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I’LL FIND YOU
 
Vaguely, Callie realized something had been bumping against the boat. She started to turn back, fired by the certainty that Teresa was taking Tucker away, when the woman in the boat next to her let out a scream that sounded like a siren. A chill ran up Callie’s back. She shot a glance at the woman and saw her stumble back from the edge of the boat, her hands clasped to her chest while the man tried to steady her. Her gaze was fixated on the water.
 
A body floated into the light. Not a swimmer. Someone wrapped in a black dress and sweater. As Callie watched, the face turned slowly upward, mouth open, dark reddish-blond tresses sliding across the slackened flesh of a familiar face....
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Prologue
 
Dark. Hot. Driving faster than she should but she had to keep up with their car. She’d made an unforgivable mistake—a calculated risk, really; several of them, if the truth were known—and it had come back to bite her in the ass. But she’d been new to the game then. Hadn’t known what she wanted, other than him. Couldn’t be blamed for that. Couldn’t . . .

 
A chill stole into her heart as she pressed her toe to the accelerator. Her hands were slick on the wheel. Carefully she wiped them, one at a time, on her jeans. Had to concentrate. Had to get this right. Already it was a problem that there were two heads in the car in front of her, not one, but too damn bad.
 
Her mind wavered. Cast back to that night when she’d become his again. The feel of the chain he’d draped around her neck, the weight of the ankh cross. The pressure of the links as he twisted it until her skin pinched and her breath lay trapped in her throat.
 
“Who am I?” he whispered.
 
“The Messiah.”
 
“Who are you?”
 
“Your handmaiden. I love you. I’ve always loved you.”
 
“Liar.”
 
“I just lost my way for a while, but I’m back.”
 
“Will you obey me?”
 
“I’ll do anything you ask.” Almost anything.

 
“You’ve left things very messy.”
 
“I know. I’ll clean up everything.” Almost everything.

 
He relaxed the chain ever so slowly, then drew back and touched the cross around his own neck. This, too, was part of the ever-changing rituals he expected them to all participate in. The gold ankh shimmered dully in the light and she stared at it hard, promising herself that she would do everything he wanted of her. Almost everything.
 
Now the black Mercedes ahead of her had reached Mulholland Drive. She knew where they were heading. She knew where the turn would be, where the road pushed out around the cliff, where the rail was no barrier at all. Dead Man’s Curve. Maybe not called that, exactly, but close enough.
 
Her vehicle was a ten-year-old Ford Explorer. Brownish. Stolen. He’d given it to her for this express purpose. All she had to do was follow through.
 
But it wasn’t supposed to be two heads. Worry gnawed at her brain. Someone who wasn’t supposed to be targeted would die tonight because of her. She’d killed before and had even enjoyed it a little—maybe more than a little if the asshole truly deserved it—but she had never murdered an innocent. But then who was to say the other person was innocent?
 
Her mouth was Sahara dry. Her heart beat hard and slow, thumping in her ears with the precision of a metronome. Deafening her. She felt like she was floating.
 
They were traveling fast. Too fast. If she wasn’t careful she could lose control of her own vehicle. It was almost as if the people ahead of her knew the danger creeping up on them. Did they? Could they?

 
She focused on the driver, knew that he liked speed and risk, loved to push himself. She could see the second head—the woman’s—turn as she flashed at him in anger. She clearly didn’t feel the same way, but her quarry’s response was to accelerate even more.
 
A grim smile touched her lips. Carefully, she pressed her toe down farther and the SUV jumped forward. Did he know they were being followed? She doubted it. He was a narcissistic fool, believed himself infallible. She’d known that from the first time she met him in the dim light of the bar, the way his gaze had caressed her. She’d known just how to play him.
 
But now she had to time this right. Had to move up closer. They were almost there. The curve was coming up.
 
She glanced around anxiously. If a car approached in the opposite lane at the point of impact she would be lost. Likely to go over the edge herself. Her SUV gained on the Mercedes as she pushed it to reckless speed. The woman passenger looked back in fear as she bore down on them, her face white, her mouth opening in a scream.
 
And then her Explorer was on them. Deliberately she clipped the rear of their car, aiming for the back end of the driver’s side.
 

Bam! The Mercedes whipped around as if spun by a hand on a roulette wheel, then slewed sideways. The man overcorrected and the car swung back, shimmying as it hit the rail. It went airborne so fast that even she gasped in surprise. She felt a moment’s jubilation until she saw the third head lift from the backseat. A small head.
 
What? What!
 
The boy was in the car? NO! NO!

 
Oh, God. Oh, God. NO! He wasn’t supposed to be with them!
 
It felt like the Mercedes hung in the air forever. She was screaming herself as it smashed into the ground with a sickening crunch. Her own vehicle was shuddering and rotating. She wrestled the SUV around, the world spinning. She barely managed to stop its dizzying turn and straighten it out. Keep it, too, from sailing over the edge as it charged forward. Distantly, she felt her arms aching from the effort. But the boy. The boy . . .

 
Her Explorer flew around the next corner, hung on to the road. No traffic. A miracle. She stood on the brakes, shuddering violently to a stop. Pulled off at the first place she could, a small strip of dirt on the side of the road.
 
No . . . no . . .
 
She had to go back. Had to. It was dangerous. Foolhardly. Suicidal. Undoubtedly someone—there were houses there, nestled into the cliffside far below—had seen the vehicle launch over the edge, heard it as it smashed downward. But the boy.

 
She ran back to the site of the crash. An eerie calmness held. There was no evidence of the accident from up here apart from the missing chunk of rail that looked like it could have given way weeks, months, years earlier.
 
Heart in her throat, she scrambled over the edge and down the cliff. It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t safe. Her hands were ripped and bloodied by the bushes and limbs as her sneakers slid in the dried, loose dirt. She approached the car cautiously. The Mercedes lay on its side, wheels spinning, headlights aimed at a distant land far below and the snake of glittering headlights in the valley. The vehicle had been caught by a stump and scraggly line of twisted trees. All that had saved it from tumbling down the cliff. Lucky, she thought with a swept-in breath. Maybe still alive.
 
She saw the boy first. Lying still. Quiet. His booster seat flung to one side. Her heart sank at his body, limp and motionless. Tears filled her eyes as she ran to him. She searched for a pulse and found none. A cry wrenched from her soul. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way! Glancing up, she focused on the car. The woman was tangled up, flopped like a marionette, slung up inside the passenger seat belt, which had restrained her, the airbag crushed up against her.
 
And the man. The reason she’d been sent on this quest. To right the wrong she’d done to Andre . . . The Messiah, she reminded herself, though she had trouble remembering the name he liked to be called in front of the other handmaidens, was resentful of it.
 
Her quarry was on the ground a few feet from the boy, lying on his back. His eyes were open, reflecting a strip of moonlight. He focused on her and her blood ran cold. Alive.

 
They looked at each other and he lifted up a hand, as if he planned to reach for her. “Martinique,” he said.
 
Her heart thudded hard in her chest. She remembered clinking her mai tai to his, the sight of the roll of bills he pulled from his pocket, the feel of him inside her while he moaned and thrashed above her and she thought of all the beautiful things she’d dreamed that his money could buy her.
 
With a last inhaled breath and then a slow expelling of air, he died.
 
She looked away from him and back to the boy.
 
I did this. I did this....
 

No, he did this, she told herself. Andre. The Messiah, she thought with hot fury. It was his fault.
 

And he’ll do it to your boy, too, she thought.
 
Her son.
 
One of the very messy things she’d left behind.
 
Headlights flashed up above on the road. Quickly, she pocketed his cell phone, which had incongruously landed above his head, then she carefully picked her way farther down the hillside and along the side of the cliff. Little by little, she inched down the steep incline to one of the backyards of several houses far below Mulholland, one that was completely dark. Briefly she thought about possible fingerprints on the steering wheel. She should have worn gloves. She hadn’t really believed she would go through with it.
 
Too late now.
 
By the time she’d worked her way onto the lower road she could hear the police sirens. It took her another two hours, mostly ducking out of sight, before she came to a place she could hail a taxi far from the crash site. Then was driven to a bus stop a few miles from the house she shared with Andre and the fucking handmaidens. She walked those last miles, but it wouldn’t hurt for the cabbie to think she was waiting for a bus.
 
She entered with her key through the front door, dusty, scratched and soul-sick, and immediately realized they were all in the ceremony room. That meant they’d be wearing their white robes. She had truly loved Andre once. Back when they were a reckless team of two, making their way from chump to chump. But things had changed. Andre had changed, become The Messiah.
 
She wanted to spit and had to contain her emotions. Still, the rituals of being a handmaiden made her grind her teeth and furthered her resolve to run away with her boy.
 
Could she do it? Could she make the break? Was it the right time?
 
Naomi, the biggest and baddest of the handmaidens, her dusty blond hair in cornrows, her ’tude that of a street kid though Teresa had heard she’d come straight from the middle class, caught sight of her before she could sneak to her room. Naomi pointed at her even while the others were chanting and undoubtedly holding hands in a semicircle, making sure everyone knew she’d returned. Sometimes Andre would select one of them for a sex act while he was under the spell of his own beliefs, laying the joyous one down on the mats, letting them all watch. Her lip curled at the thought but she nodded to Naomi and hurried to strip naked and then slip the white robe over her head. By the time she was at the ceremony room and had taken her designated spot to Naomi’s right, her facial expressions were under control, though she could feel an uncontrollable quiver in her thighs and running down her legs. Fear. If she left and he came to find her . . . what would he do to her? What would he do to her boy?
 
“You,” Andre said in a worshipful tone, curling a finger at her to come join him. He had that dazed, rapturous look on his face that caused the other handmaidens to begin chanting louder.
 

I can’t, she thought. Then, a sterner voice within her own self said, You will.

 
Andre gathered up the hem of her robe and pulled the garment over her head, then stripped off his own. He lay her down on the mat and covered her body with his own, and as the handmaidens’ voices reached a crescendo and Andre roughly slid inside her, she closed her eyes and reminded herself that she had loved him once . . . that this was just another test she must endure to keep up the charade . . . that all she had to do was play along and ignore the rapturous madness in his eyes . . . that nothing was as important as saving her son.


 



PART I
 





Chapter One
 
Callie Cantrell slid open the door to her balcony and immediately felt the sweltering humidity of Martinique. She’d grown accustomed to it these past months, though when she’d first arrived on the Caribbean island she’d been limp, exhausted, and certain she would never become acclimated.
 
Or maybe that was just because she was mentally and physically spent. Numb. Lost. She’d lived in Los Angeles for most of her adult life and normally would have been able to handle the change in temperature, but ever since Sean’s death nothing was normal.
 
One year ago. A little over, now.
 
Leaning her forearms on the wrought-iron railing, she purposely pushed those dark and anxious thoughts aside, like she’d done nearly every moment since she’d decided she wanted to try to get better, to try to live again. Dwelling on his death was dangerous to her. She hadn’t needed a therapist to tell her that, but she’d needed one to bring her back from the edge, to help her begin the journey into the next phase of her life, to convince her she still had a life.
 
It had taken a month in a hospital and then continual sessions with Dr. Rasmussen to get her to start eating again, get her out of the house she’d shared with her husband and son, get her to accept that this was her new reality. She hadn’t truly been suicidal, though they’d thought she was. She’d simply been too destroyed to function in any positive capacity. Depression. Survivor’s guilt. Abject misery. Yep, she had them all. When she’d finally gotten up the gumption to take charge of her life, she’d told the Cantrell family lawyer that she was going to the island of Martinique for an indefinite stay. He’d objected. It was too soon. She was too fragile. What would he tell Derek and Diane, Jonathan’s grasping brother and sister? When was she coming back?
 
Now she gazed over the rooftops of the apartments and tenements on the hill below her, looking beyond the telltale signs of humanity toward the crystalline waters of Fort-de-France Bay. She should really appreciate its beauty more than she did, although she did recognize that the slow pace, French language, and sense of being in a different world were helping her slowly come back.
 
“Callie! Callie!”
 
Looking below, down the crooked cobblestone alley that led to the road, she saw a little boy, no more than five years old, racing around the corner waving his dust-grimed arm frantically.
 
Callie grinned and waved back. Tucker, the only other resident of the area she knew who spoke her language, was heading in her direction full tilt. “What are you doing up so early?” Callie called, leaning over the rail.
 
“I come to see you.” He flashed her a huge smile and scampered up the cracked concrete steps to the apartment house’s front door.
 
Callie walked back inside and wondered, not for the first time, how Tucker could have so much freedom. It was barely six A.M., for Pete’s sake, and the child ran loose among Martinique’s narrow streets and alleys until way after dark. Callie rarely saw Tucker with an adult, and she’d only met his mother once. Aimee Thomas had regarded Callie with suspicion and had ordered in French—Martinique’s native tongue—for Tucker to leave the room. She then explained in broken English to Callie that she was Tucker’s mother and that she had tried very hard to keep him in line but it was difficult. She didn’t mention Tucker’s father, and Callie couldn’t tell if there even was one.
 
Callie had privately felt Aimee was just making excuses for being so lax, but since she hadn’t wanted to alienate herself from her she kept her opinions to herself. Tucker was too important to Callie for her to object too strongly. In fact, Callie realized, Tucker was the reason she was still here, almost a month after her initial date of departure. Was he a replacement for the son she’d lost? Almost assuredly, but in that she didn’t give a damn. If she wanted to lavish all her love and attention on the boy, what the hell was wrong with that? And Tucker’s innocence and unbridled enthusiasm were a tonic she eagerly drank. She was slowly, ever so slowly, getting better.
 
Tucker impatiently rattled her apartment door and Callie hollered, “Hold on. I’m coming.”
 
“Hurry! I brung you something.”
 
“That’s ‘brought,’ Tucker, and no, I will not accept any more gifts. You’ve got to take this one back,” Callie said sternly, glancing toward her bedroom and the bracelet on her dresser as she made her way to the front door.
 
She slipped the chain off the lock and opened the door. Tucker, like the bundle of pure energy he was, hurled himself inside and held out his hand triumphantly. “See?” he demanded.
 
Cupped between his palms was a tiny, bluish-tinted starfish.
 
“Ahhh . . .” Callie put the starfish in her own palm, examining it critically as she looped an arm around Tucker’s thin shoulders. “You’ve been beachcombing.”
 
“Yesterday. And I goes today, too.”
 
“You’re going today?”
 
Tucker bobbed his dark head. His eyes were a fine, clear blue and they stood out dramatically against his dark hair and skin. Callie had grown used to the way he mangled his verbs; in fact, it was amazing he spoke English as well as he did, considering his mother was so poor at it. Or at least that’s what she wanted Callie to believe.
 
“I go to the pier and waits around.” Tucker glanced over his shoulder as if he expected someone to materialize in the open doorway. He moved still closer to Callie. “I have to go first with Maman, though.”
 
Tucker’s dislike of doing anything with his mother was another piece of a growing puzzle. It’s none of your affair, she reminded herself, but she hugged Tucker extra hard. “Well, I have to go out this morning too,” she said, straightening. “I’m going grocery shopping and I promise to bring you back something from the bakery.”
 
“Chocolate?”
 
“You bet.”
 
“You bet,” he repeated, grinning.
 
She laughed, surprising herself. When was the last time she’d done that?
 
“Take me with you,” he said suddenly, begging her with those beautiful eyes.
 
Callie had to fight herself from buckling under. “You are a heartbreaker,” she scolded him lightly. “But your mom’s waiting for you and I’ve got a million and one things to do that you’d think would be no fun. Now,” she added briskly, before he could put forth another protest and weaken her resolve, “let’s talk about that other gift you gave me. The one I have to give back.” She strode into her bedroom and picked up the unusual silver bracelet with its rings of purple stones—They couldn’t be amethysts, could they?—that Tucker had bestowed upon her. Callie had been bowled over by the gift and done her best to refuse it. From all accounts Tucker lived in near squalor, and when he’d unceremoniously dropped the bracelet in her lap one afternoon, Callie had done a classic double take. She was certainly no expert, but . . . even if it was a fake, it was an expensive one. It must belong to his mother. She’d tried to refuse but Tucker had been adamant, his eyes filling with unshed tears at her insistence that she couldn’t accept it. Sick at heart that she’d hurt his feelings, Callie had said she would keep the bracelet for a few days. Those few days had passed and now she was anxious to give it back.
 
She stretched out her arm to him, the bracelet hanging from her fingers. “It’s beautiful and I love it, but it’s too expensive of a gift.” She wondered again how he’d ever come to possess it, then decided she was probably better off not knowing.
 
“You don’t wear it,” he said, hurt.
 
“I can’t. It’s too precious. I think you should . . . give it back to your mother.”
 
“It mine!” he said swiftly, almost angrily. “You wear it.”
 
Callie stared at him in consternation. Something wasn’t quite right, but she couldn’t figure out what it was.
 
“I’ll wear it today,” Callie said, as a means to pacify him, “but only if you promise to take it back later. Deal?” She passed the bracelet to her left hand and stuck out her right.
 
Normally Tucker jumped at her Americanisms, soaking them up and adding them to his vocabulary. But now Tucker just stood in injured silence, his gaze on the floor. Callie squatted down to his level and lifted his chin. “If I could, I would wear your gift every day. Believe me. But sometimes adults can’t accept certain gifts. It just wouldn’t be right. What would your mother think if she knew you gave me this bracelet?”
 
“It mine,” Tucker insisted again, but doubt had crept into his tone.
 
“If I put it on now, promise me you’ll let me give it back later.” She waggled the fingers of her right hand and he reluctantly reached out and shook it.
 
“Deal,” he mumbled.
 
“Good. Then I’ll put it on right now.” Callie ran the bracelet up her left arm and gave Tucker a quick kiss on the top of his head. “Now scoot home before we get in hot water with Aimee.”
 
She put her palms on his shoulders and turned him in the direction of the door, but he twisted his neck around. “Hot water?” he asked.
 
“Just another expression. It means ‘big trouble’—the kind that neither of us wants.”
 
“Hot water,” he repeated, turning fully around again to face her, his expression lightening.
 
“You just love those idioms,” she said, laughter in her voice. “I think—” she began, when he suddenly threw his arms around her waist and pressed his face into her stomach, his thin body tense with emotion. They stood in silence for a moment and Callie felt her heart beat painfully in her chest. She had to leave very soon, she realized, or it would be impossible to. It nearly was already. She thought of Sean and for a terrible moment couldn’t picture his face. All she could see was Tucker and it stopped the breath in her throat.
 
Tucker ended the embrace a moment later. He was quick to display affection but also quick to sense when he needed to pull back. With a wave and slight smile he headed out the door, the clattering of his footsteps down the wooden stairs sounding more like an army than just one small boy.
 
“Let me walk you home!” she called after him.
 
But it was already too late to catch up with him. Curbing her natural instinct to mother him, Callie pulled herself together and let him go. This was his accepted way of life. He would be on his own again—alone—soon enough anyway. It was crazy, but it was out of her hands.
 
She inhaled deeply, then let out a slow breath. Tucker belonged to Aimee and not to her. He was an endearing boy, but she was nothing other than a friend to him. This was a transitory relationship, one that had certainly done its magic in bringing her back to the land of the living, but she couldn’t build on it.
 
Though Callie understood perfectly why she found Tucker so attractive, she was less sure of why he had been drawn to her. She was just another tourist in a city overflowing with them, and though she had purposely moved from her hotel, stretching her meager French vocabulary to rent this apartment on the hill above Fort-de-France, that was the only remarkable aspect about her.
 
Grabbing up the plastic beach bag she used as a carryall, she stepped onto the third-floor landing, locked the door, then headed down the stairs and out to the narrow, cobblestone street lined with tall, whitewashed buildings that meandered down the hill.
 
She planned to go to the open market and buy some produce, maybe a bouquet of flowers. Ever since the accident, she’d felt like she was in a colorless world and subconsciously the part of herself that had been buried so long but was determined to survive gravitated to bright hues.
 
As she walked along she felt a shiver shimmy down her spine, as if someone were spying on her. Immediately she looked behind herself but the street was empty.
 

Something’s wrong, she told herself, then just as deliberately shoved the thought aside, one she kept having no matter what she seemed to do. Of course something was wrong. Her whole world had been upended and torn apart. That was it. That was all. That was enough.
 
Yet . . .
 
From the moment she’d first woken up in the hospital, bleary and confused, she’d felt there was something she was missing. Something she’d forgotten or had almost known, and she kept experiencing a kind of déjà vu in odd moments. When she was reading the overhead menu at a coffee shop. When she was pulling money from her wallet. Each time she fought the emotional wrench of saying good-bye to Tucker and then turning her thoughts to her own life.
 
She had no memory of the accident itself, a common occurrence she’d been told, but she could remember the sense of anxiety and uneasiness that had plagued her for weeks prior to the accident. Was it because Jonathan had turned so mean-spirited and reckless? Was it her fear that he was keeping something from her? Or was it because of this something she’d known and then forgotten, something that felt like it was teasing just outside her consciousness? A sense that if she fell into a half dream it might well to the surface and she might be able to reach out and grab it?
 
Now, as she reached the open market, she shook her head, like she had so many times before. The harder she tried to nab it, the farther it seemed to recede from her grasp.
 

Someday, she told herself, fighting back the building frustration, but her mind wouldn’t quit traveling down that twisted path. She’d been told their car plunged off a cliff as they were driving on Mulholland. No one knew quite how it had happened but Callie, even though she couldn’t fully remember, simply blamed Jonathan for driving too fast. He was always driving too fast. And yes, she’d heard that there was another car abandoned at the scene. A stolen car with a broken headlight and smashed right, front fender. The theory was the two cars had been racing. She’d adamantly refused to believe Jonathan would have raced someone with both Sean and her in the car, but then, how much had she really known about the man she’d married?
 
She’d also been told she was lucky to be alive. Maybe . . . but she’d wished, more than once, that she had died with Sean. Those months afterward, the excruciating minutes that ticked by so slowly while she recovered from broken ribs and lacerations along her right arm and torso, had been long and hard. And then the month in the mental ward . . .
 
Jonathan’s sister and brother, Diane and Derek Cantrell, had taken care of the funeral arrangements. Callie, who barely knew them, vaguely registered their hostility, thinking they blamed her for their brother’s death. Later, she’d come to realize that they blamed her for inheriting the Cantrell family fortune. Later still, she discovered that fortune was about a tenth what it had once been, that Jonathan had practically run the company into the ground. She’d been thinking of taking a trip to Martinique, to the island where she and Jonathan honeymooned and Sean was conceived, a vague plan that had roots in the fact that she wanted to just run away. With Diane and Derek’s increasingly hostile attitude after they examined Jonathan’s financial records and realized the money just wasn’t there, Callie had taken off. She had kept her own checking account and she used funds she’d saved on her own.
 
She told William Lister, a man she’d felt she could trust even though he was the Cantrell family attorney, that she was leaving on a trip. She didn’t tell him where. He advised her against it; there were a dozen legal matters to attend to, to which Callie told him that Diane and Derek could have everything, save what she had in her own account. She didn’t care. She just needed to leave.
 
Derek caught up with her before she took off and tried to wheedle out of her where she was going. He intimated that she was stealing their inheritance, which pissed her off no end. She didn’t give a damn about the money, or him, or anyone. She’d lost the only person who was important to her. Derek also implied that Jonathan had bought her jewels and designer clothes and other lavish gifts. That’s where he felt the money had gone, and he wanted those gifts returned.
 
To that Callie said, “Bite me.” She didn’t have the money or the mythical gifts. She took off for Martinique and left her cell phone behind so they couldn’t reach her. She was sick of the lot of them. In the end she’d called Lister a time or two, mostly to let him know she was still alive and okay and to keep him from sending the hounds after her.
 
Callie sensed there was a lot she didn’t know about her husband, but she wasn’t even certain she wanted to know what it was. Maybe that was why her mind shied away from whatever it was she couldn’t grasp. Whatever the case, she’d spent the last month finishing the recovery that had started within the walls of Del Amo Hospital. She wasn’t her old self; that person had died an unlamented death somewhere along the way. She was someone new, someone stronger. Someone who planned to make much better choices from here on out.
 
 


 
 


 
 
He watched the young woman with the red-tinged, blond hair weave through the open market and held his breath, a surge of hot fury licking through his veins. He’d been accused of being cold and heartless by women before, maybe he had been with them, but right now he was churning with rage, his insides hot lava.
 
His eyes followed her as she picked up several mangos and a papaya and then moved on to examine an array of tropical flowers. He saw her fingers reach out and gently touch a blood red anthurium and fought back the urge to grab her hard and shake her until something fell loose.
 

Not yet, he told himself. Not here.

 
He traced her movements as she made her purchases, then slipped in behind her as she walked away, her carryall laden with fresh fruit and vegetables, the nodding heads of birds of paradise and tiger lilies almost like a beckoning hand. He followed carefully behind her and realized she was heading toward the bay.
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The early-morning stillness of Fort-de-France Bay seeped seductively into Callie’s consciousness. Her senses were lulled, attuned only to the heat, the silence, and most of all the view, as she stood on the pier and watched the ferryboat load visitors for the thirty-minute voyage from Fort-de-France to Pointe du Bout, the tourist resort on the other side of the bay.
 
Her carryall was loaded with groceries, and she had only one stop left to make: the bakery. But she couldn’t find the energy to move. Stretching her bare arms skyward, she felt the sun soak deep into her skin. Smiling, she squinted against the blinding dazzle of light on the water.
 
An inflatable boat at the end of another pier was being stowed with provisions, and Callie watched the two men doing the loading without really seeing them. Her thoughts were far away. That same elusive memory was teasing at the back of her mind. She ignored it, unwilling to frustrate herself with being incapable of grasping it, and kept her gaze on the small rubber launch as it roared to life and pulled away from the shore. Her line of sight took in a trim white and royal-blue sailboat anchored in the bay. Small waves from the wake of other boats slapped against the sailboat’s gleaming hull, and a man on deck moved to the rope ladder near the stern, leaning down to help load provisions from the approaching inflatable raft.
 
Callie’s scalp prickled and she looked around. A man and woman were walking along the dock, arm in arm, and a female jogger with a long-limbed reddish dog trotting beside her swept off to her right. A deeply tanned man about a quarter-mile down the shore held a pair of binoculars to his eyes, the binoculars trained on that same sailboat. She glanced back to the sailboat herself and didn’t see the same binoculars sweep the shore, pass by her once, then casually pass by her again.
 
Callie closed her eyes and inhaled the heady, salt-laden air. Hearing the launch rev to life once more, she slowly lifted her lids and watched the rubber craft motor back to the pier, a frothy wake fanning out behind it. To her surprise one of the men looked up, saw her, and began to wave frantically.
 
She glanced around. She was the only person in sight. Did she know this man? She didn’t think so. He had a grizzled beard and bulky build, and even from a distance she could see how dirty his clothes were. Then he put his hands to his lips and threw her an expansive kiss, arms spread wide, his mouth split by a wide grin.
 
She smiled back. Of course the man was a stranger. A Frenchman. She’d just been the recipient of his romantic enthusiasm.
 
She lifted her hand and waved a bit self-consciously. Tucker’s bracelet caught the sunlight and threw bright, lavender pinpoints of light in an arc around her. The man in the launch waved again and then the small boat reached the pier and the two men began hauling on more provisions.
 
Callie looked at her watch. It was time to get moving if she planned to do anything more than hang around the piers. Turning away from the bay, she walked back toward the center of the city.
 
Feeling something on the back of her neck, she glanced behind herself, her heart suddenly galloping. But it was the same scene. Nothing had changed except the jogger and dog had disappeared around the curve of the pier. The man who’d been watching the sailboat was tucking his binoculars into their case and turning the other way.
 
Fort-de-France was a thriving metropolis, its streets so narrow that cars parked on the sidewalks, forcing the pedestrians to spill into the street. It was early enough, as Callie headed north, that she wasn’t battling a crowd of people and cars. Her progress was rapid and she arrived at the tiny bakery within minutes.
 

“Bonjour,” she said to the woman behind the counter.
 

“Bonjour.” The woman smiled distractedly and waited for Callie to make a selection.
 
There were pastries of every kind. Flaky Napoleons layered with custard, cone-shaped scones filled with coconut crème, pineapple tarts, croissants, crusty loaves of bread. Callie’s French couldn’t stand the test of such exotic names and she pointed to several crème-filled items, unable to resist buying several.
 
“Thank you. Merci.” Callie picked up the bag and settled it into the trusty plastic carryall. Since she had no car she walked everywhere, and after she had found herself an apartment a mile from the city center she learned to limit her purchases to what she could comfortably carry.
 
The sun was already hot as she headed up the hill toward her apartment. Shifting the bag from one hand to the other, she trekked along until the sidewalks of Fort-de-France gave way to the steep, narrow roadway that led back to the less congested street fronting her apartment. Traffic was thick, and she turned at the first street that could take her away from the main thoroughfare.
 
A trickle of sweat ran down her spine as she hiked upward. Looking back down the hill, she saw the ferry, shrunk by distance, returning across the bay from Pointe du Bout. Even from this distance she could discern many of the major hotels and tourist resorts that ringed this side of the bay, their white sand beaches sloping into the sea. When Callie and Jonathan had come to Martinique on their honeymoon, they’d stayed at one of those hotels. This time she’d steered clear of them. She asked herself for about the millionth time why she’d chosen Martinique when it held such a dubious memory for her, but she had no answer to that. It was a pretty place. More tropical than Los Angeles. She hadn’t traveled a lot, apart from moving from a suburb of Chicago to the West Coast after a man she’d thought she wanted to marry. It was Bryan’s dream to work as an actor and Callie’s dream to be with Bryan. Neither had worked out.
 
Tired, she paused for breath, setting down her bag and wiping perspiration from her forehead. It was damn hot. The kind of thick, tropical heat heavy with humidity that stole your breath and weighted down your limbs. Resolutely straightening her shoulders, Callie trudged on again. As the noise of Fort-de-France receded behind her, she almost felt alone on the planet. The only other person in view was a man walking some distance behind her. He looked familiar and her heart jolted before she realized he was only the man who’d been watching the sailboat, his small binoculars tucked into his belt. He was staring into the screen of his cell phone, his forward motion kind of haphazard as his attention was on his phone.
 
Texting, she assumed, thinking of the disposable phone she’d purchased, then shoved in a drawer. She’d made a few calls since she’d been here, couldn’t act completely like she was a missing person. The few times her phone had rung she’d known it was William Lister or a wrong number. She didn’t answer either way. She didn’t have anything to say to Lister. She would deal with him and the rest of Jonathan’s family when she was darn good and ready. She’d given them everything they wanted, and if they would just leave her alone, she would be back soon enough anyway.
 
And you’ll leave Tucker.
 
She couldn’t think about that now. Couldn’t. Think. About it.
 
Cutting across a weed-choked lawn, she took a shortcut the rest of the way. The sun was shining brightly as she turned a corner, walked along a cracked, narrow sidewalk, then ducked into the alley between her apartment building and the one next door.
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Where the hell is she going?
 
He kept a careful distance behind, his gaze not on the smartphone in his hand but on her tan legs and the swaying hem of her gauzy white sundress. He’d been looking for her for over a week, trolling a particular Internet café, making discreet inquiries, getting nowhere. Then she’d turned up at the market and walked down to the pier, big as you please. Soaking in the sights like every other tourist, her crown of hair shining beneath the blazing sun.
 
He wanted to kill her with his bare hands.
 
“Don’t do anything rash,” Victoria had warned him in her tight-lipped way. “If you have to bargain with her, okay. But don’t antagonize her any further.”
 
Like he needed to be told what to do. He’d done plenty of surveillance. Had enough years with the LAPD to be considered an old hand.
 
Still, Victoria was right in one respect: he wanted to shake the woman until she fell into pieces. He wanted to shatter her self-indulgent world and leave her in the rubble. There would be no bargaining as far as he was concerned. Victoria knew that, but she always tried to make everything sound so civilized. But the only way to deal with her was by bringing things down to a level she could understand.
 
Bargaining was for beggars. Now was the time for action.
 
The bitch was in his sights.
 
 


 
 


 
 
Callie stopped again, halfway through the alley, arms aching. She set down her carryall and swept a hand through her hair, making a face at its long, untamed style. When she got back to LA she was going to cut it short. A new life and a new look. Maybe she’d get her master’s and apply for a real teaching job.
 
Hoisting her bag once more, Callie continued on the sun-cracked dirt path between the buildings. She met no one and the silence was unbroken as she walked on. The sun reflected off the white walls and prickled her scalp. The air felt like a hot blanket. She blew on straggles of hair that fell into her eyes and thought about the pitcher of iced lemonade that awaited her in her tiny refrigerator.
 
A pebble lodged itself in her sandal and she stopped, lifting her foot and wiggling her toes. Lemonade and croissants at the little table on her balcony, she told herself. Maybe she would even splurge and try one of the gooey pastries she’d gotten for Tucker. Maybe he would even come back and share with—
 
“So, Martinique, huh?” a cold, male voice asked. “Must be a reason.”
 
Callie nearly jumped from her skin. He’d made no sound and she’d thought she was alone. Before she could respond a hand grabbed her upper arm and twisted her around until her back was pressed against the west building’s hot wall.
 
“Wh-what?” Callie stared at him and the air rushed from her lungs. Deeply tanned. Hard jaw, mouth, and eyes. The man with the binoculars. “Let go of me!”
 
“Where’s the boy?” he gritted out.
 
“The boy?” she repeated blankly.
 
“Stephen Tucker Laughlin. Your son, Teresa. Where is he?”


 



Chapter Two
 
Your son.
 
The words stopped her cold. Stephen Tucker . . . ? Tucker? He meant Tucker? Her head swam. Tucker wasn’t her son. Her son was gone.
 
He shook her hard. “You’re not going to faint,” he warned.
 
No, she wasn’t going to faint. But was that the truth? She felt like she could faint.
 
Teresa. He’d called her Teresa?
 
“Where is he?” he demanded again.
 
Her heart raced with fear. Her mind was dull and sluggish. With a feeling of unreality Callie stared at the man. There was a grimness of purpose around his mouth that chilled her blood. She tried to capture her scattered wits. “Who are you?” she managed to get out.
 
“Make a guess.”
 
“What? I can’t . . . I don’t think—”
 
“Take a good, hard look.”
 
Callie could do little else. His face, tanned to the color of teak, was within inches of hers. His eyes were bluer than her own, with thick, dark lashes and tiny white lines edging from the corners where the sun never reached. Dark hair framed a lean, savage face; she was certain his nose had been broken more than once. His mouth was wide and sensual and she thought a bit cruel; his jaw, firm and jutting, sported a dark growth of beard. He looked handsome, dangerous, and determined.
 
And he scared the living shit out of her. “What—do you want?”
 
“Show me the boy.”
 
Did he mean Tucker? He must. His hand still held her left wrist. The grip was tight and hurting, and only the solid wall behind her back kept her on her feet. “I don’t know you.”
 
“Not yet.”
 
She didn’t like the implied threat in his tone. “I don’t know who you think I am, but you’re mistaken.”
 
His fingers flexed and tightened on her wrist. “People tell me I look like Stephen. Personally, I’ve never thought there was much resemblance. What do you think?” He leaned in so close that she could see the individual hairs of the stubble on his chin.
 
“Stephen . . . ?” His grip tightened but she was at a loss. “I don’t know any Stephen. You—you have to let me go.”
 
“I have to?” he challenged.
 
“When you realize the mistake you’ve made, you’ll . . .” Be sorry. That sounded so overly dramatic she couldn’t make herself say it. “Just let me go.”
 
She realized belatedly that her free hand was still gripped around her carryall, as if her very life depended on it. Slowly she dropped it to the ground. If he was looking for Tucker, she wasn’t going to give him away. “I don’t know any boy.” She glanced down at the carryall, anything to keep from looking at him directly. “I have some cash with me—not much—maybe enough . . .”
 
“Goddammit, Teresa.” He gave her another shake. “Do I have to drag it out of you?”
 
“My name’s Callie. You’ve got me mixed up with someone else.”
 
He swore tightly, beneath his breath, then grabbed her right wrist, too, pinning her flat against the wall. Both of her wrists were down by her waist but now he twisted up her left arm, pulling it forward until the bracelet Tucker had given her was at eye level between them.
 
“What about this?” he asked, meaning the bracelet.
 
Callie stared into his eyes with growing panic. All she could think about was Tucker and the bracelet. It was valuable. It must be! How had he gotten it? And how did this man know about it?
 
She suddenly didn’t care what he wanted. She didn’t care who he was. But if he tried to steal Tucker’s bracelet from her he’d be in for the fight of his life. She’d rather die than let him take it from her.
 
“Let go of me,” she said tautly, jerking at her left arm. But his grip was too strong, his fingers too tight around her wrist. She glared at him, matching his savagery with her own growing anger.
 
“Looks like I struck a nerve,” he said with a smugness that infuriated Callie. “We both know where you got the bracelet.”
 
“Yeah?”
 
He nodded.
 
“Well, if you know how I got it, you’re a mind reader.”
 
“Stephen gave it to you.”
 
“No.” But uncertainty flickered through her. Stephen Tucker Laughlin. That’s who he’d said he was looking for.
 
“Or you stole it from him,” he added easily. “Victoria probably gave you too much of a pass on that one.”
 
Is Tucker this Stephen Tucker Laughlin he’s looking for?
 
“Who are you?” she asked.
 
“The black sheep of the family. If you try hard enough, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”
 
He clearly thought she was someone else, and she already understood she wouldn’t be able to convince him of that fact. And he also wasn’t going to listen to her, no matter what she said. It was insane and she felt panic rise inside her.
 
She hauled back and kicked him as hard as she could, connecting with his shin. He cursed viciously but didn’t release her. Callie tried to kick another time but suddenly she was slammed hard against the wall again. The air shot from her lungs and she inhaled like she was starved for air. His full weight was pressed against her.
 
“I’m not Teresa,” Callie gasped. “In my wallet . . . my identification . . . you’ll see.”
 
“Shut up,” he growled furiously. “I know you. So help me, before this is over you’re going to know me, too.”
 
“It’s a mistake . . . it’s a mistake.”
 
She could hear the hard pounding of his heart as if it were in her own ears. Her own pulse beat in rapid tandem. She hadn’t been this close to a man since Jonathan. Hadn’t wanted to be. The bizarre events that had led to this encounter only added to the intensity.
 
A scream rose in her throat, but as if he sensed it his grip changed and one hand pushed down on her collarbone, the fingers lightly creeping toward her throat.
 
“Don’t,” he said softly.
 
“You’re scaring me.” Tears built behind her eyes.
 
“That’s the idea,” he muttered grimly.
 
A sound caught their attention. At the north end of the alleyway, two young men were just entering.
 

Thank God. Callie could have wept with joy. Salvation was at hand.
 
But then she met the eyes of her captor and they read each other’s mind at the same moment, Callie gauging just when to cry for help, her attacker wondering how to silence her.
 
She opened her mouth, but her cry was extinguished as his mouth suddenly descended on hers, grinding down on her, cutting off her breath. As a kiss it left a lot to be desired, but as a means of keeping her quiet it was quite effective. She made choking sounds that could have meant anything, and though she tried to push him away she was helpless against his weight and the surprise of his unexpected maneuver.
 
She pounded on his back but he was impervious to the action. The fingers of his right hand held her face a prisoner.
 
There was no passion in the kiss, just a steely determination that Callie found more frightening than anything he’d done so far. He loathed what he was doing; she could feel it in the tight, unyielding contours of his lips, the tense hostility that radiated from every pore. If this was the way he felt about the mysterious Teresa, Callie found herself glad she wasn’t in the other woman’s shoes.
 
Except she was—sort of. At least he thought she was.
 
Teresa . . . Jonathan had called her Teresa the first time they met . . . that was the name, wasn’t it? Or had it been Marissa . . . ?
 
The missing piece dancing outside her memory floated within reach. Something about Teresa? Immediately it slid out of reach again.
 
One of his hands was wound in her hair and her head was trapped. The two teenagers whistled as they walked by. Callie wondered if she twisted, flailed, and sought escape, they would even consider she was a woman in trouble. She was aware of how much this kiss might look like an act of passion.
 
As soon as the young men were out of earshot, Callie’s captor released her lips as if she burned his touch.
 
“Don’t,” he warned.
 
“I wasn’t going to do anything.” Actually, she’d been thinking about slapping him and letting loose a bloodcurdling scream at the same time. Instinct warned her against antagonizing him further, however. This man was no ordinary hoodlum. And by his accent he was obviously American, like herself. He truly believed he’d found Teresa. If he would just give her a chance to explain, maybe he would leave her alone. He wasn’t a threat to Callie Cantrell, so it was better . . . smarter . . . to play along.
 
“Where’s the boy?” he asked again. “Tell me.”
 
She knew with bone-deep certainty now that he meant Tucker. Had to be. There were only so many coincidences she could believe in. Had Tucker, or this Teresa person, stolen the bracelet from him? Was that it? Not that she gave a damn, but she wasn’t going to reveal anything to him that might put Tucker in danger.
 
“Listen to me. Just listen,” she added tautly when she saw more impatience cross his face. “I’m not Teresa, whoever she is. I’m Callie, Callie Cant—” She cut herself off at the last minute, realizing it wasn’t beyond probability that he knew exactly who she was and that this whole scenario was an act. She was, after all, Jonathan Cantrell’s widow, and though Jonathan had run through a substantial portion of the Cantrell fortune, this man might not know that. In essence, she was the heir of what remained and maybe he knew that, too.
 

Is this what you can’t remember? she asked herself. Is this what Jonathan was hiding? “I’m not Teresa,” she said again, firmly. “I don’t know you, and I really resent the way you’ve accosted me. I’m a tourist. On vacation. That’s all. Now, get the hell away from me.”
 
“You’re not Teresa.”
 
She shook her head.
 
“You just happen to be wearing a Laughlin family heirloom.”
 
The bracelet burned on her arm. “I don’t know about that.”
 
“You don’t?”
 
“No,” she said firmly.
 
“If I didn’t have the evidence that said otherwise, I might even believe you.”
 
“You’re lying. You won’t believe me no matter what I say.”
 
He looked faintly surprised by her challenge. “You got me there.”
 
“Look at my identification, for God’s sake!” she demanded, throwing caution to the wind. If he was really after Cantrell money, no amount of lying about who she was could save her now. “My wallet’s in my bag.”
 
“Fake identification’s not beyond your capabilities.”
 
“Oh, please.”
 
“I’ll look at it when we get to your place.”
 
“My place?”
 
He’d been looking in the direction the teenagers had taken, as if considering where to go from here. Now his dark head turned back to her. “Your place.”
 
“We’re not going to my place,” she stated firmly. “I’m not who you think I am.”
 
“I know who you are,” he ground back at her again.
 
Callie realized there was nothing she could say. This stranger was convinced she was someone else. He truly believed she was this Teresa person and he wasn’t going to listen to reason. What the hell was she supposed to do?
 
What if Tucker is waiting for you?
 
“You’re crazy,” she whispered.
 
“Take me to the boy and I’ll go away.”
 
His grip had weakened slightly after the kiss. Callie pretended to consider his demand, inwardly counting her own heartbeats. She twisted from his grasp and jumped away in one swift movement, racing for the end of the alley with all her might.
 
One thought in her mind: Run!

 
She could feel him gaining on her as the wind streaked past her ears. She felt fingertips brush her back and she leapt forward, crashing down on one unsteady ankle. Her sandal caught a cobblestone and she flew forward.
 
Her face hit the ground and her chin jarred with the impact. She saw stars and for one, wild moment prayed she could be hurt, at least rendered unconscious.
 
Except he would probably just pick her up and kidnap her.
 
He was beside her in a moment, turning her over gently. She groaned and closed her own eyes against the concerned blue eyes that seemed to peer into her soul.
 
“Damn it, Teresa. Goddammit.” He expelled his breath and she felt it on her throat. “For chrissakes, just stop. You can’t just run away with Tucker.”
 
“You’re going to be so sorry.” She didn’t open her eyes, but there was steel in her unsteady voice.
 
“I’m going to stick to you like glue until you give him up. Where is he? Tell me, and I’ll let you go.”
 
Callie was unable to answer him. She realized she was losing her fear of him. He wanted Tucker. Keeping her eyes squeezed shut, she thought of a dozen responses that continually boiled down to the one that finally passed her lips, “Screw you.”
 
He hauled her back up as if she were weightless. Then he half-carried her toward the end of the alley. She toyed with the idea of making another break for it, but she was seized by a wave of dizziness.
 
“You okay?” he asked tautly, the words dragged out of him as he set her on her feet.
 
“No.” She was hanging on to him as if her life depended on it, her fingers clenched into the fabric of his shirt.
 
“It’s reaction,” he said when she couldn’t continue.
 
Bastard.
 
They stood there a moment. Callie could hear her stuttered breathing and feel his anger and indecision.
 
“Just stand here a minute and don’t talk,” he said. “You’ll be all right.”
 
She snorted in disbelief. Who was he kidding? She didn’t think she’d ever be all right again.
 
Her head slowly cleared and she abruptly let go of his support. When she did, his arms dropped away from her with undisguised relief, though he kept a hard eye on her. Callie felt a prickle of annoyance. She hadn’t asked for this; he’d forced it on her. And if he found touching her so offensive he shouldn’t have accosted her in the first place.
 
He was warily watching her, probably wondering if she would run, fall, attack him, or God knew what.
 
Reaction was indeed setting in—only it wasn’t reaction from the fall, it was reaction to the whole situation—to him, to everything. Callie leaned a trembling palm against the wall of her apartment building. “Leave me alone,” she rasped out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about . . . and you hurt me.”
 
For the first time she witnessed some uncertainty in his expression. “You kicked me and—”
 
“You hurt me,” she repeated on a hiccup. For good measure she leaned her cheek against the hot wall and closed her eyes. She could feel her body tremble and she added a little stuttering intake of breath, hoping he felt terrible.
 
“Aww hell,” he muttered. Then, “Don’t try to run away again.”
 
“I’ll be lucky to walk with the aid of a cane,” she said, working up to tears. If she could just squeeze out a few maybe he’d realize what he’d done to her, how much he’d scared her.
 
There was definitely a hesitation. Good. She wanted him to think she was worse than she was. And he had scared her. And her jaw and head hurt and her knee was scraped, and that was his fault too. Her eyes burned and tears reached her lashes.
 
“I know your games,” he said. “Stephen told me. Victoria said something too.”
 
“I thought you were looking for Stephen.”
 
“Not the boy.” He sounded like he was holding on to his patience with an effort. “Stephen. Your husband.”
 
She cracked open an eye and saw that he was watching a tear slide down her cheek. “My husband?”
 
He met her gaze. “Man, your act is getting old.”
 
“Just leave me alone.”
 
“Show me Tucker and I’ll be glad to.”
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know you.”
 
“Fine. I’ll play. I’m West.” When she continued to regard him blankly, he shook his head and said, “You’re a lot better than I expected.”
 
“I’m not this Teresa, and I’ve never heard of you in my life, Mr. West.”
 
“Laughlin,” he corrected. “First name’s West.”
 
“Whatever.”
 
She gazed down the alley and saw her carryall where she’d dropped it before she ran. It had gotten knocked over in their skirmish and birds of paradise lay with bent stems, making it seem like their necks were broken. The lilies hadn’t fared much better. They were scattered haphazardly. Tucker’s chocolate pastry lay smashed and dusty to one side. Callie tried to marshal her strength for another attempt at escape but, though she managed to push herself away from the wall, she was too limp-muscled to run. What was the point anyway? He would catch her even if she was at her best form, he’d already proven that.
 
She thought briefly about screaming “Police!” and wondered if that would do any good. Would anyone even hear her? And did she want to get further embroiled in this? Bring in the authorities and have this bastard arrested for accosting her? He would tell his story and likely find Tucker anyway. A better way of dealing with him might be to try talking to him reasonably. He hadn’t listened to her so far, but she sensed he wasn’t as threatening as he’d been initially. She’d thrown him off balance and even the most stubborn person would lose conviction if faced with overwhelming evidence. He couldn’t believe she was Teresa forever.
 
Callie hadn’t noticed her own condition until that moment. Her white dress was filthy, her arms and legs streaked with dust and sweat. She could just imagine what kind of state her hair was in. Only the bracelet on her arm appeared as clean and beautiful as it had been when she’d put it on this morning. She wished she’d left it at the apartment. Good God, was it really valuable?
 
Gingerly she took a step, realized she wasn’t going to fall apart, then took another, straightening her shoulders. West eyed her carefully.
 
“I’m going to get my bag,” she said.
 
“You need some help?”
 
She threw him a dark look, then hobbled over to the bag. He followed closely, as if afraid she would make another break for it. Like she had the strength.
 
She picked up the lilies and stuffed them back in the bag. “I’m not interested in talking to you, Mr. Laughlin. I’m not Teresa. I don’t know how many times I can say it.”
 
“Just take me to the boy and we’ll figure this out. You’re his mother. You hold all the cards. I just want to see him.”
 
“Bullshit. You clearly want something more.” She slid the carryall up her arm, aware of how heavy it felt. Reaction, indeed. “I’m not anyone’s mother,” she added. Not anymore.

 
“You live in one of these buildings?”
 
“You think I’d take you to my place after you attacked me?” she demanded.
 
“I didn’t attack you. You ran away. I was—”
 
“You chased me down and threw me on the ground.”
 
“You tripped!”
 
“That’s not how I remember it.”
 
“Wow.”
 
“You want to talk? You want to learn who I really am? Fine. Let’s go somewhere else, but I’m not taking you to my place.”
 
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.
 
“Oh, yeah, I believe that.”
 
He swore softly under his breath, but asked, “Where do you want to go, then?”
 
“Somewhere public.” She carefully touched her chin. “I’m not feeling the best and I’d like something cool to drink.”
 
His gaze slid over her tangled hair and dirt-smudged dress. He clearly wanted to argue but he only said, “We’ll go to my hotel.”
 
“Oh, sure.” Callie almost laughed. Still, it was imperative that she get him as far away from Tucker as possible. As she tried to figure out what to do, the ferry horn blasted twice.
 
Pointe du Bout. Across the bay.
 
“We can go to Bakoua Beach, in Pointe du Bout,” Callie said, seeing West’s head swivel sharply to stare at her. “I’ve stayed there,” she explained a trifle defensively. “There’s an outdoor restaurant where we can talk privately. I realize it’s on the other side of the bay but I would feel comfortable there.”
 
And it’s miles away from Tucker.
 
West considered a moment. She thought he was going to refuse her, but then he shrugged and said, “Bakoua it is.”


 



Chapter Three
 
Sometimes you have to make things happen. If you don’t press, if you don’t push, then you’re going to be waiting a lifetime for the good things. The things you deserve. The things you need. I can’t tell you how much time has gone by while others around me keep getting richer, in every way. I’ve got the momentum now, though. I’m aimed, cocked, and ready to fire.
 
And if some of you fall beneath the spray of my ammo, too fucking bad.
 
It’s my time to hunt.
 
 


 
 


 
 
Teresa tiptoed inside the house, closing the front door behind herself, cringing as it softly clicked into place, the faint noise sounding like a pistol shot to her own ears. It was early, not the crack of dawn but definitely on the early side for Andre and the handmaidens. She’d stayed out all night on purpose. The walls of the place were closing in on her and at night, sometimes, she bit down hard on the top blanket to keep from screaming, clenching the fabric between her teeth for hours until her jaw weakened and exhaustion overtook her.
 
It was harder and harder to remember how much she’d loved him. How much he’d meant to her in the beginning. How there was no Teresa without him. She was a vessel that only he could fill. She was empty when she was away from him.
 
At first she’d thought she was stealing him away from other women, keeping him for herself. She’d wanted him so much. She was happy and triumphant. There was no one on the planet as lucky and loved as she was. Even when he’d been circling the first handmaiden, she hadn’t really been worried. Men were cheaters by nature, but she was confident that he would always come back to her. That this obsession with someone new would only be temporary.
 
She’d gone to Stephen at his behest, and she’d played the part so well that sometimes she’d even felt like she loved Stephen too. She had, as it turned out, but she hadn’t realized that until much later . . . until it was too late. By then Stephen was gone and it was her fault as much as anyone’s. If she could turn the clock back, she would. She wished her younger self hadn’t believed in Andre so desperately. It would sure as hell have saved her a lot of grief now.
 
“Sneaking in?”
 
She froze at his voice, her hand flying to her chest. There were shadows in the house. All the shades were still down and only faint morning light reached around them.
 
He materialized from one of the open doorways that stretched down the hall, moving like a cat. She caught the glint of the ankh against his bare chest. She held her breath for a moment, then said, “I was . . . doing my job.”
 
“What about the wife?”
 
Teresa was “dating” an older married man whose wife held the purse strings. Andre wanted her to take him for all he was worth. In fact, he was downright vicious about it and Teresa knew why. But though the mark was more than willing to rob his wife blind for Teresa, it was difficult for him to slide money out of her control.
 
And always, always, the wife expected him home in her bed. There was no spending the night between him and his lover, much to his chagrin and Teresa’s relief. Though she couldn’t tell Andre, she was no longer even trying to keep the con going.
 
“I was at the Santa Monica pier . . .”
 
“All night? You were supposed to be in my bed.”
 
“I thought . . .”
 
“What?”
 
“I thought you’d chosen Daniella. Last night.”
 
“Who were you really with?” His tone was light but she knew better than to trust it.
 
“I wouldn’t be with anyone but you.” This was the truth, at least. She would only be with someone if he ordered it—so far, anyway—though she was planning a new and different future for the next part of her life. She just couldn’t let him know. The consequences would be dire. And he was so good at always discerning the truth that she was certain he would know she wasn’t lying. Please, God, let him hear the truth. Don’t let this be the time he doesn’t believe me. “I was at the pier, and then I was driving around.”
 
“Something bothering you?”
 
“No . . .”
 
“That child?”
 
Her gaze flew to his face. He knew how she felt about the Cantrell boy? It had been so long since she’d had an actual conversation with Andre that she didn’t trust this was real.
 
“It won’t be long now,” he whispered, running his hands down her arms.
 
Andre always promised that this life with the other handmaidens was temporary, that there was some ultimate goal that only he and she would share. But she sensed he told the rest of them the same thing.
 
“Ever since the accident, I’ve lost heart,” she admitted carefully.
 
“You know it had to be done. You know why.”
 
She nodded. Jonathan Cantrell had become a problem for Andre.
 
“You’ll enjoy it again.”
 
Teresa felt a quiver go down her legs. The worst of it was that he might be right. The high that came from fooling men, using them, bringing about their downfall . . . even the regret she felt over the Cantrell boy and other deaths she’d caused might not be enough to stop her. She had to stop herself or it wouldn’t happen.
 
To do that, she had to get away from Andre’s encouragement.
 
“You’ve lost your cross,” he said.
 
Her hand flew to her throat. No, she hadn’t lost it. She’d squirreled it away in a safe place. She nodded, afraid to speak because she was the only handmaiden to whom he’d given an ankh. It was an honor and a privilege . . . except she didn’t believe in any of it anymore. She didn’t believe in Andre.
 
His hand clasped hers, hard, and he led her away to his bedroom. The thought of having sex with him made her feet slow, and for once Teresa wished one of the handmaidens was waiting in the room as well, but it was not to be. She and Andre were alone.
 
As he stripped off her clothes and slipped the chain over her head, she thought of the money and passport she had hidden away. She had to leave soon or forever be in this limbo, away from her son, away from any chance at a normal life.
 
In her mind’s eye she was inside a silver bird, flying far, far away.
 
 


 
 


 
 
The Bakoua Beach Hotel was renowned, a bit exclusive, and the perfect place to dissuade West from making any more threatening moves. She could even check in for the night if she had to, Callie reasoned. Whatever it took to keep West from Tucker.
 
She tried to dust herself off as they walked back toward the main road.
 
“You want to change?” West suggested, but Callie shook her head.
 
“All I want to do is sit. If you could get a taxi . . . ?”
 
He probably thought it was odd that she wasn’t concerned with vanity. Maybe he would believe she was just too undone and passive to care. Whatever the case, he didn’t argue. Instead, he suggested that Callie sit on the curb as he signaled for a cab. Eventually, one of the drivers spied them and motioned that he would pick them up after he dropped off his passengers.
 
A few minutes later the taxi pulled up beside them. West tucked a hand under Callie’s upper arm and helped her to her feet. As soon as she was upright she pulled her arm from his grasp, catching sight of the driver’s faint smile. Probably thought it was a lovers’ quarrel. She couldn’t wait to hear West’s apology when he found out she really was Callie Cantrell.
 
“Bakoua Beach, s’il vous plaît,” Callie said before West could give any other instructions. She didn’t trust him, though she sensed he wasn’t really interested in harming her. Or was that being too trusting?
 
He climbed in the backseat beside her, and, as the taxi pulled away, Callie let her muscles go limp and leaned her head back against the cushion. The drive was a little more than thirty minutes. She kept her eyes closed throughout the trip, only opening them once to catch a glimpse of the blue-green water of Fort-de-France Bay and the Caribbean Sea beyond between the stretches of hills, palms, and buildings.
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