
[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2010 Pamela Clare

Excerpt from Breaking Point copyright © 2011 Pamela Clare

The right of Pamela Clare to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Published by arrangement with Berkley Publishing Group,

A member of Penguin Group (USA) LLC,

A Penguin Random House Company

First published in this Ebook edition in 2015

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Couple © Studio10Artur/shutterstock, background © zhu difeng/shutterstock, target © i3alda/shutterstock

eISBN 978 1 4722 2313 5

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company 

338 Euston Road

London  NW1 3BH

www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise

Also by Pamela Clare

About the Book

Dedication

Acknowledgments


Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Epilogue


Sneak peek of BREAKING POINT

Find Out More About Headline Eternal


About the Author

USA Today bestselling author Pamela Clare began her writing career as a columnist and investigative reporter and eventually became the first woman editor-in-chief of two different newspapers. Along the way, she and her team won numerous state and national honors, including the National Journalism Award for Public Service and the Keeper of the Flame Lifetime Achievement Award. She writes historical romance and contemporary romantic suspense within view of Colorado’s beautiful Rocky Mountains.

Visit Pamela’s website www.pamelaclare.com or connect with her on Facebook www.facebook.com/pages/Pamela-Clare/167939496589645 or on Twitter @Pamela_Clare.





Just some reasons to take a wildly romantic ride with Pamela Clare:

‘Pamela Clare is a remarkable storyteller’ Fresh Fiction

‘Romantic suspense at its best’ The Romance Studio

‘Riveting, exciting … Pamela Clare delivers what readers want’ Connie Mason, New York Times bestselling author

‘Pamela Clare is a dazzling talent’ Lori Foster, New York Times bestselling author

‘Packed with action and raw, sexual tension, Pamela Clare … brings readers … edgy suspense, meaty subject matter, and intense emotions’ Cindy Gerard, New York Times bestselling author

‘Pamela Clare is a fabulous storyteller whose beautifully written, fast-paced tales will leave you breathless with anticipation. She creates heroes, heroines, and villains with the ease of a master that draw the reader irresistibly into the story, making them part of the pain, the fear … and the passion’ Leigh Greenwood, USA Today bestselling author

‘An exciting, fast-paced romantic suspense thriller … Action-packed’ Midwest Book Review

‘Complex characterizations and a fast-paced plot filled with sensual romance and mystery’ Publishers Weekly Starred Review


By Pamela Clare

The I-Team series:

Extreme Exposure

Hard Evidence

Unlawful Contact

Naked Edge

Breaking Point

Striking Distance

The MacKinnon’s Rangers series:

Surrender

Untamed

Defiant

Ride The Fire




About the Book

[image: Image Missing]

 

What do you do when desire drives you to the very brink?

The day Navajo journalist Katherine James met Gabriel Rossiter, the earth literally moved beneath her feet. Nearly killed in a rockslide while hiking, she found her life in the tall park ranger’s hands. Although she can’t forget him she thinks she’ll never see him again. She is crushed when she recognizes her rescuer among the law enforcement officers raiding a sweat lodge ceremony one night, throwing her and her friends off Mesa Butte, land they consider sacred.

Gabe long ago swore he would never again lose himself to a woman – not even one with long dark hair and big eyes that seem to see right through him. But from the moment he first sees Kat, the attraction he feels is undeniable. Appalled by what he has been ordered to do, he’s determined to get to the bottom of recent events at Mesa Butte – and to keep Kat safe.

But asking questions can be dangerous – almost as dangerous as risking one’s heart. And soon Kat and Gabe’s passion for the truth – and each other – makes them targets for those who would do anything, even kill, to keep Native Americans off their sacred land …

Sexy. Thrilling. Unputdownable. Take a wildly romantic ride with Pamela Clare’s I-Team: Extreme Exposure, Hard Evidence, Unlawful Contact, Naked Edge, Breaking Point, Striking Distance.



This book is humbly dedicated to the Diné people of Black Mesa for opening their hogaans to a lost Bilagáanaa journalist, feeding her roasted corn, frybread, and mutton stew, and sharing their troubles and joys and prayers with her. I came to the dinetah to help you, and in the end it was you who helped me. Ahéhee’.
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PROLOGUE

THE COYOTE CAME out of nowhere. It streaked across four lanes of traffic directly in front of Katherine James’s pickup truck, ears back, head down, tail tucked between its hind legs, then disappeared in the prairie grass to her right. Kat’s foot jerked off the gas pedal, but it was already too late. At fifty-five miles an hour, she’d already blown past the spot where it had left the road.

Whenever the Ma’ii crosses our path, we stop and make an offering to show our respect. If we don’t, our lives might be thrown out of balance, and bad luck might come upon us. 

Grandma Alice’s voice sounded clear in her mind, accompanied by an image of gentle, old hands sprinkling yellow corn pollen on red earth. But the rutted, dirt roads of K’ai’bii’tó on the dinetah—Navajoland—were far removed from the traffic of Colorado’s infamous Highway 93. If she stopped now, bad luck would immediately come upon her in the form of a ten-car pileup.

Pray for me. I drive 93. 

The slogan on a popular bumper sticker popped into Kat’s mind as she glanced at the SUV in her rearview mirror and pushed on the gas. And then she did pray, muttering a few words in her mother tongue, thanking Coyote.

But a sense of uneasiness had already settled on her skin, and it stayed with her despite the bright morning sky and the deep green beauty of the forested foothills. It was still with her when she turned off the highway and headed west on CO-170 toward Eldorado Canyon State Park. Only when she’d parked her pickup and gotten her first good breath of mountain air did the feeling begin to fade.

Leaving her cell phone in the glove box, she grabbed her backpack from the passenger seat and slipped the straps over her shoulders. Packed with just enough to see her through a midmorning hike—a sweater, a pair of binoculars, her pouch of corn pollen, water, and frozen grapes—it wasn’t heavy. She locked the truck, zipped her keys in the front pocket of her pack, and started up the dirt road toward the trail.

The summer sun shone warm and bright, her shadow stretching out on the road before her. Thickets of tall chokecherry bushes lined the trail, their branches laden with clusters of wine-red fruit, food for hungry bears trying to fatten up for winter. Broad-tailed hummingbirds buzzed through the limbs of a nearby ponderosa pine, so quick and tiny they were almost impossible to spot. White butterflies gathered at the edges of mud puddles left by last night’s downpour, the scent of water calling them to drink.

Grandpa Red Crow had been right. “What you need, Kimímila,” he’d said, calling her by the Lakota nickname he’d given her, “is a chance to be alone with the sun and the wind and the sky.”

Not that she was actually alone. The road was lined with Subarus and Jeeps and SUVs of all kinds, transportation for those who’d come to the canyon to climb the cliffs for which it was famous. People drove in by the hundreds to crawl up the rocks like four-legged spiders, ropes trailing like webs behind them.

But the climbers didn’t bother her. Growing up in a two-room hogaan with seven brothers and three sisters, her aunt Louise, her mother, and her grandparents, she’d long ago learned to turn inward when she needed privacy. Besides, she hadn’t come here to get away from people. She’d come to get away from the concrete and neon of the city, to breathe clean air, to feel earth beneath her feet.

It had been three years since she’d left the reservation, perhaps the best and toughest decision of her life. It wasn’t that she didn’t like living among other Navajo, or Diné. In fact, there’d been a time in her life when she’d vowed never to do what so many young Diné people did—grow up, go to college, and then leave for high-paying jobs far away from the parents and elders who’d raised them. She hadn’t been able to keep that vow, but not for lack of trying.

She’d gotten her journalism degree at the University of New Mexico, then come back to the rez to work at the Navajo Times, hoping to use her skills to help give a voice to the voiceless among her people. At first, she felt she’d found her place in the world. In her first year as a reporter, she’d broken a story about families growing sick after being relocated from traditional homesites to government housing that had been built on the radioactive mine tailings. She’d won awards for her work, but the greatest reward had been the satisfaction she’d felt at helping Diné families.

She’d lived in a trailer in Tségháhoodzáni—known to the outside world as Window Rock—during the workweek, making the long drive home to K’ai’bii’tó each Friday night, her truck filled with food and water she’d bought with her paycheck. Her grandmother would wait up for her, welcoming her home with warm frybread, a hot bowl of mutton stew, and a strong cup of coffee, asking her to sit and share the news from the Earth’s Center—the ceremonial name for the Navajo Nation’s capital. But her mother had made it clear that she’d have been happier had Kat stayed away.

That’s how it had always been—love from her grandmother, loathing from her mother. Though Kat had hoped her mother would at least come to respect her for the work she did at the newspaper, nothing had changed. No matter what Kat might become, no matter what she might accomplish, she had done her mother unforgivable harm. She’d been conceived of a man who wasn’t her mother’s husband—a Bilagáanaa man.

A white man.

The only thing Kat knew about her father was the color of his skin—and the fact that he’d gotten her mother pregnant, then left her to deal with the consequences alone. He hadn’t even stayed on the rez long enough to put his name on Kat’s birth certificate.

“Every time I look at you, I see him,” her mother had told her more times than Kat cared to remember. “Your green eyes, your light hair, your white skin. Why did you have to be born?”

Kat’s eyes were hazel, not green. Her hair was dark brown, and her skin was more caramel than peaches and cream. But there was no denying that she was fathered by a different man than her brothers and sisters, a fact that they refused to forget, calling her a “Half-ajo,” instead of Navajo, and teasing her about her eyes. And so, faced with her mother’s resentment and the indifference of her siblings, she’d piled everything she owned in her pickup truck and left K’ai’bii’tó behind. It was the only time in her life she could remember seeing tears in her grandmother’s eyes.

“Don’t forget your Diné tongue,” her grandmother had said, before turning back to her weaving, too upset to watch Kat drive away.

Kat had driven north to Denver, winning a coveted seat on the Denver Independent’s Investigative Team—the I-Team—as its environmental reporter. Although she missed her grandmother and the wide-open beauty of the desert with all of her soul, she loved her job and had grown to care for her fellow I-Team members. And if the city sometimes seemed to press in on her, making her feel shut off and alone?

Well, that’s why there were mountains.

She came to the trailhead and left the dirt road behind, ducking beneath pine boughs and following the steep trail uphill. From somewhere overhead came the cry of a prairie falcon, followed by the chatter of a nervous squirrel. Falcons nested in these cliffs, as did golden eagles. Kat had been coming up here all summer to observe the nests from a distance, watching the young grow from fuzzy hatchlings to sharp-eyed hunters. The nests were now empty, but she still loved to hike to the top of the ridge and look out over the valley to the east and the high, snow-capped peaks to the west. Somehow, the vastness of the landscape made her problems seem small.

She hiked on, losing track of time, thoughts drifting away amid the scents of growing things until her mind was empty and free. The muscles in her thighs burned, her heart pumping, her lungs drawing in breath, the rhythm of footsteps, heartbeat, and breathing seeming to flow together like a song. When at last she gained the top of the ridge, the sense of uneasiness was gone, replaced by a feeling of contentment.

She walked to her favorite spot—a rocky outcrop at the top of the ridge. There, she shrugged off her backpack and looked out over the land—distant city to the east, a sea of mountaintops to the south and west and north. Far below her, cars and trucks looked like toys parked along a ribbon of road. Above, there was only sky.

She unzipped her pack and was about to take out her water bottle when she heard a crack and then a strange scraping noise, like stone rubbing stone. Then the rocks beneath her feet gave way—and she fell.

She screamed, reached, but there was nothing to grab. The world swirled gray around her—no up, no down, only motion. She hit something, kept falling, then hit again, bone snapping painlessly, the breath knocked from her lungs.

I didn’t want to die today. 

She remembered the coyote, an image of it darting in front of her truck flashing through her mind.

And then there was nothing.

GABRIEL ROSSITER CRIMPED the chalked fingers of his right hand around the small handhold, then carefully shifted his weight onto his fingertips, drawing himself to the right. He didn’t notice his skinned shin or the people far below taking pictures of him and pointing, or the sweat trickling down his temples, his mind focused entirely on the rock as he worked the arête on a bad-tempered geological accident known as the Naked Edge. Scraped fingers reached again, caught rough stone, and held. He maneuvered his way around the jutting, razor-sharp edge for which the climb was named—no ropes, no cams, nothing beneath him but six hundred feet of air.

Some people needed heroin. Gabe preferred adrenaline.

He looked up and picked his way up the rock face with his gaze, thinking his way through his next move in a language without words. This was what he needed—internal silence, emptiness, oblivion. He needed to forget.

He reached with his right foot … And then he heard her scream.

He caught just a glimpse—rocks spilling down the side of a nearby slope, a woman falling with them—and felt a moment of vertigo as she tumbled out of sight. And then a decade of experience kicked in.

So much for your day off, buddy. 

He fired himself around the arête and thrust his fist into an overhanging hand crack, liebacking his way on hand jams to the final pitch and an easy finish. Then, with no ropes or gear to pack up, he was off.

It was a long, exposed scramble down the Eastern Slabs, but the rock was dry, enabling him to move quickly. He knew the terrain as if it were his own backyard—and really, it was. He’d been climbing here since he was sixteen, and he’d been a Boulder Mountain Parks Ranger since he was twenty-four—eight years. He’d spent almost every waking moment of his adult life in these mountains. He’d done his fair share of rescues over the years—and had helped bring down his share of bodies.

And that’s what you’re going to find today, Rossiter—a body. 

He didn’t let the thought slow him. If by some miracle she had survived, she was going to need his help.

He moved down the steep rock face, his cell phone out of his pocket and in his hand the moment his feet hit dirt. He dialed 911. “Sixty-forty-five, off duty.”

“Go ahead, sixty-forty-five.” 

“Rockslide in Eldorado Canyon State Park approximately one half-mile north of Redgarden Wall. Saw a woman go down with it. I’m en route, but I don’t have a damned bit of gear with me. I’ll call again when I have her location.”

“Copy, sixty-forty-five—”

That was all he needed to hear.

He hung up and took off through the trees at a run.

IT TOOK GABE almost ten minutes to reach the base of the rockslide area. Sucking wind, his heart pounding from exertion, he searched for her amid the rubble—boulders as big as trash cans, smaller rocks, mangled tree branches. He found a lone turquoise earring and a backpack that must have belonged to her. But he didn’t find her.

There was really only one possibility.

She was dead and buried, crushed somewhere beneath all that rock.

“Dammit! Goddamn it!” He pulled his cell out and dialed 911 again. “Sixty-forty-five, at the site.”

“Sixty-forty-five, can you repeat? You’re breaking up.”

“At the site. No sign of the victim, but there’s no way she walked away from this. She’s probably buried. There’s a good ton of rock here. We’re going to need—”

A cry. 

Stunned, he stopped midsentence.

Another cry—the sound of a woman in pain.

“She’s alive! Are you getting a lat and a long on me?” Gabe hoped the signal from his phone was strong enough to give dispatch a solid GPS reading.

The answer came in a burst of static—and then the call disconnected.

Damned cell phones. 

He pocketed the phone, hitched her pack over his shoulder, and ran uphill through the trees toward the sound.

She screamed again.

He adjusted his direction, quickened his pace.

And then he saw her.

Her jeans torn and muddy, she was crawling, or trying to crawl, her right leg dragging behind her, probably broken. She inched forward, crying out as her injured leg dragged across the damp forest floor. Then she sank onto her belly, whimpering. But before he could call to her to let her know help had arrived, she pushed herself up again and struggled forward another few inches, her scream catching behind clenched teeth.

She was heading toward the trail, he realized. She was trying to rescue herself, trying to get to where help could find her. Lucky for her, it already had.

He hurried toward her. “I’m Gabe Rossiter with Boulder Mountain Parks.”

She looked over at him with a startled gasp, turning over as if to sit, the movement making her moan in pain. She sank onto her back, breathing hard.

“Easy, there.” He walked to her side. “Just lie still. I’m here to help you.”

The first thing he noticed was her eyes. An unusual shade of hazel green, they watched him warily as he knelt down beside her. Agony was etched on every feature of her pretty face, a streak of mud on her bruised cheek, pine needles in her long, dark hair, the other turquoise earring dangling from her left earlobe. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, no taller than five-five and small-boned—a red flag when it came to fractures. There were deep scratches on her arms and hands, but no obvious bleeding.

“The rocks … They fell.” She spoke with just a hint of an accent.

American Indian? 

“I saw. Last night’s rain must have eroded the ground beneath them.” Because he couldn’t seem to help it, he looked into her eyes again, relieved to find that her pupils weren’t dilated. “What’s your name?”

“Katherine James.”

“How old are you, Katherine?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Do you know today’s date?”

She shivered, cold sweat on her forehead. “It’s Sunday … August twenty-sixth.”

In shock, but coherent. Probable broken leg. Scrapes and bruises. 

“Help is on its way.” He kept his voice soothing. “In the meantime, I’ll do what I can for you. Can you tell me where you hurt?”

“Everywhere.”

“I’ll bet.” He dug into her pack. She wasn’t carrying a first-aid kit, but she had brought a sweater. He draped it over her. “I’m a paramedic and a park ranger. If it’s okay with you, I’m going to check you to see how badly you’re injured.”

She eyed him suspiciously, still shivering, her gaze dropping to his bare chest, with its chalk marks, to the chalk on his hands, to the climbing shoes on his feet.

Okay, so he looked like some kind of half-naked freak to her. Fair enough. “I’m off duty. I was rock climbing nearby and saw you fall. Let me help you.”

She seemed to measure him, then nodded, wincing slightly with her next breath.

Broken ribs. Possible internal bleeding. 

He put his hand on her shoulder, tried to reassure her. “I’m going to feel on the outside of your clothes, and you tell me where it hurts, okay?”

“O-kay.”

He stood, walked around to her other side and started with the obvious, sliding his hands over her jeans along the length of her right thigh. “Does it hurt here?”

“No.”

Thank God it wasn’t her femur. He’d seen more than one woman bleed out from a severed femoral artery, dead before help could arrive.

He slid his hands past her knee and heard her gasp just as he found the bulge on her shin. “Your tibia is broken.”

Not quite a compound fracture, but bad enough. 

Her right ankle was tender and swollen, as well, either broken or sprained.

But of more concern to him than the broken bones was the fact that she was beginning to fade, slowly lapsing into unconsciousness, her dark lashes now resting on her cheeks, her eyes closed. A few times she’d muttered something in a language he didn’t understand, and once she’d asked him something about a coyote. He’d bet his ass she had some kind of head injury. With a fall like that, she wouldn’t need to hit her head to injure her brain.

“Stay awake, Katherine. Stay with me.”

STAY WITH ME.

Kat thought time was playing tricks on her. He’d just spoken those words a moment ago, and yet it seemed like hours. She forced her eyes open, saw him watching her, a worried look on his face, his hands moving gently over her, seeming magically to find all the places she hurt most—her right leg and ankle, the ribs on her left side, the deep scratch on her left arm.

As if through a fog, some part of her noticed that he was a very attractive man, rugged and tall, with deep blue eyes. His square jaw was covered with dark whiskers, his temples trickling sweat, his thick, dark hair curling at his nape. There were calluses and chalk on his fingers and scrapes on his knuckles and his left shin. He was wearing only shorts and strange shoes, and although Kat had seen many men without their shirts, she’d seen very few men who looked like he did—all lean muscle from head to toe, as if an artist had carved him from marble and then brought him to life.

Strange that she should notice such an unimportant thing right now.

His callused fingers worked their way gently along her collarbones, over her shoulders and into her hair. “Did you lose consciousness when you fell?”

She tried to think. She’d heard the rocks scrape, felt the ground give way, felt herself falling, and then …

The next thing she remembered was looking up at the sky, her right leg hooked over a rock, her entire body wracked with pain. “I think … I must have.”

Apparently done checking her, he sat back on his heels, looking down at her. “You are one amazing woman, Katherine James. I don’t know many people, men or women, who would have been tough enough to do what you just did. You crawled the length of a football field, dragging that broken leg behind you.”

But Kat hadn’t been brave. She’d been terrified. Once she’d come to herself, she’d realized that no one knew where she was and that unless she could make her way back to the trail where hikers could discover her, she would die right where she lay. Fear had gotten her onto her hands and knees, driving her forward each unbearable inch, the pain excruciating.

Without warning, the full weight of what had just happened hit her. Tears burned her eyes, spilled down her temples, her body shaking uncontrollably.

You almost died, Kat. 

The ranger took her hand, held it, his fingers warm. “It’s going to be all right. I know it hurts, but they’ll be here soon.”

She looked up at him. “Y-you saved my life.”

He shook his head. “You’d have been all right without me. You’d have made it to the trail eventually. It wouldn’t have been fun, but you’d have made it.”

But she wasn’t so sure.

SHE LOST TRACK of time after that.

The park ranger telling her to stay awake, stroking her cheek, telling her everything was going to be all right. People crowding around her. An oxygen mask over her mouth. The prick of a needle in her arm. A warm blanket.

There was a moment of terrible, sharp pain when they put a splint on her leg, and she heard herself cry out. The ranger’s warm hand squeezed hers, his voice deep and soothing. Why couldn’t she remember his name?

“It’s almost over, Katherine. In twenty minutes you’ll be in Denver, and St. Anthony’s will take good care of you.”

Was he coming with her? A part of her hoped he was.

She didn’t really know him at all, but somehow she trusted him.

“She fell from there?” a man’s voice said. “Holy shit! Why is she still alive?”

“I can’t believe she crawled all that way with a badly broken leg,” said a woman. “Just the thought makes me queasy.”

“So, you were free-soloing the Naked Edge when you saw her fall. Gee-zus! You have a death wish, Rossiter. One of these days we’re going to be rescuing you, only there won’t be anything left of you to save.”

And then Kat was bouncing along as they carried the stretcher out of the trees toward a helicopter, the ranger walking beside her, his voice her anchor.

“Stay awake, Katherine.”

Only after the helicopter had lifted off did she realize that he was gone.

And she hadn’t even thanked him.
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