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      Matt Savage was two hundred pounds of solid muscle. I knew because he had me pressed against the wall of a teeny tiny closet in a suite at the Marriott. His muscles had muscles, and I wasn’t a hundred percent sure that was his gun pressing into my belly.

      Soft light seeped around the edges of the closet door, and his eyes gleamed like black fire against the darkness of his skin. He was 50 percent Native American and 100 percent raw sex. His face had been chiseled by Michelangelo—prominent cheekbones and a sharp blade of a nose—his lips were full, and the white scar at his chin kept him from being too perfect.

      Did I mention I was only wearing two small scraps of lace to cover my lady bits?

      If there hadn’t been a dead body less than ten feet away with more holes in it than Swiss cheese, then I’d be in a heck of a moral predicament.

      My name is Addison Holmes, and I was no stranger to moral predicaments. I was also no stranger to dead bodies, which was why I was gasping for oxygen instead of gasping in pleasure. If it weren’t for the fact that I had one too many men in my life at the moment, I’m almost positive my morals would have known what to do in this situation.

      I was in danger of hyperventilating, and I couldn’t quite decide if I wanted Savage to kiss me so I could forget that I’d just witnessed a man being blown to smithereens, or let him give me CPR.

      “Relax,” he whispered against my ear. “And be ready to move on my say-so. Someone else is in the room.”

      He pushed me harder into the wall, his body shielding mine, as he brought the gun in his hand up and pointed it at the closet door. I bit my lip hard enough to taste blood, and I took comfort in the way he put his free arm around me. I fit against him easily—too easily—and it was something I’d have to consider later. Preferably when I had clothes on.

      I heard the crunch of glass as someone made their way across the room. Then there was nothing but silence, and I knew whoever was out there stood just on the other side of the closet door. Savage and I both held our breaths as the knob jiggled once before it turned.

      Light flooded the closet and I squenched my eyes closed against the glare, not having any desire to actually see my death up close and personal. I waited for the sound of gunfire and for hot metal to rip through my skin, but there was nothing but tense silence.

      I cracked my eyes open one at a time and immediately wished I’d left them closed. Nick Dempsey stood in the doorway, his weapon pointed steadily at Savage as his glacier-blue eyes met mine. I should have ignored the slow flush of guilt that worked its way up my body. But considering I was all but naked in a closet with a man Nick had once threatened to cut the balls off of, and my leg was somehow wrapped around that same man’s waist, I could see how Nick might get the wrong impression.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” I croaked out. “I swear.”

      “Gee, doesn’t that sound familiar.” His voice was harsh, and the lines of his mouth were pinched—a mouth that had the ability to turn me into a puddle of jelly when it touched my skin. If looks could have killed, I’d already be six feet under. Nick and I had a tumultuous past, and from the looks of it, we were going to have a few road bumps in our future.

      Nick sure as heck knew how to hold a grudge. It’s not like I meant to shoot him. My finger just slipped on the trigger. I swear.
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      Wednesday—One Week Ago

      

      Criminals are mostly dumb. At least in my experience. And Walter Winthrop III, Noogey to his friends, was no exception to the rule.

      I squatted behind a group of dumpsters at the Lone Ranger Trailer Park, ignoring the flies that swarmed around day-old Hamburger Helper and dirty diapers. I was hard-pressed to tell the difference between the two and reminded myself to get my birth control prescription filled as soon as possible. Not that I was having a lot of sex or anything lately, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I wasn’t ready to be responsible for a child. I was barely responsible for myself.

      Summer in Savannah wasn’t forgiving, and it sure wasn’t for the faint of heart. It was barely eight o’clock in the morning and heat roiled in invisible waves off the pavement beneath me, baking the soles of my flip-flops and frizzing my hair, as the temperature pushed triple digits.

      The air was thick with syrupy humidity. The breeze nonexistent, the moss-covered trees completely still. I hadn’t heard a bird chirp in more than twenty minutes. I was pretty sure they were all dead—either from the heat or the stench—I couldn’t be sure.

      The Lone Ranger Trailer Park was located on the northwest side of Savannah, away from any tourists who might accidentally discover that not every part of the historic city was picturesque. The trailers were parked on a cleared-off gravel lot, and if there was grass anywhere I’d yet to see it. Just miles of dirt and cement. The trailers sat haphazardly, a patchwork quilt of tin and rust, and bags of trash and old car parts littered the area.

      I’d had no choice but to hide behind the dumpsters. The park was almost completely open unless I wanted to venture into the trees and marshland and set up camp—which I didn’t, because twelve-year-old me knew from experience it wasn’t fun to have a snake slither down your blouse.

      Sweat gathered in places best left unmentioned, and I’d reached the point that the smell of my body no longer made my eyes water. Even raising the Long-Range Nikon in my hands exerted more energy than I had left to give. Noogey Winthrop was going to have a lot to answer for if I ever got hold of him.

      Six months ago, Noogey had been living the high life. He’d owned a mansion in Miami, a two-hundred-year-old plantation house in Savannah, and three other homes across the world. He’d driven expensive cars and bought outrageous jewelry for his mistress. He had stocks and bonds and a thriving company, and he’d just gotten permission from NASA to have his ashes shot into space. But somewhere along the way, Noogey’s luck changed.

      When Noogey’s wife caught wind of the mistress, she filed for divorce and decided to take half of everything he owned and then some, since there had been no prenuptial agreement. They had three kids between the ages of twelve and seventeen, and Mrs. Winthrop was going to make Noogey pay. More power to her. In my opinion, Noogey was lucky she hadn’t run him down with a car or gone Lorena Bobbitt on his ass.

      Unfortunately, getting taken to the cleaners wasn’t sitting too well with Noogey. All of a sudden, his company wasn’t turning a profit, his cars were being repossessed, and his debt almost doubled his net worth.

      The theory going around was that all Noogey’s money was really being siphoned into offshore accounts, and his wife had hired us to prove his guilt. My job should have been simple: find evidence that Walter Noogey Winthrop was spending above his means. But I’d learned over the past months that hardly anything about my job was ever simple. At least when I did it.

      Noogey was a tough nut to crack, and he and his mistress had moved into the Lone Ranger Trailer Park so their story would be more convincing. I had to admit I was pretty convinced. The smell alone would have made me confess to any crime after ten minutes.

      I had a perfect view of Noogey’s trailer from my crouched spot, and I’d gotten a couple of good shots of the primer-gray rectangle. The knob on the front door hung precariously and a hole had been kicked in the bottom of the door. Their patch of concrete was empty except for a late-model hatchback with a missing bumper and an oversized weather vane that looked as if it had fallen off the roof at some point.

      I knew Noogey wasn’t home. Kate McClean, my boss at the McClean Detective Agency and my best friend, had told me Noogey had left on an early flight to the Caymans on business. And he hadn’t taken along Marika Dubois, his current ladylove.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed Kate, hoping above all else that she needed me to come into the office and start work on another job besides this one. One that was more sanitary. And maybe one with sexy naked men.

      “This job sucks, Kate,” I said by way of greeting. “I’m going to have to bathe in bleach to get the smell off.”

      “I hear it’s good for the skin. Kind of like arsenic. What’s happening with Noogey?”

      If I’d wanted a sympathetic ear, Kate was the last person I should’ve called. We balanced each other pretty well for the most part. I was prone to high drama and she kept me grounded (mostly). Sometimes keeping me grounded was like pissing in the wind, or so my mother liked to say. I liked to think I brought a little adventure to Kate’s life. And I kept her in homemade baked goods when I felt like the scales were becoming unbalanced.

      “Noogey’s gone and there’s been no sign of the girlfriend.”

      “She’s still in there,” Kate said. “Though rumor has it she’s making Noogey pay for the inconvenience. I need you to get close to the trailer. See if you can get some shots of the inside through the windows. I bet the inside of that trailer looks like a palace.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’ll just mosey on up and see if my x-ray camera lens can somehow see through the dirt coating the windows. No one will notice me skulking around in broad daylight.”

      “That’s the spirit. I’m sure you’ll think of something to get her out of there.”

      I sputtered in disbelief as Kate disconnected, and when I stood up to shove my phone back in my pocket I felt the squish beneath my feet.

      I sighed, and probably would have cried if I hadn’t been so dehydrated. “At least it was the Hamburger Helper instead of the diaper,” I said. Sally Sunshine, always looking on the positive side of things. That’s me.

      I pulled Noogey’s file from my backpack and thumbed through it, hoping an idea of how to get Marika Dubois out of the trailer would magically appear in my mind.

      Marika was a former model who was used to creature comforts. I knew without a doubt that the only thing keeping her around was Noogey’s promise of the millions he’d somehow stashed away. A woman like Marika wouldn’t live like this unless the payout was worth it.

      Marika’s acquaintances were listed in alphabetical order on the back page of her profile. Kate was nothing if not efficient. An idea popped into my head and I picked a name at random. Sometimes my cleverness astounded me.

      I grabbed my phone and dialed Marika’s cell number, moving farther behind the dumpsters just in case there were any nosy neighbors or Marika got suspicious.

      “What?” Marika barked out, her French accent heavy with irritation.

      “Marika, darling! It’s been too long,” I gushed, trying not to gag as I inhaled something especially foul.

      “Who is zis?” I was still trying to figure out what zis was while she kept talking. “Zis is ze private number.”

      “It’s Honey Rhodes.” I thickened my accent to magnolia blossom proportions since I knew from the file that Honey was a local. “Don’t tell me you don’t recognize my voice. I’ll just be crushed.”

      “I zought zou were in rehab. I haven’t zeen zou in months.”

      I rolled my eyes, trying to interpret her sentences and wishing I’d taken French instead of Spanish. But any teenage girl would have made the same decision. The Spanish teacher at my high school had looked like Ricky Martin and he’d worn tight T-shirts that had barely fit around his biceps. My fantasies of him pretty much got me through high school.

      I thought quickly, trying to decide how I wanted to handle the rehab news. “I’ve been back a few days,” I said with a dramatic sigh. “I just needed to get away for a while. Life just gets crazy sometimes with all the parties and the social whirl. I figured rehab was the one place no one would bother me.”

      “Zen it’s not true about ze story I read in ze paper? Zey said zou had cocaine and crashed ze Ferrari into ze pool.”

      Son of a biscuit eater. I would have to impersonate the one friend on the list who’d had a high-profile brush with the law.

      “It was all a misunderstanding,” I reassured her. “Now enough about me. I have rehab skin, and I think we need to treat ourselves to a day at the spa and a little shopping. We owe it to ourselves to stay beautiful for our men.”

      I hoped to God I wasn’t overselling it, but the only examples of socialites I could think of were Paris Hilton and Kim Kardashian, and I’d assumed it wasn’t all that hard to be shallow and vacant.

      “I’m not zeposed to shop,” Marika said. “Ve have to be poor for a little while. Ze government is paying attention to our spending.”

      I made a sympathetic noise, trying not to gag. “Oh, sugar. It’ll be my treat. I’m sure you need the break more than I do. I can’t imagine having to live like a poor person.”

      “It is very difficult,” Marika agreed. “Zey have nothing. No sexy cars or hot tubs. No body scrubs or shopping sprees. It is a dismal life. I’ll be glad ven ve can collect our money.”

      I restrained the urge to march up to her front door and put my hands around her throat after her comments about being poor, choosing the mature route by making notes in the margin of the file about she and Noogey being able to collect their money soon.

      “That’s just terrible,” I drawled. “How much longer are you going to have to live that way?”

      “Not long, I zink. Walter promised me we’d be in Rio zipping zhampagne by the end of the month.”

      “Ooh, then you definitely need a spa day, sugar. You can’t go to Rio with the smell of poor following you around.”

      “Zes, zou are right. I vill meet you at ze Green Door in half an hour.”

      Without so much as a goodbye, Marika disconnected and I shuffled my way back to the edge of the dumpster so I had a better view. I’d have to report the trip to Rio to the authorities. The judge hadn’t demanded Noogey’s passport because his lawyer had claimed Noogey needed to be able to deal with his foreign businesses in person, but this information would likely change that.

      I smiled as the trailer door opened and Marika came trotting out in tiny shorts that showed off miles of tanned legs. Her long blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her breasts held up a halter top of shimmering violet. Her feet were in strappy heels and a Yorkie stuck his head out of an oversized purse. I could see the disgust on her pouty lips from where I sat as she made her way to the hatchback with the missing bumper.

      I shook my head in disgust. It was the most terrible attempt I’d ever seen at subterfuge. Marika made the worst poor person I’d ever seen. She kicked the tire once and let out an oath ripe enough to make a sailor blush. I zoomed in on the rock decorating her ring finger, taking several quick shots of the tacky diamond. It had to be at least ten carats, though she was wearing it on her right hand, so it wasn’t an engagement ring. If Noogey and Marika were truly in financial trouble, that ring would have been the first thing to go.

      Marika threw the car in reverse, the gears grinding and tires squealing, before she sped out of the trailer park. I waited a good five minutes to make sure she was gone before I unfolded from behind the dumpsters. The sun was brutal, and I could feel the burn on the back of my neck and my nose. I needed ice cream, a bottle of water, and a shower. In that order.

      The surrounding trailers were quiet as I crept toward Noogey’s, most of the occupants having left for work bright and early. The flimsy knob and hole in the front door were a nice diversion, considering it also had two sturdy dead bolts and the door was thick as a tree trunk. The windows were a heavy, double-paned glass, and I was willing to bet they were wired with a hell of a security system. They were coated with grime, dirt, and a black film to keep anyone from being able to see in. Noogey was protecting something, that was for sure.

      I walked the perimeter of the house and found a broken dog kennel by the back stairs that looked like it had been ground in a garbage disposal. I pushed it up to the window carefully, avoiding the sharp pieces of metal, and I climbed on top. I held on to the windowsill for balance, distributing my weight on each corner of the kennel as it creaked and wobbled beneath me.

      My heart pounded in my chest and adrenaline coursed through my veins as I lifted the camera above my head. All I needed was a weak spot in their security and this job would be done. Maybe the camera would be able to see something I couldn’t. I started clicking the shutter as the wobbling below me increased, and I found it harder and harder to keep my balance.

      I’d just decided to get down and try another window when the face of a beast crashed against the window—snarling jowls and strings of snot hanging between razor-sharp teeth.

      I screamed as the kennel collapsed beneath me and I went sprawling on the concrete, my arms wrapped around the camera to protect it. I hit on my back with a whoomph and the air was knocked out of me. Something sharp had pierced my leg, but I barely noticed, my eyes wide and unfocused as I tried to get my breath back.

      “Ouch,” I croaked out.

      The growls intensified and the window shook as the beast rammed its head over and over against the glass. If that was a dog, it was unlike any kind I’d ever seen before. Unless you counted Cujo.

      I inhaled air painfully into my lungs and rolled to my hands and knees, looking around to make sure no one had witnessed my latest disaster. Granted, I’d gotten better at my job in the last few months, but that was probably along the same lines as telling Forrest Gump he was being promoted to remedial math.

      The beast kept ramming its head against the window as I got to my feet. I gave it the middle finger because it made me feel better, and then I turned to head back to my car I’d left parked in a ditch near the marshland about a hundred yards away. My leg throbbed and blood coated the bottom part of my jeans. Good thing I’d already had a tetanus shot.

      The growling and headbutting stopped as suddenly as it began, and I breathed a sigh of relief. It was short lived, because the door of the trailer shook with a mighty force as the beast rammed against it. Apparently, he didn’t like being flipped off, because his determination only seemed to intensify.

      I shook my head in pity at his stupidity and kept limping in the direction of my car. The trailer house doors were reinforced just like the windows, and there was no way that dog was breaking through. Noogey was definitely hiding something inside that trailer.

      I heard a yelp and then silence, leaving me wondering if the dog had knocked himself out, and then I heard a different kind of noise. One resembling a can opener peeling back a metal lid.

      “Oh, fudge,” I said, staring wide eyed as I realized what the beast was doing. Maybe he wasn’t so dumb after all.

      The doors and windows to the trailer were reinforced, but the trailer wasn’t. Teeth ripped through plastic siding and insulation, and I saw the metal on the outside of the trailer bulge and bend grotesquely, reminding me weirdly enough of when the alien was trying to burst out of Sigourney Weaver.

      I started to run, the adrenaline and fear masking the pain my body was in, and I didn’t look back as I heard the metal give. Vicious barks and snarls gained on me with alarming speed. My car came into view—an old white Volvo that had about 300,000 miles on it.

      I’d left the windows down because the air conditioner didn’t work and I was tired of the cracked leather seats cooking my ass. I’d never been so grateful to see that stupid car in my whole life. I dived headfirst into the open window and turned back to roll it up just as the beast hit the side of my car.

      Seeing him in his entirety was completely different than seeing his head through a window. He was the size of a horse and built like a monster truck. His fur was black with blotches of brown and gray and his paws were the size of dinner plates. It was safe to say the beast hadn’t been neutered, considering he was half sprawled on my hood, humping my side-view mirror while he tried to eat his way through the metal to the inside of the car.

      He changed positions and the passenger door caved in under his weight. I was trapped inside the Volvo oven, paralyzed with fear. Slobber and snot coated the car window, and all I could see was miles of snapping teeth and beady black eyes I’d see in my nightmares. My hands shook as I dug out the keys from my pocket, and it took me three tries before I was able to get the key in the ignition.

      The car started easily, and I rammed it into drive, peeling out in a cloud of dust as I kept my foot on the accelerator. When I looked through the rearview mirror, the beast was still standing where I’d left him, his eyes intent on my car. With my luck, he was probably memorizing my license plate.

      I rolled my windows back down to let the hot air out and decided I really needed a beer. Maybe a lot of beers. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a drive-thru beer store in the Savannah area. I was in no shape to go in anywhere. I’d have to settle for ice cream.
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        * * *

      

      Thank God for Dairy Queen. I was finishing off my second Oreo Blizzard by the time I found a parking space in front of the McClean Detective Agency offices.

      Kate had bought a corner building just across from Telfair Square. It was three stories of red crumbling brick being overtaken by the ivy that seemed to grow on every available surface in Savannah, and it was shaded by willow trees that looked as if they’d been there since the dawn of time.

      I remembered to turn off the car and managed to get the door open without falling flat on my face into the street. I was fading fast. Maybe it was the adrenaline, maybe it was the blood loss, but I knew if I stayed out in the heat for another minute they’d have to scrape me off the hot pavement like a fried egg.

      I focused on putting one foot in front of the other until I got to the glass-paned front door. A cold blast of air hit me in the face as I stumbled inside and I stood there in the entryway with my eyes closed, savoring it.

      The agency was made to look like a comfortable home. The front entryway was large. Warm golden tiles sat in a diagonal pattern across the floor and rugs that picked up the color were scattered around. The walls were painted a lighter shade of gold, and a leather couch and two matching chairs were placed in front of a large stone fireplace that never got used. A massive walnut desk sat in the center of the room, and the person who sat there guarded the inner sanctum of the agency with an iron fist.

      Lucy Kim was technically the agency secretary. But I had a feeling she had some other duties as well—like ninja or vampire—but that was pure speculation. She was about five foot four—a few inches shorter than me—but her posture was rigid enough that she looked much taller. She was exotically beautiful—her Asian American heritage giving her the best features of both—and her black hair was straight as rain down to her waist.

      In the few months I’d been working for the agency, I’d never once seen any sort of emotional expression cross Lucy’s face. I’d pretty much decided she wasn’t human, but the look on her face now completely blew my theory out of the water.

      She’d stood so fast when I came in that her ergonomic chair had rolled across the tiles and toppled over when it hit an electrical cord. Her hand was clasped over her nose and her black eyes were round and watery. She made small gagging noises before she finally gave up and ran down the hall.

      I guess just because I could no longer smell myself didn’t mean other people couldn’t. No wonder the girl at Dairy Queen hadn’t charged me for the ice cream and shoved the two sundaes at me through the drive-thru window.

      “What in the name of all that’s holy is that smell?” I heard Kate yell from her office.

      I heard office doors opening and footsteps shuffling as everyone searched for the offensive smell. I had a hand on the doorknob ready to hobble back to the car when Kate came into the lobby.

      “Oh, it’s you,” she said, wrinkling her nose. She stuck her head back through the door and yelled, “It’s all right. It’s just Addison.”

      Heat rushed to my face as I heard the unhappy grumbles and office doors slamming closed.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’ll go.”

      “No, stay right there. You’re hurt,” she said, her worried gaze zeroing in on my leg.

      “It’s not too bad.” At least I didn’t think it was too bad. I was going with the theory that if my leg was still attached, I was in no immediate danger. “It turns out Noogey has a big-ass dog in his trailer.”

      “Noogey’s a wily kind of guy,” she said, her lips quirking slightly. “Let’s get you cleaned up and then we’ll talk when you’re in better shape. I’ve got a new job for you.”

      “Will I have to hide in a dumpster?” I asked pathetically as I followed Kate down the hall to the large bathroom that was for agency use only.

      “I doubt it. The FBI isn’t fond of dumpsters.”

      I raised my brow at that bit of knowledge. I’d never worked with the FBI before. Kate usually gave those jobs to her more experienced agents, and quite frankly I was more than happy to let the more experienced agents take them. I wasn’t even a real agent. I was a contract employee hired to do surveillance work. Period.

      “I’m not meeting with the FBI contact until tomorrow, so don’t hurry your shower,” Kate said, putting a first aid kit on the sink, her hand still covering her nose. That was Kate code for scrub more than once, preferably with bleach and a sander.

      I sighed and hoped I didn’t drown. I wasn’t feeling all that great and the day’s events were starting to catch up to me. The good news was it was barely ten o’clock in the morning, so things would more than likely get better.

      Kate left as quickly as possible and closed the door behind her. I had to peel my jeans away from the wounded area where the blood had dried, and I whimpered as I saw the deep cut in my calf. It oozed blood sluggishly, but I was pretty sure I could get away with bandaging it up myself. I wasn’t a fan of stitches. Mostly, I didn’t want to have to make another trip to the emergency room. The doctors there knew me by name.

      I looked under the sink and found a thick black trash bag, the kind that wouldn’t leak if you put a dismembered body inside, and I stripped out of my clothes, putting them in the bag and tying it tight.

      On one side of the wall was a row of cubicles that held personal belongings any of the agency employees might need. This wasn’t the first time I’d had to use this shower, and I was almost positive it wouldn’t be the last, so I had my own selection of soaps and lotions in the cubicle marked with my name. I grabbed shampoo, soap, and a loofah and stepped under the hot spray of water.

      I hissed as the water touched the cut on my leg and went through every curse I’d heard repeated in my thirty years of living. I grew up in a house with a cop, so I knew a lot of curses. The last thing I remember after I’d washed my hair and scrubbed my body twice was laying my face against the cold tile of the shower.

      I think I might have fallen asleep because the next thing I knew, someone turned the water off and was lifting me out of the shower.

      I inhaled a familiar scent and snuggled closer to the hard body that held me. Nick Dempsey wasn’t the kind of man a woman forgot. He was a little over six feet. Whipcord lean with the body of a swimmer. He looked amazing with his clothes on and even better with them off. His hair was black and cut short, though it had a tendency to curl some on top when it grew out, and his eyes—sweet baby James those eyes were a miracle. They were pale, arctic blue with silvery flecks. When he was aroused, they darkened a shade so it looked as if the ice were melting. When he was angry they could freeze you where you stood.

      “Does this mean you’re speaking to me again?” I asked.

      “Let’s not get carried away.”

      He wrapped a towel around me and set me down on the counter next to the sink. I finally gathered enough courage to look him in the face and wished I hadn’t. His eyes were fixed on the cut on my leg and his lips were pinched with anger. He opened the first aid kit and rummaged around, kneeling in front of me as he made quick work of doctoring the cut and bandaging me up.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when he stood back up, but the relief quickly turned to worry as he slapped both hands on either side of me, effectively trapping me against him. His face was like granite and I knew I was in for it.

      “Are you mad about my leg or because I shot you?” I asked.

      His gaze snapped to mine and I tried to pull the towel tighter around me, but it was caught under his fingers.

      “I have a list that grows longer every day,” he said. “Your job is to take pictures from a distance. How do you keep ending up looking like a crash test dummy? Your palms are scraped, you’ve got bruises all down your back, your leg is cut bad enough that it might need stitches, and you’re so sunburned I can feel the heat coming off your body from here.”

      Now that he mentioned it, I was starting to feel the aches and pains of my other injuries. Nick’s voice got softer and softer the longer he kept talking, and I knew his temper was about to reach explosive proportions.

      “I had to start taking blood pressure medication,” he said. “Every time I got a call I was afraid someone was going to tell me you were dead. And believe me, after all the stunts you’ve managed to involve yourself in, I get a lot of calls.”

      I narrowed my eyes and remembered exactly why Nick had no say in my life anymore. We’d had a rough relationship since we met three months ago. We’d been hot enough to set each other on fire. For a while. Then I caught him with another woman, and I was hot enough to do something drastic. This was the first I’d seen of him in weeks.

      “You have no right to get mad over anything,” I said, slapping my hand against his chest, the towel forgotten. “You made it perfectly clear that we’re not in a relationship anymore, and you have no say in my life.”

      He growled low in his throat and I could feel the rumble from his chest against my hand.

      “I have every right to be mad. You shot me in the ass with a tranquilizer gun.”

      His teeth were grinding together so hard I was surprised he could get the words past his lips, and a tiny vein bulged in his temple.

      The anger I’d been trying to repress the last few months was coming to the surface in a hurry, and I didn’t do the quiet voice when I got angry. I became a firestorm of waving arms and Arsenio Hall whoops, and I channeled every antebellum ancestor I’d ever had, so my accent grew thick as honey.

      “It’s not like I shot you with bullets. You’re overreacting. Though you’re lucky I didn’t have a real gun on me or I might have. You were with another woman. At a motel. In the middle of the day. What else was I supposed to think? All I know is that one minute you had me naked and panting, and the next thing I know, your cell phone is going off and you’re running out of my apartment like your pants were on fire. And then twelve hours later I see you at a motel talking to a woman who was trying her best to get you to turn your head and cough. What was I supposed to think?”

      “She was an informant.” Exasperation tinged his voice. “I’ve already tried to explain this to you, but you’re too stubborn to listen. And that doesn’t excuse the fact that you shot me with an elephant tranquilizer.”

      “Are we done here?” I asked, pushing against him so I could slide off the counter.

      My knees gave out and Nick caught me around the waist, holding me close to his body until I got my balance. I sucked in a breath at the contact and closed my eyes to savor the feel of our bodies touching. I looked up and saw his eyes smolder with pleasure as he brought me closer, so we were completely aligned. The towel had dropped to the ground. His mouth hovered just an inch away from mine so our breaths mingled, and I wanted nothing more than to take a bite of his full lower lip.

      The chemistry between us was definitely still there. Too bad I had lousy taste in men. If we started kissing now it would be hard to stop, and as much as I wanted to taste him, we had too many unsettled issues between us. I pushed away from him and bent down to grab the towel, wrapping it around me securely.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, not meeting his eyes this time. I felt his sigh and wanted to give one of my own. We were a mess.

      “I brought you some clothes. Kate said to burn the ones you were wearing. You must have smelled pretty bad. The entire lobby reeks of disinfectant.”

      “It wasn’t one of my finer moments. Thanks for the clothes. You can go now.”

      He smiled and heat shot straight to my toes. “Don’t think you’re going to get rid of me so easily,” he said. “We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other over the next few weeks. I’m the lead detective assigned to work with the FBI on the case Kate mentioned to you. It made it easier since I already act as media liaison through the department.”

      Nick’s a detective for the Savannah PD, and last I’d heard he was working homicide. He’d been assigned as media liaison because he had the patience of a saint and the looks of a movie star. I couldn’t imagine what type of case would involve a homicide detective, the FBI, and a PI agency, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      I propped my fist on my hip and glared at Nick. “Un-unh,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s no way I’m working with you. You’d probably get distracted by all your informants trying to stick their tongues down your throat, and then I’d get arrested for killing you.”

      Nick fisted my towel in his hand and pulled me toward him, making my breath catch at the dangerous look in his eyes. He was either going to throttle me or kiss me, I wasn’t sure which.

      His lips touched mine gently, though I could feel the anger vibrating through his body, and his tongue caressed mine as if he were tasting his last meal. By the time he pulled away I was breathing like a steam engine and I was pretty sure the towel had disintegrated from the heat my body was giving off. My female parts were screaming, this one, and my heart wasn’t too far behind. Luckily my brain had better sense. My heart had already been trampled on and was in no mood to repeat the process.

      “I like it when you’re jealous. And despite you shooting me up with tranquilizers, the only person I want to stick my tongue into is you.”

      My eyes almost crossed at the imagery that one statement brought to mind. I knew from experience that Nick’s tongue was a miracle.

      “Looks like I still know how to shut you up,” he said. His eyes gleamed with unconcealed humor and his dimples fluttered briefly as he opened the bathroom door to make his escape.

      I grabbed a hairbrush from one of the cubicles and launched it at his head. It thudded against the door as he slammed it shut, and I could hear his laughter from the other side.

      “You sure know how to brighten a man’s day,” he yelled through the door.

      I tried my best to get the stupid grin off my face, but darned if he didn’t make me feel the same way. All of a sudden, I was really looking forward to the new job Kate had for me to do. I was going through Nick Dempsey withdrawal. That man had been driving me crazy for months, and if I had to wait even another day to feel him naked against me it was a day too long.

      I looked at myself in the mirror and barely contained a screech of horror. My face was the color of an overripe tomato and my dark hair was drying in tangled tufts. My eyes were bloodshot and my pupils so dilated I could barely see the small ring of brown.

      So maybe I’d have to wait two days to get him naked. I could be patient.
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