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This one is for Dante


I cherish the memory of the baby you were and
hold tight (futile, I know) to the child you have been.
More than anything, I stand in awe of the man
you are about to become. I just love being your mom.
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HUNT HER DOWN





PROLOGUE



THE UNIVERSE GAVE them rain the night of the delivery. A drenching summer downpour that swept in from the Everglades and turned Miami’s expressways into one long blur of red and orange over slick pavement. The kind of rain that would hide anything, or anyone.


Maggie blinked once, then again quickly to ward off bad luck, but also to make sure the blur was on the window and not in her eyes. She’d been teary ever since Lourdes had sneaked her that stupid fortune cookie this afternoon.


She slipped her fingertips into the front pocket of her jeans and ran a nail over the edge of the paper she’d folded into a tiny square, every word committed to memory.


“Now that love grows in you, then beauty grows, too.” When the universe spoke, Magdalena Varcek listened. That’s what her grandmother taught her. Follow the signs the universe sends you, Baba would say.


This one was kind of hard to miss. And there was only one thing to do: she had to tell Michael tonight. He’d know what to do.


She closed her eyes and imagined his face, his reaction to her news. She loved to think about his face. The way she got lost in his soft brown eyes. His perfect mouth, the little bump on his nose, the way he kissed, the way he—


She looked up and caught Ramon’s unrelenting gaze on her in the rearview mirror. She’d once thought those sultry Venezuelan eyes were sexy, that curled lip of a smile was dreamy. But now her stomach flip-flopped for a whole different reason when she looked at her boyfriend. If he knew what she’d been doing in that shed behind his father’s house, he’d kill Michael.


And his father would kill her.


She didn’t want to die at eighteen. Especially not at the vicious hands of El Viejo. Ever since Ramon had brought her home like a stray cat, his father had looked for excuses to get rid of her. She was only allowed to stay so she could be a free nanny to little Lourdes.


In the front passenger seat, Carlos tapped his fingers to some imaginary tune, his head bobbing like a fool’s, his chubby jowls wiggling as he chewed and cracked gum. He’d probably snorted a gram before they left. He said something to Ramon in Spanish and threw a look over his shoulder at Maggie.


Ramon unhooked the car phone from the console, the red brake lights in front of them illuminating the rattlesnake tattoo that ran up his forearm. She used to think that was the last word in sexy, too.


After dialing, he asked, “Where are you, bro?”


English, so it had to be Michael on the other end. Viejo and Ramon didn’t always include him, but she’d told him about tonight’s job, and he was pretty good about worming his way in. She liked to think that was so he could see her.


Maybe when the guys were unloading the crates, she could give him the signal. Move one bracelet to the other arm… meet me in my room. Move two bracelets . . . meet me in the shed. Three meant follow me when I leave the house. And he usually did.


“They’re through? Already?” Ramon turned to Carlos and muttered something.


He whizzed down the next exit, water hissing under the tires as he sped through the deserted industrial section near the airport. In a few minutes, he pulled into the lot in front of the warehouse, the words AJ Cargo and Shipping barely visible in the rain.


El Viejo’s Stash House was more like it. But Alonso Jimenez wasn’t there tonight. He usually was, but something in the silent looks volleying between Ramon and Carlos told her that things weren’t exactly going smooth and easy this time. Starting with the rain and ending with Juan Santiago puking on Chinese-food poisoning, so that Ramon freaked and brought Maggie in his place. At least the Chinese food delivery had included her message from the universe.


She touched the paper again, scanning the empty lot for Michael’s car. Nothing but three AJ Cargo trucks lined up near the loading dock in the back.


Michael would be following a fourth one in at any minute, and the men driving it would help Carlos and Ramon unload furniture boxes from Caracas, sofas and chairs stuffed with bags of cocaine that had traveled from Colombia to Maracaibo, Venezuela, then shipped out of Caracas.


Ramon had told her the whole thing. And anything Ramon told her, she passed on to Michael because, well, he was kind of low on the totem pole in this operation and even if it was a drug business, he was ambitious. She loved that about him.


God, she loved everything about him.


“Sit up here and don’t get out of the car, Maggie,” Ramon ordered as he threw it into reverse.


How would she get to Michael then?


“What if—” “What if nothing,” he said harshly. “When Mike calls and tells you he’s on Hialeah Drive, you flash the brights three times.” He tapped the turn signal stick on the steering wheel. “Just pull it like this. You know how to do that, Maggie? Or are you so stupid you can’t flash the brights?”


She glared at him.


“We’ll come out and open up the cargo door and you wait.”


“And when you’re done?” Could she talk to Michael then? Give him the sign?


He backed up to a dilapidated fence that separated this parking lot from the next, a good hundred yards from the trucks and the loading dock.


“When we’re done, we’re done,” Ramon said. “You don’t get out of this car, understand? If we gotta move fast, you have to be ready to drive.”


“What if Viejo calls and needs you? Should I come and get you?” she asked.


Ramon just shook his head. “He won’t.”


He threw open his door and Carlos did the same on the passenger side, and they hustled off while she got behind the wheel. The motor was still running, and the wipers smacked from one side to the other, clearing the windshield for a split second before it was drenched again. Smack, slap, smack.


Were they giving her a message, those rhythmic wipers? Baba would say . . . listen. Smack, slap, smack. Smack, slap, smack.


Mich . . . ael . . . Scott. Tell . . . him . . . now. This . . . is . . . it.


She dropped her head back to watch Ramon disappear around the back of the warehouse, the air-conditioning blowing her hair off her face, the wipers thwacking their cryptic messages.


Mich . . . ael . . . Scott. Tell . . . him—


She startled when the phone rang. “Hello?” The only reply was a mix of a choke and a soft intake of breath. “Michael?”


“What the hell are you doing there, Maggie?”


Juan’s sick. He was throwing his guts up.”


Under his breath, she heard him swear. “You’re supposed to be taking Lourdes to the movies.”


She liked that he kept track of her schedule. “She went to a sleepover ‘cause Ramon was losing it, screaming that he needed me here. But now I can—”


“Don’t go in to the warehouse.”


“I won’t. I’m just going to flash the lights when you turn on Hialeah. I won’t get out of the car.” His concern touched her and she tucked the phone deeper into her shoulder, wishing it were him. “Michael, um, listen. Can we meet later?” The silence on the other end lasted one beat too long. “Michael? Did you hear me?”


“You have to get out of that car. Now. You have to get out of there, away from there.”


She frowned, confused. “Why?”


“Because you do. You’re not supposed to be here tonight.” His voice was strained, the tone sending a chill down her. “I mean it. Get the hell out of there. Fast.”


Just as he said it, she heard the rumble of a truck turning into the lot and caught the AJ Cargo logo between wiper swipes. The delivery.


She twisted in the seat to see down the road. “Aren’t you behind these guys?” she asked.


But he was gone. The line was dead. Why would he tell her to leave?


And why hadn’t he called when the truck was on Hialeah, like he was supposed to? They needed to get the cargo bay door open.


Should she do the brights now? If she didn’t, Ramon would kill her. If she did, and this wasn’t the delivery, then El Viejo would kick her ass from here to kingdom come anyway.


She curled her fingers around the stick and pulled once, yellow light spilling onto the rain-slicked asphalt. After a few seconds, she let go and the pavement went dark. She waited the same amount of time, then—


The driver’s side door popped open.


“Get out!” Michael pulled her out, yanking her harshly from the seat.


“Hey! What are—”


He whipped her out as if she weighed nothing, pulling her by her shoulders into his face. His breath was warm, his face furious.


“Go through that fence and run to the next block and get the hell out of here.” His eyes burned darkly.


“Michael, why—”


“Just do it!” he ordered. “Go as fast as you can. Don’t stop. Don’t come back. Just run, Maggie. Run.”


He pushed her away, madder than she’d ever seen him.


She stumbled and looked back at him. “Michael! I have to—”


“God damn it! Go!”


She lunged, grabbing his shoulders. “Listen to me!” she screamed. “I have to tell you something—”


“Just go!” He shoved her toward the fence again, but she braced her legs and refused to move.


“No,” she insisted, digging her sneakers into a crack in the wet asphalt. “Not until you tell me what’s going on.”


He took hold of her shoulders and squeezed so hard his fingers dug into her bones. “Get the hell out of here right now. That’s all you need to know.”


Lights from a car illuminated his face, and he forced her down, behind the car.


“Michael, stop it. Why are you doing this?” Tears mixed with rain, stinging her eyes and cheeks.


Headlights illuminated the lot and his eyes flashed as he nudged her once more toward the fence, then vaulted away.


Slowly, she rose in shock, staring after him as he ran full speed to the warehouse. She saw him shake out of the jacket he wore and drop it to the ground, revealing another jacket underneath. With yellow letters on the back . . .


FBI.


Oh God. Oh God, no.


He stopped, looked over his shoulder to where she stood, and even in the darkness, in the distance, she could see him saying something. To her? What was he saying?


Then there was light and noise and the world seemed to explode. Spotlights poured blinding whiteness over everything, drawing a gasp from Maggie as she faltered backward.


She spun and lunged for an opening in the fence, her sneakers splashing into puddles, her legs almost buckling as she tripped over gravel and cracks. Rain sluiced over her face, into her mouth.


A gunshot cracked and voices cut through the deafening rain.


“FBI! DEA! Get out of the truck! You’re under arrest!”


Four, five, six more gunshots, staccato and deafening.


She slowed, stopped, and pressed her hands to her chest to ease the pain of her heaving breaths. She had to see. Had to. Grabbing a strip of wood along the top of the fence, she hoisted herself up, blinking into the rain and lights and chaos.


Men surrounded the delivery truck, guns drawn. One of them yanked open the door and pulled Jorge out. Then Stephan on the driver’s side. More men swarmed the warehouse. In the flood of light, she could easily read the large yellow letters on their backs.


Her heart dropped right down to her toes, leaving a black, empty hole in her chest. Michael had betrayed them all. He was a fed. A narc. A liar.


She clung to the fence, her hair plastered over her face, her lungs bursting, her heart breaking as the ugly truth hammered down on her as hard as the rain.


One of the agents threw Jorge on the ground and clamped him down with a boot and gun to the head. Two more ran into the back, pistols straight out and ready to shoot.


Agents and cops poured out of the warehouse, first with Carlos in cuffs, then Ramon, his long black hair streaming wet in his face, spewing obscenities as he tried to jerk free. An ambulance screamed into the parking lot, blue lights flashing; then the paramedics were running into the warehouse.


Where was Michael?


Frozen, she watched in horror as they took a stretcher inside. Minutes dragged by until they came back out, carrying Michael. As the stretcher passed Ramon, who was cuffed and slammed against the side of the building, he turned and spat on the body.


“Cabrón!” Bastard.


At the ambulance, they covered his face with a sheet. Closing her eyes, Maggie let go of the fence and dropped to the wet ground. Her stomach rolled, the nausea caused by something other than what she’d suspected for the last few weeks.


He’d used her. He’d played her. He’d strung her along, made her think he loved her, all the time coaxing information that she got from her boyfriend. All the time making her believe he cared.


She was nothing more than a way to get to Ramon, and through him, to El Viejo.


Thank God he was dead—otherwise she’d go to jail for killing him herself.


Ramon was right. Bastard.


She reached into her pocket and pulled out the fortune. The universe spoke to her, all right.


Stupid, stupid Magdalena. You have been royally fucked once again.


She started to roll the paper into a ball, rocked by the sudden need to throw it down and grind it under her foot as if it was Michael Scott.


But then she stopped and cupped her hands over it, the urge to protect it strong. The urge to protect the beauty that grew inside of her.


That was the real meaning of the message in the fortune cookie.


She tucked the paper back into her jeans pocket and then, just as she’d done the last time someone betrayed her, she ran for her life.


Only this time, she wasn’t alone.





CHAPTER


 ONE


Fourteen Years Later


ALL HE WANTED to do was make a clean getaway.


But Dan Gallagher knew the minute he stepped out of the Bullet Catchers’ headquarters that this exit would be anything but clean.


Leaning against his Maserati was the one person who wouldn’t let him get away with anything.


“Slinking out so soon?” Max asked, crossing his arms over his massive chest, his hair still sweaty from the company touch football game.


“Slinking is generally done through the back door, Roper. I’m going out the way I came in.”


Max narrowed dark eyes at Dan.


“Out for good?”


“Out for now.”


“You’re crushed.”


Dan laughed. “No, but if you don’t get out of my way, you will be.” He pulled his keys out. “I got a plane to catch.”


“Not taking a Bullet Catcher jet?” Of course he didn’t move.


“Nope. It’s personal business.”


Max just cocked his head, never wasting a word. They hadn’t had “personal business” they didn’t share in twenty years.


“Come on,” Dan said. “I’m seriously late getting to the airport.”


“Did she tell you everything?” Max asked.


Dan glanced up to the second-story window overlooking the drive, to Lucy Sharpe’s private library and office. She’d probably gone to the back patio to celebrate with the others. These were happy days for her company. For her.


“She didn’t have to tell me anything. It’s all over her glowing face. And I’m delighted for her.”


Max choked. “Delighted?”


“What?” Dan countered. “You don’t believe I’m not happy that a woman I’ve worked for and been friends with for years has found . . .” Freedom from whatever misery had kept her in an emotional prison for a long time? He’d never had the key to that jail cell, but Jack Culver had proven himself more than capable. “Has found bliss,” he finished.


“Delighted and bliss in the same speech?”


“Shut up. She’s happy, and I’m …” Free to move on. “Happy for her. We’re all just one big, happy Bullet Catcher family. And a growing one, at that.” At Max’s look, he just shook his head. “I swear to God, I’m not lying.”


“You’re rationalizing. Which is another word for lying, only to yourself. And while your ability to bend the truth has served you well in countless undercover situations, this is real life.”


Dan scowled at him. “Did aliens come and take Mad Max Roper? Or has marriage and fatherhood turned you into Dr. Phil? And since when isn’t a UC situation real life?”


“I’m worried about you.”


“Fear not, my man. I’ve never been better. I’m free.”


“Free.”


“Yeah. Free. Lucy, in case you haven’t surmised from her radiance, has made the ultimate commitment with Culver. Do I agree with her choice of partners?” He shrugged. “Not my problem. Do I wish it was me up there perusing a baby name book? Hell, no. I know you think you’ve cracked the code with Cori and little Peyton, and maybe you have. But I don’t want that key. I like the status quo.”


Unrelenting brown eyes narrowed. “More rationalizing.”


Call it whatever you want.” He gave Max’s meaty shoulder a smack with the file in his hand. “Now go eat some charred meat like a good Rottweiler. You’re missing the party and all the gossip about the reasons behind my leave of absence.”


“A leave of absence, with a Bullet Catcher dossier still warm from the Research and Investigative Department printer?”


The son of a bitch didn’t miss a trick. “Just grabbed a file on an old friend I might look up in the Keys.”


“You’re going to Florida? Cori and I are going down to Miami tomorrow, to her place on Star Island. Why don’t you stay with us for a few days?”


“And get psychoanalyzed by the two of you? No thanks. Anyway, I’ll be a couple of hours south, in Marathon.”


“Doing what?” Max pressed.


“Fishing.”


“You don’t own a tackle box. What’s going on down there?”


“Nothing.” He hoped. “I’m taking some time to myself. See an old friend. Learn the difference between a trout and a . . . nother kind of fish.”


“Who’s the old friend?”


It was a waste of time to try and sidestep him. “A young lady I knew from my Miami days.”


Max’s wheels visibly turned. “Not the girl from the Venezuelan money laundering ring?”


Dan sighed. “Do you have to have a memory like a steel trap?”


“How could I forget? For one thing, the takedown of Alonso Jimenez and company was a major operation that involved the DEA and the FBI. And, not exactly a lady, as I recall, though she was young then.”


He bristled at the comment. “She’s fourteen years older now.”


“So instead of licking new wounds, you’re going to open old ones?” Max asked.


“The only thing I’m planning to lick is salt with my tequila.”


“You sure that’s smart, when you’re on the rebound and all?”


Dan leaned right in his friend’s face. “Let’s get this straight, Roper. I’m not on the rebound and I don’t need you to judge what’s smart and what’s not.” He pulled back. “But since you’re so damn nosy, I still have access to some of the FBI sites and I noticed that Ramon Jimenez got out of prison recently.”


“El Viejo’s son?”


“Yeah.” Everyone who knew the case knew Alonso Jimenez was universally referred to as “El Viejo”—the old man. “I just want to make sure she’s okay.”


“You think he’ll go after her?”


Dan shrugged. “She was never implicated or arrested, and, per my request, she was left out of the trial since her testimony was superfluous, considering all the evidence we had. As far as she or any of them know, Michael Scott—my cover name—was accidentally killed that night in friendly fire. That’s the way the agency wanted to play it. But Ramon has had a long time to put together the truth, and he might have figured out the leak was his girlfriend. He’s a rat bastard, and I don’t trust him.”


“So what’s your plan? Spring your real identity on her?”


“God, no. And she’ll never recognize me, because that cover was thorough and the guy she knew had brown eyes, dark hair, and a prosthetic nose. I just want to check out where she lives and works, make sure she’s safe. She goes by Smith now, so she’s probably married with kids.”


“Could be an alias and she’s living in fear that they’ll find her.”


The same thought had occurred to him. “If that’s the case, then I’ll introduce myself as a former FBI agent who thinks she should be aware that Ramon Jimenez is out of prison. Then I’ll leave, and she’ll be safer. This is strictly a standard security check after a prison release. After I’m done, I’ll be back.” Probably. He gave Max a tight smile.


“Culver is a fact of our life, now,” Max said, a warning in his voice. “Can you live with that?”


“Look, I know Lucy and I flirted with possibilities. But it would have screwed up a great friendship, and I’m not interested in …” A baby. “Anything that would tie me down. She knows that, and so do I.”


Finally satisfied, Max moved. “Call me when you get there.”


Dan reached for the car door. “Why would I even need a wife, when I have you?”


“And the invitation stands. Cori has a week of board meetings at Peyton Enterprises, and I’m going to go apeshit and melt in the heat. Hang out with me in Miami Beach.”


“You’re so full of it. You love all that time with Peyton.”


Max beamed at the mention of his two-year-old. “It doesn’t suck.”


“Who woulda thunk it? Max Roper morphs into Father of the Year.”


“Don’t knock what you haven’t tried.”


Dan circled his throat and mock-choked, then took one more glance at the library window. He’d never have gone there with Lucy, so she really was better off now. He climbed into the car and shut the door.


Snapping on the CD player, he cranked up the volume, then took off down the driveway with the familiar relief that once again he’d successfully dodged a bullet.


   

*   *   *

“Oh, please, not again.” Maggie clunked the empty tray on the service bar and put her hands over her ears but it did nothing to drown out the music echoing through Smitty’s. “I swear, I’m going to go down to Margaritaville myself and shoot Jimmy Buffett for recording it.”


“That’ll just make ‘em want to hear it more.” From his favorite bar stool, Gumbo Joe threw her a wide, yellowtoothed smile. “Anyhoo, you’re the one who put a jukebox in this joint, Lena. Smitty’d roll over in his grave if he saw how you turned his nice little watering hole into a tourist trap full of northerners who want to get wasted away again.”


“Smitty, God rest his soul, ought to roll over in his grave, for the debt he left me in.” She flipped the service door up and slipped behind the bar, dumping the empties into the recycle bin. “And I see the transformation from bait bar to tourist trap hasn’t stopped you from swilling one dollar AmberBocks every Friday night, Gumbo.”


“Well, a man’s gotta drink after a hard day of trawlin’.” He took a swig to underscore the statement while Maggie headed to the cash register to ring up the pitcher of draft she’d just served.


She hip-nudged Brandy out of the way, but not hard enough to make the superskilled bartender splash a drop of the tequila she was pouring. “Don’t forget the lost shaker of salt.”


Brandy gave her a wry smile and lifted the tequila bottle. “Every time that tune comes on we sell more of this shit, and the markup is pure profit, partner. That song is what you would call a good sign.”


“Ka-ching !” Maggie exclaimed as the drawer popped open.


Brandy turned, expertly threading her fingers around six shot glasses. “Oh, and speaking of good signs. Look who just came in. Your boyfriend’s back.”


Maggie froze, a little thrill tickling her tummy. “Don’t care.”


“You lie, Lena Smith.”


“I never lie, Brandy Istre, and you know that. But I’m not looking, because I don’t care.”


“You should look, because, whoa, he is even hotter than the last two nights he’s been in here, checking you out like you were his favorite library book.”


Maggie rolled her eyes, closing the cash register with a quiet click. “Whatev, as Quinn would say.”


“In case you change your mind, he’s sitting down at the two-top by the window,” Brandy continued. “He’s looking at the table tent as if he’s actually considering a dollar beer, but we know he’s an import kind of guy. Look at those clothes, all Ralph Lauren expensive. I bet he came down in his yacht. Yep, he’s looking out at the marina, running his hand through that dirty-blond hair, and over his jaw.” Brandy dipped a little closer to whisper the rest of her play-by-play. “I don’t think he shaved today. He wants your poor li’l thighs to get all rosy with a rash.”


Maggie laughed, hiding her weak knees and high hopes.


The last two nights he’d been there, he’d just ordered a Heineken, nursed it, and then left. But the entire time, he’d watched her. No, he pinned her with eyes the same green as the bottle she served him, making her tense and prickly and . . . aware.


She turned from the cash register, and looked right at him. Another lightning bolt rocked her, this time right between those poor li’l thighs.


Holy mother of all that mattered, the man was edible.


Neither one looked away, and Maggie could have sworn those perfect lips tipped in a smile. She managed to breathe—no mean feat.


“Shots are up, Mrs. Smith!”


His eyes flickered when Brandy called out the order.


Maggie instantly transferred her attention to the service bar, where Brandy stood with a hand on her narrow hip and a smug smile on her elfin features.


“Why’d you have to call me that?” Maggie scowled as she ducked under the bar to get to the other side.


“Thought you didn’t care.”


“Well, there’s no reason to make him think I’m still married.”


“Sure there is—now you have to talk to him. Get your butt over there and tell him you’re a widow.”


Maggie shot her a vile look and scooped the tray full of shots in one hand. “Look, if I want to get a good look at his ass as he runs screaming out the door, I don’t need to mention my dearly departed husband. The teenager at home usually does the trick.”


“The teenager is at his uncle’s fishing for two days . . . and two nights.” Brandy leaned her whole body over the service bar to make her point. “And the merry widow hasn’t had sex in four years.”


“Four years?” Gumbo Jim slammed down his bottle and let his jaw drop. “Lena, that’s a damn sin. Smitty would’ve wanted you to get laid once in a while. You’re a beautiful woman, for God’s sake.”


Next to Jim, Tommy Sloane inched over and pointed at her. “You know, a hymen can grow back. I read that in Penthouse.”


“A brain can grow back, too, Tommy, so there’s hope for you yet.” She nodded to a tall, dark-haired man who walked up to the bar and took the stool at the opposite end. “Brandy, you have a new customer. You’re going to want this one.”


Brandy glanced over her shoulder, then let out a low whistle. “Holy hell, the place is swimming in high-quality testosterone tonight.”


Maggie balanced the tray. “Go get ‘em, tiger. Our song’s still playing.” She headed toward the group from Philadelphia, who were already a little loud and loose. As she leaned to set down the drinks, she couldn’t resist lifting her gaze to the two-top at the window.


He was staring. Hard. Right down the scoop neck of her top.


Oh, had she forgotten to wear a bra? They were small but mighty, as someone had once told her, and every once in a while the girls went free. She smiled at the customers she served, but the twinkle in her eye was for his benefit.


She’d also purposely worn the tight hip-hugging jeans and a little extra makeup. It was true; she didn’t care if he came back for a third night—but she hoped like hell he would. Especially tonight . . . the one time she didn’t have a thirteen-year-old and his dog waiting at home.


Tonight, Magdalena Varcek Smith was going to have some fun.


Straightening, she nodded to him. “I’ll be right there,” she mouthed, taking the empty glasses from the table and wending around some chairs to make her way over.


He made no effort to hide his long, slow appraisal of her, the hungry gaze leaving a trail of heat and a thousand chills over every well-admired inch of her. By the time he got back up to her face, she’d reached the table and slid into the chair across from him.


“You want a Heineken?”


“Among other things.” He added an imperfect, slanted, utterly decadent smile that took him from jaw-dropper to heart-wrecker in a pulse beat.


“Name ‘em,” she shot back.


He dropped his elbows on the table and folded his arms, a move that emphasized the power and size of his shoulders, and leaned closer. She got a whiff of peppermint and spice, a dose of raw sex appeal, and a chance to see that no, he hadn’t shaved.


“Mrs. Smith. Are you married?”


His question was direct, simple, and delivered with a baritone that made her wonder if his chest rumbled when he spoke.


“Not anymore.” She met him halfway across the table. “Are you?”


“Not even close.”


“Well, now that we got that little detail out of the way, how about we finally introduce ourselves?” She held out her hand, bracing for the electricity she just knew was going to zing up her arm. “I’m—”


“I know who you are.” He didn’t shake her hand. Instead, his long, strong fingers plucked at one of the silver bangles on her wrist. “You make noise when you walk, you know that?”


She just stared at him, unable to look away.


“I’ve been hearing you jingle in my sleep.”


Oh boy. He was good. “What’s it sound like?”


“Trouble.”


She laughed. “I’m no trouble at all. Everyone calls me Lena, and I’m the owner of this fine establishment and jingler of your dreams. What’s your name?”


“Dan.”


“Just Dan?”


“For now, just Dan.”


“How about for later?”


“That assumes there is a later.I don’t want to be presumptuous.”


She crossed her arms and matched his position, as into the game as he was. “Go ahead and presume. We’ve been dancing around each other for three nights. How long are you in town?”


“How do you know I don’t live here?”


“Because I know everybody who lives in Marathon, which means you’re a tourist.”


“Are you going to close up again tonight?”


Another zing went through her, this time more of a mental alarm than a sexual buzz. “Maybe.”


Since she’d just said she was the owner, it made sense she’d close the bar. But these days, she couldn’t be too careful. Not after she’d read the prison release list on that website. Ever since, she’d carried Smitty’s pistol in her handbag, made a habit of looking over her shoulder, and had one of the regulars walk her to her car.


And sent Quinn for long weekends at his Uncle Eddie’s, so he wasn’t home alone when she worked late nights.


“Can I meet you tonight?” he asked. “So we could talk when you’re not working.”


Talk. Right. “It could be late.”


“I don’t mind.”


“We make last call around one.”


He nodded and stood, looming over her, easily surpassing six feet. “I’ll be back at twelve thirty.”


She pushed herself up, pulled by that gaze and something else. A sensation that numbed her fingertips and toes.


Familiarity. That was it. There was something weirdly familiar about him.


“Have you been in here before?” she asked. “I can’t shake the feeling that we’ve met.”


He just gave her that wicked half smile again, revealing the slightest overlap of his front teeth, the imperfection wildly attractive on an otherwise perfect face. “Maybe in another life.” He reached out and slipped his fingers right under her hair, flicking the three silver hoops so they clinked against each other. “See you later . . . Lena.”


She didn’t move a muscle as he walked away, didn’t take a breath or blink an eye.


Lena. He said it as if the name amused him, as if he knew she didn’t even think of herself as the name she’d adopted the day she showed up at this bar.


But he couldn’t know. No one knew. Except Smitty, who’d given her a new, safe, sane life, along with a completely different name.


“ ’Scuze me, miss? Can we get another round?”


She just held up a hand, making her grandmother’s silver bangles ding against each other. A tendril of déjà vu curled up her spine and raised the hairs on the back of her neck.


From another life? If so, it must have been a good one.





CHAPTER


 TWO


DAN PARKED THE rented Porsche directly across from the bar at twelve twenty-five. He had damn good reasons for coming back to Smitty’s night after night since he’d arrived in the Keys.


He wanted to be certain she was safe. He wanted to know how she’d fared over the years. He wanted to make sure none of the “tourists” were plants from the Jimenez family, looking for retribution. He wanted . . .


Her.


Magdalena Varcek had grown from a teenager into a glorious woman, with sultry dark eyes and masses of chocolate curls and a translucent complexion that hinted at the Hungarian blood she had claimed made her part Gypsy. She had the same sass and spunk, the same playful smile, the same glint of erotic invitation in her eyes, but now it was all part of a woman’s package, and ten times more attractive because she knew exactly how to use it.


She’d always been a sex pistol, but now she was a freaking AK-47, loaded and clearly looking for a target. All he could think of when he looked at her were those secret, steaming, sexy nights in the shed when nothing was offlimits. Nothing.


Well, she’d been off-limits. But that hadn’t stopped him. He could have gotten his information a half dozen other ways, but something about Maggie Varcek made him crazy and achy and more willing to take risks.


Which was why he was sitting in this car right now, just as crazy as he had been then.


Once he’d seen her, smelled her, heard the siren call of her silver jewelry and throaty laugh, he just kept coming back with unanswered questions. What in the world ever brought her to this place? Why?


And other questions, like . . . would she taste the same? Move the same? Scream when he made her come?


He pushed the car door open and climbed out, already tasting the first kiss, the first heat of her skin.


Maggie would never know who he was. One night. One time. All his questions answered, all his needs met, all his curiosity sated.


How could anyone get hurt by that? Her signals were unambiguous, and he was just responding the way any red-blooded male would. It didn’t matter that he knew more about her than she knew about him. Tomorrow, he’d be gone.


Inside Smitty’s, only a few people were left: two guys at the bar, a couple making out at a table, and some twentysomethings doing sloppy shooters with limes.


The waiflike blonde named Brandy looked up from wiping the bar and curled a come-hither finger at him. He took one of the empty seats and matched her conspiratorial smile.


“She made last call five minutes ago,” Brandy said.


“Guess she was eager to end the night,” Dan suggested.


“Or start it.” She turned to the fridge, pulled out a Heineken, and snapped the top against a bottle opener near her hip. “This one’s on the house, Mr. Dan-with-nolast-name.”


He took it. “Gallagher. Thanks.”


Two seats down, a man turned and looked sharply at him.


Dan nodded, immediately remembering the dude who’d come in five minutes after he did. He looked pretty damn sober after camping at the bar for three straight hours. He had a draft in front of him, but it was flat and the glass had no condensation.


He’d been nursing that drink for a long, long time.


“How ya doin’?” Dan nodded to him, noticing the Mediterranean features, the black hair and olive skin contrasted with eyes so pale blue they were nearly silver.


“What did you say your name was?” the other man asked.


“Dan Gallagher. You?”


“Constantine Xenakis.”


Dan tilted his bottle in greeting. “Just in from Athens?”


“Something like that. Where are you from?”


“New York.”


The other man shifted over one seat, keeping one between them but obviously inviting conversation. “What brings you to Marathon? Business or pleasure?”


“A little of both,” Dan said, vague by habit. “What about you?”


“Business is a pleasure.”


The barmaid stopped her wiping right in front of them and looked from one to the other. “Look at you two. The man gods have been good to Smitty’s tonight.”


“ ’Scuze me, sweetheart,” Xenakis said, reaching over to put a friendly hand over hers. “Can you give us some privacy?”


She backed up, surprise and a little disappointment darkening hazel eyes that had gotten a retouch of mascara since Dan’s last visit.


“Anything you want.” She walked to the opposite end of the bar and Dan waited, curious as to why the stranger would prefer to talk to him than flirt with the obviously interested bartender.


The other man turned toward Dan, locking on him with an intense gaze. “You here to see Mrs. Smith?”


Dan just nodded, not willing to commit to anything.


“She’s a fox,” Xenakis said, lifting his beer. “How’d you meet her?”


“Here,” he said.


He settled back on the stool a little, eyeing Dan. “When?”


“A few nights ago. Why?”


“No reason. I noticed her.”


Who wouldn’t? “She’s noticeable, that’s for sure.”


The other man looked side to side, as if he wanted to make sure no one could hear him, then leaned a little closer to Dan, his silvery eyes piercing. “Have you had any luck?”


Was he serious? “Why, have you tried and failed?” Dan asked.


He got a long, hard look in response. “I never fail.”


“Good for you.” But he was the one nursing a flat beer, and Dan was the one with the midnight rendezvous.


“Don’t think for one minute I don’t know why you’re here, Gallagher. I can’t be the only one after it.”


“I’m sure the line is long for Ms. Smith’s attention.” Dan lifted his beer and gave the guy a warning look. “But there’s only one in the queue tonight, pal.”


“You’re not getting it tonight.”


What the hell? Dan drank and turned back to the bar, hoping to end the conversation.


“I’m serious,” he continued anyway. “You are not getting it.”


Dan set the bottle down. “I don’t discuss my personal life with strangers.”


The man laughed softly. “You can keep your personal life all to yourself. You’re not getting her fortune.”


Maggie had a fortune? That wasn’t in the Bullet Catcher dossier. “You want some advice?” Dan asked coolly.


He got a raised eyebrow in response. “No.”


“Well, I’m giving it.” Dan added an edge to his voice and leaned closer to deliver his message. “Stay away.”


The other man just smiled. He stood, put a bill on the bar, and gave Dan a half-assed salute. “You might think you’re real good, Gallagher, but trust me, I’m better.”


Dan watched him leave, memorizing his gait and posture, and every detail he could. Including the bulge of a gun on his hip.


“You know that guy?” he asked Brandy when she came back to his end of the bar.


“Wish I did.” She glanced at the door as it thudded closed. “I managed to find out his name is Constantine and he’s Greek.”


“Does he come in here a lot?”


“Never. All he did was ask questions about Lena, even after I told him she was, uh, taken tonight.” She added a saucy wink. “But I really think he was hanging out to see if you’d reappear or not.”


“Of course I’d …” The door next to the service bar opened and Maggie stepped into the dim bar, her eyes sparkling at the sight of him. “Reappear.”


“Hey.” Her smile was warm and wide and glistening. She’d put lip gloss on for him.


“Hey yourself. How was the night?”


“Long.” She eased onto the bar stool next to him, sending the softest scent of cinnamon perfume mixed with the citrus from a lot of limes she’d probably squeezed that night. “And yours?”


“Longer.”


That made her laugh, soft and low, drawing him closer. “I’m done now.”


He nodded in Brandy’s direction as the bartender disappeared into the back carrying a load of clean glasses in a dishwasher bin. “Letting your employees do all the dirty work?”


“She doesn’t work for me, she’s my business partner, and Milk Dud’s still in the kitchen. Dudley’s our chief cook and bottle washer. Anyway, I’d do the same for her if she had a hot date.”


“Is that what this is?” He fought the urge to slip his hand into her curls. They were so soft and plentiful, framing her pretty face and cut so that wisps of dark hair fell over her finely arched brows.


“This is whatever you want it to be,” she said, taking his beer. “May I?”


Without waiting for a response, she took a long, slow swig, the creamy skin of her throat undulating with each swallow.


“Mmmm.” She put the bottle down and pointed at him, the bracelets clinking on her arm, instantly reminding him of days gone by. And nights. “Now, you don’t drink another thing and I’ll let you drive the yacht.”


He gave her a surprised look. “You have one?”


“No, but I figured you did.”


“Sorry to disappoint. Just a Porsche.”


“That’s almost as good.”


“Rented.”


She nudged him. “You want to lose me forever? Let’s go.”


“Where?”


“Sightseeing.”


“At midnight?”


“Sure.” She slid off the barstool and tugged his hand to do the same. “That Porsche ought to do some damage on the Seven Mile Bridge, and we can sit under the palm trees at Bahía Honda beach and . . . talk. That’s what you wanted to do, right?”


So she still liked outdoor sex. “Right.”


*   *   *

The lights of the Key’s signature bridge stretched so far it looked as if it ended in Cuba. Dan glanced from the endless stream of white lights to the woman on his right, who kept the conversation so light and teasing that he really didn’t have a chance to ask many questions, or tell her much about himself.


Of course she wanted to keep it impersonal. To her this was a hook-up, plain and simple. She dodged the few questions he asked, and the only new tidbit of information that he learned was that Smitty, her husband, had died four years ago of a brain tumor, leaving her his bar, which evidently was deep in debt. She’d brought in a partner to help share the burden and they had some plans for renovation and growth, but it was slow going.


Nothing about her security, safety, home life. None of the things he ostensibly came to find out.


“What about you?” she asked, adeptly turning the questions away. “I still don’t know your last name.”


“Gallagher.”


“Oh, that explains the Emerald Isle eyes. What’s your business?”


“I’m a security specialist.”


“What does that mean? You install alarms?”


He laughed. “I am the alarm. I’m a bodyguard, a personal protection specialist.”


“Really? That’s very cool.” She reached for his right hip and he flipped his hand from the gearshift and snagged her wrist before she touched him.


“It’s on my ankle, but that’s not a smart move.”


“You have a gun on you?”


“Yep.”


“Me, too.”


He shot her a look. “You carry concealed? Are you licensed?”


“I’m friends with the deputy sheriff.” She wrinkled her nose. “Does that count?”


“Only if he’s the one to arrest you. What do you have?”


“A .22 pistol.”


A water gun. But still, why carry? “I didn’t think there was an inch of your lovely body I hadn’t checked out. Where you hiding your iron?”


“In my purse.”


“Where it would do absolutely no good if you were attacked.”


“Spoken like a genuine bodyguard. Don’t worry, it’s just for peace of mind.”


“Have you been threatened?” His brain flashed to the big Greek fortune hunter at the bar.


She didn’t answer, but pointed to a turnoff as they reached the end of the bridge. “That’s Bahía Honda State Park. If you park way down at that other end, we can easily jump the gate.”
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