have walked away.  But I didn't.  In some ways, I'm as responsible for what happened as you are."

He laughed once, a hard, bright sound that filled the room like a clap of thunder.  "You're too much, you know that?  I appreciate the sentiment, dollface, but we both know that the weight of this thing rests squarely on me.  I'm the criminal scumbag here, not you."

"You're not a scumbag!" she protested loudly.  "How dare you say that?  You're a great guy."

"Who also happens to be a criminal scumbag."  He grinned and held up his hand as she started to contradict him again.  "Don't worry about it, okay?  We're miles past that now.  I'm moving on to parts unknown, and who knows who I'll turn out to be in the end?"

She squeezed his hand.  "I know.  They're going to put you in protective custody and give you a new identity."  She felt tears threatening behind her eyes.  "I honestly didn't want to come here today because I don't think I'm ready to say good-bye to you."

"Hey, come here."  He enfolded her in his good arm, and she went willingly, letting her head rest against his shoulder, her weight sagging against him, feeling the strength that had supported her for so many years.  

It had been a long time since he'd held her close like this.  Their relationship had never been about physical affection.  Rube had always told her that it was too difficult to hold her and to know that he could never love her the way he wanted to.  But that didn't matter anymore.  Blake felt hot tears swell in her eyes drop onto his shoulder.  "Thank you," she managed to say.  "Thank you so much for supporting me, and for being my friend.  You've meant everything to me, you know that."

"And you've meant everything to me, honey.  You've been the light at the end of every tunnel I've gotten myself into.  I don't know what I would have done without you."

Blake's chest hitched with a sob that she was not able to control.

"Oh, come on, none of that, okay?"  Rube's own voice was rough with unshed tears.

"But Rube, how are we supposed to get through this?  You're going away.  I may never see you again."

"Hey, one thing I know is that you will definitely see me again.  We may not be able to predict when or where, but we'll see each other again."  His voice caught.  "I want to meet your kids someday."

She sat up and looked at him through teary eyes.  "What?"

"You heard me."  His expression were full of deep sadness.  "Kids.  Children.  I may not have been able to give them to you, but I definitely want to see yours."

She shook her head.  "I don't know…."

He reached up and caressed her cheek.  "Come on, with your genes?  If nothing else, you owe it to humanity to reproduce."

She caught her hand in his and ignored his attempted joke.  "What are you talking about?"

His face took on the patient, lecturing expression that she knew so well.  "You know very well what I'm talking about," he told her.  Then he added, "Caleb."

Blake stiffened.  "I haven't seen him since the morning after you got shot.  I'm sure he's gone by now."

"Then go after him."

"No."

"Why not?"

She stood up and went to the wide window on the other side of the room.  The drapes were drawn, probably for security, but she moved one aside and peered out.  The city was stretched out in front of her like a carpet woven out of concrete.  "I'm not sure I feel comfortable talking to you about this."

"Well I'm not sure I care."  Rube spoke with the casual insolence of someone who had known her for a long time.  "Honey, I have seen a lot of evil men in my time.  I've known killers and kidnappers and con artists, people to whom human life is just something else that can be bought, sold and traded.  I know how to tell the difference between the good guys and the bad guys, and believe me, Caleb is one of the good guys."  Even from where she stood, Blake could hear him grit his teeth, as if the words he said next brought him an emotional pain to match the physical.  "I know I only saw you two together for a short time, but it's obvious that you guys are head over heels for each other."

Blake let the drapery fall back into place.  "But he lied to me, Rube.  I'll never be sure if I can trust him."

"Are you kidding?  The guy tried to take a bullet for you!"

"It was his job."

Rube shook his head.  "You are way more than a job to him.  Trust me on that."

She did.  And with his words, Blake could feel her confidence come surging back.  She remembered the tenderness in Caleb's eyes, the soft touch of his calloused hands.  She remembered the way they had laughed together.  He loved her.  She knew it in her heart.

Happiness was within her grasp.  All she had to do was reach out and take it.

And Rube, who knew her so well, could see what she was thinking.  He smiled.  "I may not know much," he said, "but I do know this: Caleb McKenna is the guy for you.  So go get him."




 
   
   

Chapter Twenty-Nine
   
   

Blake's little red convertible had never flown so fast along the highway.  Cars with less resolute drivers seemed to stand still as she zipped from one lane to the next, darting between trucks and automobiles with a firefly's nimble speed.  Blaring horns marked her way but for the most part, she ignored them.  When she did respond it was only to flash a dazzling smile before she called, "I'm on my way to the man I love!"

She took a fast right off of Franklin and swung into a parking space with a squeal of brakes.  She hopped out of the car, dashed up the walkway and gave a quick wave to the manager as she passed the front desk.  She was halfway up the stairs, taking them two at a time, when the desk clerk called out, "Miss!"

She turned and gave him her sweetest but least patient smile.  "Yes?"

"If you're looking for Mr. Caleb, he checked out."

Her heart plummeted through the floor, and she came slowly back down the stairs.  "Checked out?" she asked, her voice low.  "When?"

"Just this morning.  We were sorry to see him go."

"Do you…you don't have any idea where he was heading, do you?"

The clerk gave her a sympathetic look that she tried to ignore.  "No, miss, I'm sorry to say that I don't."

Blake's exit from the motel was considerably slower than her entrance into it.  Once outside, she lifted her face to the sky.  The sunshine was less bright and friendly than it had only a moment ago.  Now the light seemed sharp, and cold.  High overhead, an airplane was passing.  It was so far away it was barely a dot in the sky. 

She forced herself to shake off the sudden chill.  She pulled out her cell phone and dialed the number of Steve's agency.  When she heard his voice on the other end, she didn't bother to say hello.  

"Where is he?" she demanded.  "Where has he gone?"

"Blake."  Steve said.  His voice was heavy with resignation.  "I had a feeling you might be calling me."

"Well, you must be psychic.  Congratulations," she said sarcastically.  "So, where is he?"

"I wish I knew."  He sighed.  "Caleb called me late last night.  He thanked me for the check I'd sent him, and said that he was going to hit the road.  I asked if he was heading home, and he said he didn't know.  Then he said good-bye."

"That's it?" Blake asked, disbelieving.

"I did try to convince him to stay on for awhile, but he said he'd had enough of the city.  He needed to be on the road for awhile, to get his head together."

"So he could be anywhere.  Is what you're telling me?"

"I'm afraid so."

"Well, I'm going to find him."

"Good."  Steve didn't sound like he had much faith in the possibility.  

"You don't believe I can do it?"

"Caleb once told me that he thought you could lasso the moon if you put your mind to it.  So, yeah, I believe it's possible.  I just don't imagine it will be very easy."

"Easy is for losers," she said.  She layered her voice thickly with scorn to try to cover the panic in her heart.  

But Steve didn't seem to mind.  "Well, you're definitely not that," he said.  His voice was dry, but not unfriendly.  For a moment, Blake almost believed that she could grow to like him.  "When you find Caleb, tell him that he owes me ten bucks."

Blake disconnected the phone slowly.  She glanced up again.  The Hollywood sign rested crookedly on its hill, looking down at her with a benign indifference.  She thought about how many hopeless souls it had seen walking these very same streets that she was standing on.  She imagined the countless highways and byways that Caleb could be travelling on right now.  How was she supposed to find him?

Then she shook her head in annoyance at herself.  What was she doing?  Giving up?  That wasn't like her. 

She looked at her watch.  It was barely eleven in the morning.  He had been gone for hours, yes.  He could be hundreds of miles away by now, yes.  But they loved each other, and they belonged together, and she was going to find him.  Yes, yes, and yes.

Blake gripped her keys resolutely and started for her car.  What she needed was a plan of action, a list of places Caleb might go, people he might get in touch with.  In short, she needed to get ready to stalk the poor guy.  All in a good cause, of course.

Her stomach rumbled, stopping her in her tracks.  What she needed first, she decided, was breakfast.

The 101 Coffee Shop was across the street, and that was as good a place as any to strategize.  Besides, maybe that cute waitress had some idea where Caleb had gone.  Surely he must have told somebody something.  

She was halfway across the street before she realized that Caleb's motorcycle was parked in the coffee shop's parking lot.  

Her heart lurched, and she stopped in the crosswalk, feeling the blood drain out of her head and into her feet.  He's still here, she thought numbly.  

A car horn blared, making her jump.  

The light had changed, and a taxi was sitting with its bumper inches from her thigh, the driver gesturing impatiently.  She turned and looked at him, not seeing him, seeing only an image of Caleb dancing in her mind.  Her expression changed from blank to luminous.  

He's still here!  The thought was a triumphant cry inside her heart.  

At her glowing smile, driver stopped gesturing, and instead gave her a tentative grin.  Probably thinking that he was about to line up a hot date, he rolled down the window and leaned out.  But his romantic hopes were quickly dashed as Blake bounded across the remainder of the street and hopped up onto the curb.  

Outside the front door of the coffee shop, she caught her breath and tried to compose herself, barely noticing the screech of tires as the taxi driver sped off.  

He's still here, she thought again.  

She reached for the door handle, but when she caught a glimpse of herself in the glass she stopped.  Oh God, she looked awful.  She was wearing her oldest pair of jeans and a faded t-shirt.  She had no makeup on, and her face was still covered with scratches and bruises.  Her eyes were hollowed out with lack of sleep.

Some glamour gal, she thought disgustedly.  Pushing her hesitation aside and summoning her courage, she lifted her chin and walked into the restaurant.

The place was quiet today.  The breakfast rush was over, and the lunch rush had yet to start.  Blake spotted Caleb at a booth in the back – the same one they had commandeered only a few nights ago.  Her heart beat hard at the sight of him.  He was reading a paper, his head bent.  His eyes shone very green in the dimness, and his hair looked scruffier than ever.

She felt her feet carrying her across the room, was aware of her knees bending and her body sliding in across from him.  But it wasn't until he looked up, until his eyes met hers, until his face flooded with love, that she was able to speak.

"Just what the hell do you think you're doing?" she blurted peevishly.  "Running away?"

Oh, nice going, girl, she thought.  Open mouth, insert foot.

He didn't say anything, just folded his paper and set it aside.  She took a breath and started again.

"I mean – hi," she said.  "Fancy meeting you here."  She tried giving him an engaging grin, and was rewarded by a slight twitch of his lips.  

Okay, she had his attention.  Time to do some fancy verbal footwork.

"I was afraid you'd left."  Her voice was low.  "I looked for you at the hotel, and they said you had checked out early this morning.  I thought you'd be a hundred miles away by now, and that it would take me a year to track you down."  

Caleb sipped his coffee and finally deigned to speak.  "So you decided to drown your sorrows in syrup?" he asked.

Blake blinked.  "What?"

"You thought I was gone, so you came over here to have breakfast?"

"No, I – I saw your bike in the parking lot."  

He gave her a knowing look, and she spluttered on.  "I mean, I was hungry, sure, but it's not like I said, 'Oh, the man I love is gone forever, I think I'll have some French toast!'"

Caleb snapped to attention.  "The man you what?"

She met his gaze levelly.  "The man I love," she said.  Then she grinned.  "You got a problem with that?"

Dina arrived at the table, forestalling Caleb's response.  She was carrying an overflowing plate in one hand and a coffee pot in the other.  She set it down in front of Caleb with a solid thunk, refilled his cup without being asked, then turned to Blake.  "Would you like to see a menu?" she asked.

Blake didn't take her eyes off Caleb.  "No thanks," she said.  "I know exactly what I want."

Dina pulled the pencil from behind her ear and stood waiting, order pad poised.  "What can I getcha?"

Blake started to speak, but Caleb quickly stopped her.  "She'll have what I'm having," he said.  There was challenge in his eyes and a grin on his face.

Blake looked down at his plate.  Sure enough, it was fully loaded: pancakes, scrambled eggs with cheese, sausage patties and bacon.  She swallowed.  The man surely did drive a hard bargain.

She shook her head.  "I just can't do it," she said softly.  Then she looked up again and grinned.  "I'll need extra bacon."

Dina stared at her for a moment, then shook her head and jotted on the pad.  "Wonders never cease," she murmured.  She stuffed the pad in her pocket.  "You want coffee?"

"Absolutely," Blake said.  As Dina started to walk away, Blake turned and called, "Extra cream and sugar!"

Then she turned back to find Caleb shaking his head.  "You sure know how to call a man's bluff," he said.

"Don't I, though?"  Blake reached over and grabbed a sausage patty off his plate with her bare fingers.  He didn't object, just watched as she stuffed it in her mouth.  "Delicious," she said.  She wiped her fingers on a napkin.  "I can just feel the cellulite forming on my thighs."

"There are worse things in life than cellulite," Caleb told her, reaching for his knife and fork.  "So what's all this love nonsense, anyway?"

"It's not nonsense," she said.  "We're in love.  You know it, and I know it."

He cut a little triangle of pancake, speared it with his fork and handed it to her.  She ate it solemnly, then handed the fork back.  "So why'd you run?" she asked him.

He looked up.  "Who says I ran?  Don't you see me sitting right here?"

"You checked out this morning, you told Steve you were hitting the road."

"I did hit the road.  Then I came back."

"What?"

He sighed.  "There I was, out on the open highway.  I was heading for Mexico.  Haven't been there in a long time, and I wondered if it had changed much since I'd seen it last.  But before I knew it, I found myself on an exit ramp, then suddenly I was back on the highway, heading in the other direction.  Heading back to you."

Blake could feel a smile blossoming across her face.  "Back to me?"  She heard her voice shaking, and didn't care.

His head was down.  He seemed very intent on his eggs.  "Problem is, I just can't seem to forgive myself for lying to you.  I put your life in danger, because I didn't tell you the truth."

She reached out and touched his hand.  Finally he looked up, into her eyes.  "There were lies on both sides," she said softly.  "I wasn't exactly playing it straight with you when we first met.  I was just beginning to understand what kind of mess I was in – I should've told you the truth, that you could be in danger just being around me.  But I didn't."  Blake spoke with quiet emphasis.  "The past is only as important as we allow it to be.  What's important is the future."

She released his hand and straightened.  "So what's ours going to be?"

He looked at her thoughtfully.  "Our future?" 

She nodded.

"The truth is, Blake Sera, that I can't imagine a future without you.  You've changed me.  I know that sounds corny, but it's true.  I'm not the same man who came riding into town two weeks ago.  I don't think that guy even remembered how to love.  But this one sure does."  He squinted at her, giving her his best cowboy look.  "You sure you're in love with me?"

"Oh yeah," she grinned.  

"And is it that for better or for worse kind of love?"

Her heart faltered and she nodded, unable to speak.

"Well then, you're going to marry me, right?"  All the joking went out of his voice, and suddenly his face was the bare, yearning countenance of a man desperately in love.  "Blake, will you?"

Blake found that her voice had caught in her throat.  She let out a shaky breath, and nodded slowly.  "Yes," she whispered.

Thunk.  A plate landed on the table in front of her.  It was fully loaded, just like Caleb's.  

"Anything else?"  Dina asked.  

Blake raised teary eyes and smiled.  "Coffee?" she whispered shakily.  

Dina bit her lip and looked mortified.  "Oh, I'm sorry!  I'll be right back.  Please don't cry."  

As she scurried off, Blake turned back to Caleb and laughed.  "Well," she said, wiping her eyes.  "Pancakes and a proposal.  It's almost too good to be true."

"I'll tell you what it is: it's absolutely perfect."  He reached for her, his face alight with love and joy.  "There's nothing better than a Hollywood ending."
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For twenty years, Kate Doyle has been haunted by the night when she was forced to flee from her tiny Virginia home town and abandon her childhood sweetheart, Reed Fitzgerald.  So when Kate, now in her mid-30s, escapes her unhappy life in Washington, DC and takes a much-needed vacation, the last thing she expects is to be reunited with Reed.  Now, under the warm clear Caribbean sun, amid ancient churches and pink flamingos, Kate and Reed seek to revive the love that they thought was gone forever.  But will small town secrets ruin their last chance for happiness?
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A tragic death.  A disturbing photo that can't be explained.  A woman drowning in an ocean of secrets....
   

In 1950s Virginia, beautiful, serious Jenna Appleton seems to have found the life she's always wanted.  But underneath the shallow gleam of her bright suburban world, murky truths are waiting to surface.  The deeper she dives for answers, the darker the water gets.  How will she find happiness for herself and her family, when every step she takes towards the strange and awful truth seems to lead her right back to her own home shores?
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