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      Dear Readers,

      Welcome to The Beachcombers. This story is a new version of the 4th book in the Scotland Yard Exchange series and the first book to the spinoff series, Beachcomber Investigations. In The Beachcombers, Dane and Shana first meet as partners on a mission set up by Governor Peter John Douglas. That’s just the beginning! The spinoff Beachcomber Investigations is a romantic detective series following the adventures of Dane and Shana. I’ll say no more. Please sit back and enjoy the ride.

      Warm Regards,

      Stephanie Queen
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      The Beachcombers

      “This is a magnificent introduction to what promises to be an' in-your-face' detective series! Ms. George and Mr. Blaise are reminiscent of Sam and Diane of "Cheers" fame. Lots of action! Would make a terrific TV series!!”

      ---Amazon  Reviewer

      

      The Throwbacks

      “Boston comes vividly alive in the first of Queen’s Scotland Yard Exchange Program series. Resplendent in rich detail, laugh-out-loud moments, a fast-paced plot and spellbinding characters, The Throwbacks is a stellar not-to-be-missed standout!”

      —Romantic Times Book Review

      

      Playing the Game

      “Reading Queen is an absolutely scrumptious experience. Readers will fall in love, get heated, laugh and have an energizing adventure. The story has sublime settings, smooth writing that melds into a well-developed plot and characters who come alive like Pop Rocks and carbonated beverages.”

      —Romantic Times Book Review
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      If she weren’t such a bad-ass, Shana might have acknowledged her bone-aching exhaustion. As it was, she pried her eyes open and took a long sip of airline coffee, wondering for the zillionth time what the hell she was doing on this too-small-for-comfort airplane.

      Okay, maybe the exhaustion had gotten to her. But hell, so far her first undercover assignment with the Met held about as much promise as her first attempt to capture a rabid kangaroo.

      She had not expected, after flying all the way from Sydney to London—damn London—in a state of heart-stopping excitement about her brand new post, that she would be ordered that same day to leave.

      Without unpacking her bags in London, she turned around and flew to Boston. Goddamn Boston. Then adding to her travel torture, she had to race across Logan Airport to board a tiny shuttle plane to fly her to the tiny island of damn freaking Martha’s Vineyard. All for the purpose of ending up on another beach, with another surfboard, to prance around in yet another bikini. Fifty-six excruciating hours and over two thousand witless miles later.

      To end up in the same Goddamn exact place she’d started—metaphorically speaking.

      She should never have accepted this assignment. Maybe it wasn’t too late to tell her boss to shove the whole fiasco somewhere unholy.

      Draining the coffee cup, she shook her head and heaved a sigh.

      Who was she kidding? Of course she wasn’t going to ditch the assignment. And not because she was an easy-going, compliant beach bunny.  No.

      She wasn’t doing this job to please her boss. She was on this assignment—no, mission--because there was a missing heiress that needed to be found. And Shana was a sucker for rescuing missing people from their ill fate. She wouldn’t mind telling her boss to take a flyer, but there was no way would she let down that missing woman, no way she would jeopardize the case at this late date.

      She was all in. She would deal with the bikini-wearing role and the surfing. She would always deal with the shit because there would always be missing, or injured or endangered people to rescue, disasters to prevent, nasty criminals to lock away.

      Aiming her caffeine enhanced smile at the spiffy young man seated next to her, she held onto her seat as the small plane skipped to its landing on the short runway. A muffled sound came from her shiny new undercover bag. She reached inside to retrieve her phone, pausing to check the caller ID. The theme song from Mission Impossible blared. She’d need to change her ringtone to Surfin’ USA to suit her undercover role. Glancing down, she saw that the number was blocked.

      It was either the Director of the Scotland Yard Exchange in Boston or the Governor of Massachusetts. They were the only ones who knew the number to this phone. The plane came to a stop near a small building she assumed was the terminal. Maybe it was a barn. Maybe it was damn town hall, for all she knew.

      Standing carefully in the center of the aisle so she didn’t hit her head, she tapped the phone on and pressed it to her ear.

      “Shana George here.”

      Mindful of her role, she glided forward down the aisle as if she owned the plane, a cool smile carefully applied. The Director of Scotland Yard Exchange told her she’d be meeting her new partner—and nothing else useful unless she counted his insistence that she enjoy the beach weather.

      She kept her reflexive snort in check. As she passed by the perky flight attendant, she gave the young woman a genuine smile.

      “You have a g’day.” Shana saluted the flight attendant and pilot and turned to the exit.

      Stepping outside the plane’s hatch into the mild sunshine, she readied herself to face someone named Dane Blaise, an independent operator and her new partner. Whoever the hell he was, she’d be relying on him to have her back on this assignment.

      

      Her smile almost slipped.

      

      Dane Blaise leaned against the wall outside the terminal of the busy airport. Martha’s Vineyard was popular with vacationers this time of year. It had been his corner of paradise every summer for years and, this summer, a much-needed respite from the world at large. Until today. He played with the pack of cigarettes he’d purchased for effect A prop. He wore his only button-down shirt—a white linen deal with the long sleeves rolled up so he didn’t have to bother buttoning the cuffs.

      The sun blazed. This was a far cry from the drink on the terrace at the Haven Cafe he’d planned with a certain lady he’d met the day before. At the very least, he should be on the beach where he belonged, resting his soul between assignments. But then he supposed he was no longer between assignments. The governor—his so-called friend—had him the second he agreed to volunteer as a judge for the sketchy American Invitational Surfing Competition.

      He watched the low-wing prop plane land and circle around the runway toward the building. But he wasn’t the only one watching.

      A tall lean striking man in a pale lemon linen suit—seemed linen was in fashion today—strolled outside and smoked a cigar while he talked on his cell phone. If Dane hadn’t been trained to notice these things, he wouldn’t have noticed the way the well-dressed man watched the plane not too closely, especially once the door popped open and the passengers began disembarking.

      An airport employee came through the terminal building door then, out onto the cement pad where they stood. The uniformed man was headed toward the plane, but he stopped dead and looked stunned. A quick glance at the lemon-suited man told Dane he’d stopped everything and stared too. Dane turned back to the plane to see why.

      A long-legged, shapely woman with billowing sun-bleached hair wearing a tropical flowered halter sundress and strappy ruby stilettos stepped down from the plane onto the tarmac. If Dane were the kind of man who let out wolf whistles at such visions, Ms. Knockout would qualify. But so far in his life, he’d found it easy to control such impulses in favor of steady yet stealthy stares.

      The lemon-suited guy—likely the man Dane was looking for—asked the airport worker in a careless French accent, “Who is she?”

      “Dunno. She’s something though.”

      Frenchie was their man. How many slick French men could there be on the island?

      The three men watched a state police car pull up around the side of the terminal. A uniformed statie got out and went to meet the leggy blonde. She was his goddamn partner in this assignment.

      “Why would she be meeting the state police captain? Do you think she’s law enforcement?” the French man asked the airport worker.

      “I never seen a cop looked like that, but you never know.”

      Dane jumped in before their cover went south.

      “She’s no cop. She’s money and she needs security,” he said.

      “And how would you know?” The lemon-suited man turned to him.

      The airport worker interrupted. “She’s one of the surfers in the competition.” He pointed to the surfboard being off-loaded from the plane and continued walking that way with a smile.

      Dane waited for the airport worker to get out of earshot. He gave the French con a laser-eye look, then said, “She’s mine.”

      “Yours?” The man smiled affably and moved closer. “Your what? Niece?”

      Ouch. That stung low in his gut. But this man wasn’t much younger than he, if at all.

      He stared at the man without speaking.

      “Who is she?” the lemon-suited man pressed.

      Dane lifted himself from the wall and made to walk back through the terminal but turned to speak over his shoulder. “I don’t know who she is, but I’m going to find out. You stay away from her.” He stared at the man until he was sure his message was received.

      The flash of his smile and then a chuckle and nod of recognition told Dane the con—because this man surely had to be the one the governor had told him to look for—had gotten the message. Whether he bought it was another matter.

      Damn Cap-Captain Colin Lynch—wasn’t used to undercover. He could have blown everything, making contact so obviously like that. Dane walked back inside, flipped out his phone and called the fool. Told him to park the car and come inside and have her use the ladies’ room so their con could get a closer look at her.

      This assignment was a mess already. Governor Peter John Douglas owed him big time for roping him into it. “The general,” as he used to refer to him in their special ops days, only called when it was important—or so Dane trusted. But skepticism edged its way in this time, partly because he needed this summer off. He’d had another close call last mission and he needed to rest. His soul needed this rest. The throbbing pain around his knee told him his physical wounds could use more healing too, as he walked toward the refreshment area for an optimal view of the side door and everyone waiting or hurrying in and out of the toy airport.

      The Frenchman followed him inside the terminal, as Dane knew he would. Shana George, he presumed, followed by Cap came in the side door to the small building. She sauntered across the room, looking around with a haughty stare. He’d have to give her credit for knowing the part. Right up until she looked directly at him with killer green eyes and a troublemaker smile. She didn’t break stride and headed straight for the ladies’ room. Con man tracked her the entire way, but he didn’t look appreciative or cool. He looked worried. That worried Dane. When people didn’t behave the way they were logically expected to behave, he worried. Unpredictable people had caused the death of too many men that were his friends.
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      Shana tapped her ruby fingernails on the vanity inside the ladies’ room and sighed as she shifted in her heels. This was messed up already. How could she be expected to play haughty beach bunny if they had her running into a public rest room? Glancing in the mirror, she straightened herself to a full six feet with the heels. The face staring back at her had a tired pinch between the brows, but even then, no one would guess she’d just spent thirty of the last fifty-six hours on a plane.

      The assignment had gotten off to a rocky start, but she refused to be defeated. She would kick ass on this case, find the heiress and arrest the kidnappers.  Then she’d jump on the first flight back to London where she belonged. Maybe with a promotion. Pushing herself from tired to determined, she swung the door back open. Act two of this afternoon’s show would begin.

      She hoped her contact—what’s his name—Dane—was right about the con being here at the airport. She wondered if it was luck that led him to her on the first day—probably not. She barely been briefed on the operation, so she’d have to find out more when they got to the station. Walking around the corner, she lifted her chin and looked over the heads of most of the crowd as she passed by them, heading back through the terminal. Without stopping or slowing, she flicked a hand at the state police captain. He fell in line as if he were her manservant. She suppressed her smile.

      Stopping to let him open the door to go back outside to the police car—said car was not a smart choice for Captain Nice—she turned slightly to laser in on the man she’d be working with. A shiver rumbled through her. Goose bumps covered her flesh. The man had shark eyes that left her unsure of his intentions—unsure about his soul.

      There was no one here she could trust to ask about him—except maybe Captain Nice. Once they took off in the car and her skin warmed up in the steady sunshine, she turned to the police captain.

      “Unexpected to run into the con so soon,” he said, smiling.

      “If he really was the con, then I expect it wasn’t unexpected—by someone. What do you know about this Dane character? Is he legit? What’s his background?” she asked, not bothering to hide her curiosity-bordering-on-distrust.

      Captain Colin Lynch stared straight ahead at the road so she couldn’t see the small cleft in his chin that she’d noticed before. He finally spoke into her silence.

      “Dane Blaise is a regular here on the island every summer since I’ve been here—a good five years now. Quiet. Mostly stays out of trouble. I know his reputation mostly from others who know him—including the governor. Dane knows everyone of note on the island. So when he volunteered to be a judge in the surfing competition, the committee approved him with a unanimous vote same night.”

      She raised her brows and said, “Why? Tell me something more specific.”

      Captain Nice turned to her. “He’s a war hero and a legend, ma’am. Everything else is beside the point.” He turned back to his driving.

      She wondered where they were going since they were probably being followed now that their setup had been thrown off track. Captain Nice was holding back a whole lot of stuff that was likely very un-hero-like about Mr. Blaise. At least that’s what her gut told her. Regardless of how nice Captain Lynch wanted to be, Shana had to press him for more about Blaise. She had a right to know who she was working with.

      “What’s he been doing since he retired from his job as war hero?”

      He laughed. “You can ask him soon enough.”

      “I’m asking you now.” She spoke sharply on purpose.

      He didn’t flinch, but he wasn’t smiling anymore.

      “He works as a soldier for hire, I believe. But don’t worry, he’s on our side.”

      That made her pause.

      “You seem tough enough, but ow much experience do you have?” he asked.

      “Enough,” she lied. Her heart leapt like a frog in protest. So much for Captain Nice being nice. She shivered in the sundrenched heat of the car. “Mind if I turn the AC off? So where are we headed?”

      “Headquarters.”

      “Don’t you think maybe you should take me to the house where I’ll be staying? I bet the con is following us.”

      “Let me check with Blaise.” Captain Lynch picked up his phone and tapped it once. She heard the ring tone loud and clear. He had it on speaker.

      “Yeah.”

      “We’re headed back to HQ. Any problem with that?”

      “You’re okay. He’s following me and I’m taking him for a ride to the neighborhood. See if it all looks familiar to him.”

      “What neighborhood?” Shana spoke up.

      “What the hell neighborhood do you think? The one where you’ll be staying, Miss George. The same one where the real young heiress used to live before she went missing. Did you not get briefed on any of this?”

      She didn’t dignify the asshole’s sarcasm with an answer. Captain Colin Lynch jumped in on her behalf. So maybe the chin cleft was for real and he was a Dudley Do-Right.

      “Shana is doing just fine. Join us at the station when you get rid of him. We’ll all go over the operation briefing and work out any kinks. The governor asked us to call.”

      “It won’t take long.” Dane tuned out.

      Damn egotistical man. “Thinks highly of himself, doesn’t he?”

      “Most people agree with him.”

      “Not that again. You’re too nice for your own good, you know that?”

      They pulled into a small drive of what used to be a Cape Cod house, which now sported a sign naming it the Martha’s Vineyard State Police Station. She got out of the car and stood for a second, soaking in the blazing sun. She thought of home. She thought of London. She hadn’t even been in London long enough to miss the sunshine of Sydney. Now she was in the United States on some damn island she’d never heard of, relegated to playing beach bunny heiress—a fool with money to throw at whatever charming man came along to talk her into it. Could be fun. Except for the surfing.

      Captain Lynch came around the car and took her arm to escort her up the short flower-lined walk to the glass door. She laughed but went along.

      “You know I’m not really an heiress.”

      “You look like one. Makes it easier to play my part as the solicitous state trooper.”

      He made her feel better instantly. Or maybe it was the cool air and familiar vibes of the police station enveloping her as they walked inside that eased her. He took her down a hall and to the office labeled Captain Lynch at the right corner back of the building.

      “Here’s the corner office. Nice view of the flower garden next door.” He pointed to the window and then to a chair.

      She sat. And wondered how long they’d have to wait. It had been a long trip.

      “I don’t suppose you have a bowl of spaghetti in your top drawer?” She slung her right leg over her left knee and leaned back in her chair while the easygoing captain laughed.

      “Tell me about Dane Blaise.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Why should I trust him? The usual details.”

      “More like the unusual. I told you he’s an urban legend. Except the stories I heard are true.”

      “How do you know they’re true? And what stories?”

      “I know they’re true because the governor told me.”

      “So tell me.”

      He looked at his watch, then said, “Okay. This is my favorite. He was with a team and they were in a situation in a foreign country—undisclosed location. They had chased down a guy in a car with a high-value hostage who was unconscious at the time. They had reason to believe the hostage needed medical attention. The team trapped the car between them on three sides and a building with nowhere to go, but the target had a gun on the hostage. There was a standoff and the team leader was negotiating while they tried to line up a sniper. Unfortunately, the locals got involved and put the kibosh on the sniper. The standoff went on for a while—some say close to an hour. Until Dane had had enough. He snuck out of the line, away from his team and back around the perimeter behind the car. No one saw him. They were all busy jawing and keeping an eye on each other. He went to the ground and crawled under the car—still no one noticed. They shouted and negotiated until they told the perp they’d cooperate and the local police ordered everyone to drop their weapons.

      “That’s when Dane popped up from under the car to stand in front of the driver’s door. He grabbed the perp by the neck and yanked him and his weapon through the car window and out of the vehicle.” The captain paused and shook his head, staring at some mental picture of the scene in amazement.

      Shana wished she hadn’t shuddered. Gooseflesh popped as the story took hold of her imagination. Captain Lynch turned back to her and she closed her mouth, holding her breath in anticipation of the rest of the story. She tried her best mental messaging to urge him on, tried not to seem as captivated as she was.

      “Then Dane punched the perp once in the face. Popped his nose wide open. I heard it was gushing blood. The guy went down in a heap to the ground. By then Dane’s team stormed the vehicle. He was lucky no one shot him. Then—this is the legendary part—his team leader yelled at him, ‘What the hell were you doing? You could have got killed. That bleeping crazy move was never in any protocol.’ And Dane said, ‘It’s lunchtime—you were taking too damn long. I’d have starved by the time you all wrapped this up.’”

      She listened and strained to keep her eyes from widening, to keep a modicum of the cool disdain she’d been working on. But the telltale quickening in her chest was all about excitement. He must have heard it or seen it or sensed it. She licked her lips, stalling for a beat, then said in her best scoffing voice, “That story has to have been embellished.”

      Captain Lynch shook his head and gave her a sympathetic you-don’t-fool-me look.

      “That’s what I thought. The first time I heard it. But since then I heard it from the gov and two others from the special ops team who all saw it go down the same way—especially the wise-ass comment at the end. So now I tend to believe every last word of it is true. That man is one tough son of a bitch.”

      “Who was the team leader?” she had to know.

      “The gen—governor. We used to refer to him as the general, but only in the field and only amongst ourselves. The name stuck. All of us from his team still use it whenever he calls on us.”

      “You served with him too? Did Governor Douglas recruit everyone on this assignment from his special ops team?”

      “Yep. We’re all the governor’s men. Except you. In a way though—”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be happy to get back to London and the Yard.”

      “We’ll see. Maybe the beachcomber will change your mind.”

      “Beachcomber?”

      “Dane Blaise.”

      “He’s not going to change my mind. Why would he even bother?” She tried to go for rhetorical, but she hadn’t been fooling Captain Nice and in spite of his niceness, she had to give him some of her stingily held respect.

      “Trust me. You have his respect.”

      “I don’t trust you either.” She snapped. His Captain Nice status was still up in the air. She studied him as she considered this. She could handle him. But Dane…

      The captain’s cell phone sounded and he jumped to answer it.

      “Captain Lynch here.”

      She watched his face go serious. He had to be telling the truth about Dane, but so far she didn’t get why this mission would warrant a superhero and having her shipped from London to handle it. Why couldn’t Captain Lynch and his troopers handle it? Her superiors at the Yard wouldn’t have sent her here to waste her time. She had no doubt. None at all. But there was no shaking her unease and the sense that she was being set up somehow.

      He finished listening, said a curt good-bye and hung up. She waited for him to tell her about it. There was something big about this she didn’t know yet. He leaned forward with his elbows on his clutter-free desk and looked at her, his brow furrowed.

      “That was Dane. He’s had trouble losing the con so he’s on foot and coming in the back door.”

      “Okay.”

      The door to the office opened. Dane walked in and pulled up the empty chair to sit next to her. She smelled the strong scent of tropical sun lotion. Shana had a sudden wistful longing for home and the beach in Sidney. She gave him a smile and a nod. He nodded back without smiling. Instead he pulled his hand from his pocket and handed her a key. Then he went back in his pocket, took her hand before she could retrieve it and held his own over her palm. Opening his fingers, he dropped a small pink rose into her hand with the keys. “A beach rose. They grow wild near my house. Welcome to Martha’s Vineyard. That’s the key to the Whittier house where you’ll be staying.”

      Before she could respond, he turned away. A thank you stuck in her throat and the pulse pounded there in pent-up excitement. She had no idea what to make of the gesture. She stared at his streaky sun-bleached hair, windblown and longish. If the Marlboro Man was a beachcomber instead of a cowboy, this guy could be the model. Then again, maybe she could picture him in a cowboy hat on a horse. Too bad he was a good ten years past her age limit for eligible men. Or maybe that was an unprofessional thought. But the moment passed and her chance to flirt went by.

      “Peter call yet?” he asked Cap.

      “No. I’ll call him now.” Captain Lynch picked up the phone and scanned his computer screen for the number until Dane rattled it off for him, then turned his attention to Shana. She braced herself and felt a flutter of excitement. A few minutes ago she couldn’t wait to put this guy back on his heels and now she didn’t know what to think. She wished she wasn’t impressed with him.

      “I had to lose the tail—not easy to do on the island.”

      “How’d you do it?” Captain Lynch asked with the phone still on his ear.

      “I parked my car at the grocery store and left by the back door and jogged here. I have the advantage of knowing the island like my own balls.” He winked at her. “What’s your story?” He waited. Not even blinking.

      She refused to flinch. What kind of man could go from gracious to crass in so short a space of time? One thing she knew was that she would not respond to his baiting. She would tough him out. She’d done it before with crasser men than him back in Sidney.

      “I’m a beach bunny who knows how to shoot straight. What’s your story?”

      “You leave the shootin’ to me, bunny. Stick to playing heiress surfer.”

      “You forgot to tell me your story.”

      “No story. I’ve been around the block. If the world could be called a block. Shot and caught my share of bad guys. I owe the governor so here I am.”

      The captain cleared his throat.

      “I’m putting the governor on speaker phone—you ready?”

      She nodded, struggling to keep her cool. The deep end of the pool with no life jacket.

      “Governor Peter John Douglas here. Sorry we don’t have a screen for our conference call.”

      “Then I’d have to see your big head. Bad enough I have to take orders from you again,” Dane said.

      “How the hell are you, Demon?” The governor laughed.

      “Did he just call you Demon?” Shana decided not to be shy.

      “That’s Dane the Demon. You’ll find out you couldn’t have a better man covering your back, Detective George.”

      “Listen to the general. He should know.”

      “Did you just call him general?”

      “We go way back.” Dane drawled. She got the message. She wasn’t part of the boys’ club. Too bad for them.

      “For business, the mission is to find the missing young lady, Susan Whittier, and track down the person or persons who kidnapped her, including the leader of the group and whoever is working behind the scenes. I hope to God she’s alive. This isn’t a kidnapping according to the FBI. Not yet, anyway. One of the last things she did before disappearing was sign up for this surfing competition. There’s been no ransom and the most likely suspect is hanging around so nothing is as we’d expect. Something more than the usual is going on with this than Interpol indicated in their alert to us. You made contact?”

      “At the airport. Went well.”

      “Until I showed up in the cruiser,” Cap said, “and almost blew Shana’s cover—”

      “We’re okay.,” Dane said. “We’ll know soon enough. I’ll do some fake surveillance tonight to reinforce my role as con staking out his mark,” Dane said.

      “Fake surveillance?” Shana said.

      Dane turned to her. “All you have is parrot questions. You sure you’re up to this assignment?”

      “She’ll be fine.” The governor interrupted. “Shana is perfect for this assignment. I’ve been told she’s cool under pressure and fits the part. And she’s a champion surfer from Australia. What do you think, Captain?”

      “I agree. She’s definitely cool.”

      “Shana, you’ll sign up for the competition and see what you can find out from inside. Dane says there’s something not right about it.”

      “I’m in as a judge,” Dane said. “I have the forms. I’ll need to file them at the American Invitational Surfing Competition offices.”

      “Detective Chauncey Miller will be arriving tomorrow to work with you. He’ll pose as Shana’s gay friend and stay at the Whittier house with her. You’ll all work together. Dane, Shana, you can rely on Chauncey.”

      “I know. Got the word on him. Any other leads?”

      “How about some background? I didn’t get a full briefing yet,” Shana said. “How do we know this man at the airport is our guy?”

      There was a brief pause where Captain Lynch raised his brows at her, Dane smirked and the governor cleared his throat. Then he spoke.

      “Very well, Detective George. I’ll catch you up. Susan Whittier’s parents are friends of mine. They called when they couldn’t reach their daughter, and when they checked their Vineyard beach house, everywhere else they could think of and with all her friends, decided she was missing. I had Captain Lynch do an under-the-radar investigation. Other than routine contact with her usual friends and typical activities on the island—which ceased as of last Sunday—the police have found nothing. I also asked the Whittiers to check their daughter’s bank account and asked them about their last contact with her. She was an attentive daughter and they had a loving, respectful relationship. When she last called them she mentioned meeting a charming French man and that she’d planned to enter the surfing competition. They also found that she’d withdrawn ten thousand-dollars in cash from her bank account around the same time.

      “But what was very puzzling was that there was a ten-thousand-dollar cash deposit made at an ATM on the island—two days after she was missing. Checked all the hospitals and usual ways off the island and turned up nothing—but that doesn’t mean she didn’t leave. There are plenty of private planes and boats she could have left on, but no one knows about any plans and no one saw her leave. After hearing about the French man and the ten-thousand dollars, I had Interpol do some checking about known cons that may be in the area.”

      Dane spoke. “Turns out Frenchie is a known con—or likely is. There’s a record of him arriving in Boston a month ago and we tracked him to Martha’s Vineyard. Captain Lynch found him parading around using the name Jean Luc Ruse.”

      “What does this all have to do with the American Invitational Surfing Competition?” Shana asked.

      “Susan entered it, according to friends and her parents,” Dane said. “So it’s unlikely she up and left the island. And I know something about surfing competitions. I looked into this one. No affiliations. All novices as far as I can tell. Feels snakey.” Dane’s stare remained even.

      “Dane will look into it as a judge. You work it as a contestant, Shana. You’ll also pose as a potential mark—another wealthy young heiress—and Dane is playing the role of a con with an interest in you. How is that working so far?”

      “Jean Luc is already sniffing around and I already let him know Shana’s my turf. She’s made a big impression in less than”—Dane lifted his wrist to look at his watch—“two hours.”

      Shana’s gut fluttered at the compliment. The man spun her head. She could not figure him at all. Was he an arrogant jerk or a kind gentleman? She’d play it safe and not give him the benefit of the doubt. Her career could depend on it. Maybe her life.

      The governor spoke again. “We’ll be working the case following the money trail up here and will keep you posted. Call in daily with updates. Over and out.”

      The phone buzzed until Captain Lynch punched it off.

      “So is there an old boys’ club manual I’m missing here or what?” Shana lifted her chin and leaned back further in her chair, aware that her dress rode up her thigh.

      Dane flicked a glance at her legs but didn’t bother responding.

      “Don’t worry, Shana. These guys are very, very good at—” Captain Nice began.

      “I’m not worried. But I don’t think we’re going to need the old soldier skill set for this one—”

      “I agree. You act the beach bunny. I play up to you. You show interest. Shouldn’t be too hard. We get Frenchie interested.” Dane eyed her.

      “What’s his real name?”

      “Could be anything. He has a few aliases.” Dane seemed to give her a straight answer for a change.

      “He’s staying at a place on the outskirts of Vineyard Haven known as the Sand Castle.”

      She pushed herself forward in her chair and stood.

      “I think it’s time I went home. I’m starved and I’m beat and I’m pretty sure I’ll have the night free to rest up without worrying about Jean Luc.”

      “Wrong.” Dane stood and picked up a folder from the captain’s desk and shoved it at her. “This is your background. Study it. Including the covers and backgrounds for Chauncey—your friend. Don’t want Mr. Ruse catching you in lies and suspecting a setup.”

      He turned for the door.

      “What are you going to do?” Captain Lynch stood.

      “I’m changing out of this getup and doing my surveillance of Shana the beach bunny. I’ll check out the neighbors while I’m at it. Then after I get Jean Luc Ruse’s attention—because I know he’ll be there too—I’ll check out his place. Text me the address.”

      “I can have my men—”

      “Keep your men away from him. Last thing we need is Jean Luc sniffing state cops on him.”

      Shana agreed, but she didn’t say so. Dane opened the door and stepped aside to let her through.

      She didn’t show her surprise. She didn’t say thank you. She barely nodded.

      They stepped into the hall and he followed her close enough for her to smell his tropical scent and feel his heat. Or maybe that was her heating up all on her own. He didn’t tower over her, but she was surprised to feel his height intimidating. They got to the glass front door and she determined to open it for herself. They pushed through at the same time into the still blazing sunlight at 6:00 p.m. He laughed at her.

      “Don’t try so hard, girlie. I’m not going to bite you. You do what you need to do and we’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Save it. And pack that chip on your shoulder away somewhere. No place here for attitude. You need to be charming and you need to be convincing. So far, I’m thinking you’ll need to give an Oscar-level performance to turn it around.”

      “I could say the same about you. But then you’d tell me I should know better how good you are. In fact I believe you’re quite seasoned with experience.”

      “Guess we’ll have to rely on you making up in spunk what you lack in girlie charm.”

      “And stop calling me girlie. Don’t use that word again.” She felt herself heating up with frustrated anger and strode off to the car where a police officer waited to chauffeur her. At least this car was unmarked and less obvious than the usual Ford sedan. She clutched her fat folder of intel and hoped she’d stay awake long enough to read it.

      “Don’t forget to study, bunny.”

      She darted a look back at Dane to see the smirk before he disappeared down a dirt path.

      The ride to the house should have been impressive and gorgeous and given her something to appreciate, but all she could think was what had she gotten herself into with that Demon man. She would have to play flirty with him—maybe let him kiss her. The thought kicked up the pace of her pulse and sent a flutter through her and she felt horror on the heels of the heat. He was all male and he was attractive; she’d have to give him that. She would concentrate on that and forget the fact that he was an insufferable pig. And old. In both body and soul, but mostly his soul.

      She hated seeing the man’s old soul. It made the otherwise tough-as-a-junkyard-dog man seem vulnerable. It softened her and she could not afford to soften where he was concerned. That was her survival instinct talking.

      

      Dane stole down the path until he reached the side road where he’d left his car, his mind spinning, but not enough for him to forget to be careful and check the area before approaching the nearby supermarket. He walked in the back door and strolled through the storeroom without breaking stride and without making eye contact with anyone. That didn’t mean he didn’t see them. None of the three grocery workers in the back room bothered to pay attention to him.

      Emerging through the swinging double doors into the deli department, he plastered on his local-tourist persona and stood in line to buy something. He’d figure out what when Jim the deli man asked. Dane took a deep breath and thought about the girl. This wasn’t good. It wouldn’t work. He could feel his blood pressure rise in the form of heat and an increase in his pulse rate. It wasn’t too late to call Peter and tell him it was a no-go. The governor could get someone else. Sam could do it. Anyone. Shana George was poison to him. She was the exact kind of woman he avoided—had been avoiding for years. Since Elena.

      Zipping up that line of thought and any inevitable comparisons, he took his turn at the counter.

      “A pound of baloney, please.”

      “A whole pound just for you, Mr. Jones? You having company?” The deli man winked at him.

      “No, just me. Can never have too much baloney, Jim.”

      Jim laughed, and that made Dane smile and he let out a breath. Baloney.

      Was he really trying to feed himself baloney? There was no way in hell he could call the general, the man who saved his life—the man who’d introduced him to Elena—and tell him no. He was stuck in this beach bunny mission up to his sweating balls. He’d have to handle it.

      Heat rose again, this time in all the wrong places, as he ran through what “handling it” meant. It meant handling Shana—literally. He’d need to flirt with her, kiss her, maybe more. The spike of testosterone made him curse as he took the baloney. “Shit.” He hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

      “Problem, Mr. Jones?”

      “Yeah, Jim, you could say that.”

      “What is it? The baloney too thick?” The man was sincere. Dane guffawed on the inside.

      “Nah. Woman problems, Jim. There’s no help for it.”

      Jim laughed good and loud at that one and Dane sighed as he walked away, knowing it was time to jump in with both feet. He wasn’t about to let Shana George get him off his game, was he? He would handle her. Even if she was a dead ringer for Elena in all the ways that counted—goddamn gorgeous, plenty of edge and attitude. And tough. Made his heart palpitate just thinking about her.
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      Dane drove to his beach shack on Harbor Lane. It was the one place on the planet that he thought of as home. When he turned off Owen Park Way, a quick glance in his rearview told him he hadn’t been followed. It also told him that his mouth was turned down as if he wanted to punch someone. Now would be a good time to call Peter.

      With one hand on the wheel, Dane pulled the phone from his pocket and hit the governor’s number as he pulled into the crushed seashell-and-gravel drive that fit exactly one car,.

      “That was quick,” the governor said. “Does this mean you’ve already wrapped up the case?”

      Dane could picture the grin on his friend’s face.

      “This ‘case’ doesn’t appear to be a good match for my skill set.”

      “Is that some kind of P.C. language that’s supposed to mean you think it’s a shit case and beneath you?” Peter laughed at him.

      “Glad someone is amused by all this. How about if you have Chauncey Miller take over working the case when he gets here? Maybe with a different angle.”

      “Look, I know you just got back from some ungodly place that no one is supposed to know about—not even me—and I don’t need to hear the details to know it was a bad mission. Maybe you could use some rest. But I’m thinking maybe you need a different kind of mission instead. Something that doesn’t require you to sleep in mud or kill your own food. You’re not likely going to get yourself killed on this one.”

      “Doesn’t matter about the danger to me if we end up with dead bodies in the end.” Dane paused and added quietly, “It’s not my bones I’m worried about.” It was his soul that needed a break. A break from seeing the hurt and suffering.

      That admission cost him. Didn’t like to think of himself as soul-weary, less than tough, less than impervious to the nightmarish horrors he’d witnessed in the worst hellholes of the world. There wasn’t another living soul he’d have confessed it to. He could never tell his mother, no matter how close they were and no matter how much he loved and owed her. It would cause her too much grief to know. Once upon a time he’d have told Elena and she’d have soothed his soul with her special brand of balm—with lovemaking that was part physical and part soul-wrenching.

      Peter quieted on the other end of the line and Dane checked his phone to make sure they were still connected. It was good and secure. Finally, Peter spoke.

      “I didn’t realize. I hadn’t considered that. I’ll see if Chauncey can handle the role—he just got back from his honeymoon and I promised him light duty but—”

      “No. Don’t.” Last thing Dane needed was to cause a new bride grief. “I’ll have myself a whiskey and buck up. You’re probably right. It’ll feel good to work in something other than fatigues.” He looked around his shambles of a kitchen-dining room combo and hoped he’d still be resting here when this was all over. But before the thought finished floating through his mind, he knew better. The place he called home would no longer be an escape. It would be tainted by the mission, however lightweight it might prove to be.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” No need to go into it. Wouldn’t help. Peter knew damn well what changed his mind. His friend also knew he’d be good for his word and would jump all in for all he was worth.

      “I know I can count on you, Dane, and I owe you everything. I’ll make sure Chauncey knows—”

      “No. I’d rather you didn’t do that.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I’m skeptical about the con and about the Aussie woman.” Dane didn’t like her name. It was too girly and immature. Maybe it fit her. Maybe not.

      “She’s all we’ve got. She can surf and I’m told she’s tough as nails.” Peter paused a beat. “And I’m told she’s a real looker. Perfect for the role—an irresistible mark for this con. You can make up for her inexperience.”

      “That a P.C. comment meaning you think I’m an old S.O.B.?”

      “I’m counting on your ability to handle any situation—not in spite of your age, but because of it.” Peter sounded dead serious.

      Dane matched his tone and said, “Tell me the real reason you’re in this.”

      “Two reasons. The daughter of a good friend has gone missing, which you know. And…” He paused a telling beat. Shit.

      “We have reason to believe some Brazilians with very nasty reputations may be involved.”

      “Brazilians? Damn important detail to leave out of the briefing.”

      “So far that part is sketchy. You need to verify it on your end. With an open mind so we don’t miss anything. Think you can do that now that I’ve tainted your mindset?” Peter’s voice went back to smiling. Dane found he preferred it that way. The so-called general had always been upbeat and Dane now realized how much he’d needed that—craved it, if he were honest.

      “My mind is a very talented and well-behaved machine,” he said, “like the rest of me. I’m all in. We’ll get your friend’s daughter back.” One way or another.

      Peter grunted on the other end of the line because he’d heard the words Dane had not spoken. They ended the call.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      After sunset, Dane sat in his parked car not far from the Whittier house where Shana was staying. From his slouched position, he raised the night vision binoculars to his eyes. No need to be too obvious. The Frenchman wouldn’t respect him if he had no tradecraft.

      There she was. In the bedroom. In full view of the window. Blinds up and curtains billowing around her silhouette in the soft light. Unpacking her bag. He hoped to God she closed the blinds before undressing for bed. His hard-on couldn’t stand to get any harder. This whole thing called for a trick he hadn’t had to use since he was a horny young man—pre-Elena. He picked up the giant cup of icy Pepsi and scooped out a few cubes and dropped them on his crotch. Clenching his teeth for a moment, he let out a breath and knew it worked.

      Goddamn. He hated that woman. If he stood in front of Elena right now, if Elena was there with him… then he remembered he shouldn’t go there.

      Dane resumed his watch. Shana left the room, still fully clothed. Scanning the area, he swung the binocs to where Frenchie, his fellow Peeping Tom, sat, sans car, in some bushes. Apparently, he wasn’t worried about dogs. Apparently because he’d done his homework and knew there weren’t any.

      Dane sparked up his two-way, which was technically a three-way tonight, and talked.

      “Frogman is in position in the bushes. How about if number one takes a walk to scare him out of there and we can call it a night.”

      “So soon?” Shana drawled.

      Dane’s teeth felt like screaming.

      “He knows I’m here watching you. Our point has been made.”

      “You got a hot date, Mr. Dane the Demon?” She laughed.

      Captain Lynch came on with a fuzzy burst and a loud breath as if he were talking too close—apparently still figuring out how to use his equipment. He said, “Copy Number 2. Rendezvous in the morning as planned. Afternoon trip to the airport to meet the friend. I think we should meet again at—”

      “Got it, Cap. Over.” No need to go over that shit on the air tonight. Dane turned the telecom off and started the car. Without lights, he backed it up the narrow residential street until he got to the main road and then took off. He moved slowly in case Frenchie or his cohorts wanted to follow him. After a quarter mile, he had company in the form of a flashy convertible. One of Frenchie’s accomplices.
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