







“The talent for storytelling is obviously embedded deep in Ms. Ross’s bones.”—Romantic Times

Praise for the Novels of


New York Times Bestselling Author


Joann Ross

OUT OF THE BLUE

“A gripping tale of terror and suspense, as well as a heart-wrenching love story. The tension ratchets higher and higher as the dangers and problems…compound, while the passion sparking between [Lark] and Lucas is hot enough to scorch the pages…. A white-knuckle read, Out of the Blue is the best kind of romantic suspense: heart-stopping terror and a heart-tugging romance. Don’t miss it!”

—Romance Reviews Today

“Gripping and chock-full of emotion, Out of the Blue is exhilarating romantic suspense…. Books by Ross are guaranteed good reads!”

—Romantic Times Book Club

“A story wrought with terror and intrigue, with a love story so emotional it practically stops your heart. The chemistry between Lucas and Lark still sizzles enough to singe the pages.”

—The Old Book Barn Gazette

“An adventurous and exhilarating story. Danger and intrigue are a constant presence…highly passionate…outstanding; I could not put this book down.”

—Jaymi, Romancejunkies.com

Out of the Storm is also available as an eBook.

OUT OF THE MIST

“The story’s robust momentum and lively characters make this a fun, energetic read.”

—Publishers Weekly

“If you enjoyed the Callahan Brothers trilogy, you’re in luck. Out of the Mist is Book One of JoAnn Ross’s Stewart Sisters trilogy, and this one definitely sets the bar high…. Her characterizations are stellar and the setting of the beautiful Smoky Mountains comes alive with her evocative words.”

—A Romance Review

“Ross weaves the search for the missing family treasure and the growing attraction between two creative spirits with aplomb in this charming romance.”

—Book Page

“Fun, funny, sexy, and entirely enjoyable. Think To Catch a Thief with a twist—a Scottish twist.”

—Susan Lantz, Romance Fiction Team Captain, America Online

MAGNOLIA MOON

“Readers seduced by the first two books in JoAnn Ross’s Callahan Brothers trilogy will be equally charmed by Magnolia Moon.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Perennial favorite JoAnn Ross wraps up the hugely engaging Callahan trilogy in great style. Filled with emotion, passion, and a touch of suspense, this is just plain fun reading.”

—Romantic Times

RIVER ROAD

“Skillful and satisfying…. With its emotional depth, Ross’s tale will appeal to Nora Roberts fans.”

—Booklist

“The romance…crackles, and their verbal sparring keeps the narrative moving along at an energetic clip. Readers…will be heartily entertained…delightful.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A delicious read with a vast array of zany characters to keep you glued to the pages.”

—Rendezvous

BLUE BAYOU

“Ross is in fine form…plenty of sex and secrets to keep readers captivated.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The opening chapter in what promises to be an exceptional and emotional trilogy…. Ms. Ross [creates] refreshing and rewarding reading experiences.”

—Romantic Times, Top Pick

“Blue Bayou brilliantly spirits us to the hot and steamy Louisiana bayou…. The touching love story, intriguing plot, and unforgettable characters create a marvelous read you can’t put down.”

—The Old Book Barn Gazette

LEGENDS LAKE

“Sexual sparks fly…. Similar to Nora Roberts’ Irish trilogies.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[A] marvel of exquisitely crafted prose.”

—Affaire de Coeur






Books by JoAnn Ross

Homeplace

Far Harbor

Fair Haven

Legends Lake

Blue Bayou

River Road

Magnolia Moon

Out of the Mist

Out of the Blue

Out of the Storm

Published by Pocket Books











This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS

 


	
[image: logo]  
	A Pocket Star Book published by


POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020



Copyright © 2004 by The Ross Family Trust

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ISBN-13: 978-0-7434-9408-3
ISBN-10: 0-7434-9408-3

POCKET STAR BOOKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com





To Jay, this time more than ever





Acknowledgments

Lauren McKenna, editor extraordinaire, for going way above and beyond the call of duty; Megan McKeever, who juggles myriad details with unfailing grace and good humor; my agents—the always amazing Robert Gottlieb and brilliant matchmaker Jenny Bent; and last, but certainly not least, my own personal Washington, DC, “inside source,” award-winning investigative reporter, Patrick Ross.





[image: halftitle]






Prologue


Because I could not stop for Death,

He kindly stopped for me…

—Emily Dickinson






The last day of Sissy Sotheby-Beale’s life dawned another Low Country scorcher. It was dog days in the South, when any canine possessing the sense the good Lord gave a flea could be found sprawled on a veranda beneath a slow-moving, paddle-bladed fan.

Long after the blazing sun had disappeared behind the towering twin alabaster spires of St. Brendan’s Cathedral—the boundary between city and marshland—the humidity-drenched air remained thick enough to drink. Sissy stepped through the French doors onto the balcony and felt as if she were walking into a sauna.

The sultry scent of night blooming jasmine wafted up from the formal courtyard garden ten stories below. Usually the sweet perfume bathed Sissy in a heady sensual pleasure.

Not tonight.

Fingers of white heat lightning danced on the horizon. Electricity from an approaching storm sizzled on her tongue, sparked beneath her glistening, damp skin.

A century earlier, Somersett’s movers and shakers had decided to mark the bicentennial of the city’s founding with a mock sea-battle which they’d hoped would bring much-needed tourist dollars to the town still suffering economic deprivation after losing the Civil War. Buccaneer Days quickly escalated into South Carolina’s answer to Mardi Gras, allowing citizens to slip out of the reins of southern civility as they drunkenly reveled in Somersett’s infamous pirate roots.

Bringing in more revenue than Savannah’s St. Patrick’s Day bash or Charleston’s Spoleto Festival, Buccaneer Days was a week-long extravaganza of parties, masked balls, parades, street fairs, a beauty pageant, and nightly sea battles.

And, because the original colonists had the unfortunate timing to arrive from England in the middle of August, there was always the heavy, unrelenting heat.

Sissy’s short silk slip—the deep hue of a late-summer rose, which complimented her magnolia pale skin—clung to a body firmed by diet and rigorous daily exercise. Tendrils of blond hair streaked that afternoon at Dixie Belle’s House of Beauty trailed down her neck.

Cannon fire boomed from Somersett Harbor as wooden ships bearing either the tri-colored Union Jack or black-and-white skull and crossbones kicked off the week-long celebration.

As a fringed black carriage carrying tourists on a Ghost and Graveyards tour passed on the street below the balcony, Sissy climbed atop the railing.

From the Victorian bandstand at the center of Market Square, the Somersett Pops Orchestra had just broken into a rousing rendition of “Dixie” when Sissy spread her tanned, toned arms and flew off the balcony railing.
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Camp David, Catoctin Mountain, Maryland

“What are we doing here?” Laurel Stewart asked the man sitting next to her in the sanctuary of the presidential retreat’s Evergreen Chapel.

“Praying for peace?” Max Kelly, a reporter from the Boston Globe, suggested.

“Granted, it’s an admirable goal, but given that the Weather Service has declared this the hottest summer on record, what made the White House decide that August would be a good time to hold another round of Middle East Road to Peace meetings? Couldn’t the State Department find a road map that leads to Maine?”

She slapped at yet another mosquito that had sneaked in through the window screen. “And how come they all invited us here to participate?”

She had to raise her voice to be heard over the huge pipe organ’s rendition of “The Song of Peace.” According to her program, Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin had sung the song with over a hundred thousand people at a peace rally in Tel Aviv minutes before his assassination.

“This from the reporter who’s always bitching that we don’t get enough access when the president hides out at Camp David?”

“Like you think anyone’s going to nail down a scoop here today,” Laurel scoffed. Her dark auburn hair, styled in a sleek, no-nonsense cut that ended at her earlobes, hinted at a redhead’s temper she usually kept tightly controlled. Her eyes were a cool, intelligent green in a pale complexion, her nose was straight, her mouth generous, and her chin as stubborn as she herself was. “We’re being herded around the place like a bunch of senior citizens on an If-It’s-Wednesday-This-Must-


Be-Camp-David bus tour from hell.”

“Hey, it’s not every day you can watch two world leaders knocking down ten pins in the Nixon bowling alley.”

“Bowling for Peace,” she muttered. “Now, that’s going to catch on. I’m still trying to find out if those were new shoes they gave the prime minister, but no one’s talking.”

“Go get ’em, Lois Lane. That story’s bound to get you a banner headline.”

“That’s my point, Max. There is no story here. At least nothing new, other than their refusal to release the president’s scorecard and the chef’s diplomatic faux pas of serving sun-dried tomatoes with the beef tenderloin. I mean, really, no one’s eaten sun-dried tomatoes since the Clinton Administration.”

“I thought they ate Big Macs.”

“Cute.” Actually, a big, juicy cheeseburger with fries sounded a lot better than the uninspired deli spread of sliced cheese and cold meat that had been laid out for reporters in the mess hall. “It’s an evil plot cooked up by the politicos to do away with us.”

She felt the sting at the back of her neck and slapped again, an instant too late. “The gang in the White House is probably hoping all of us nuisances in the press corps will be attacked by a swarm of West Nile virus–carrying mosquitoes and drop dead before the election.”

Unfortunately, the organ player wearing Marine dress blues chose that moment to pound out the last chord, which left Laurel’s conspiracy theory hanging on the steamy air. The president and First Lady, displaying impeccable manners in the front row, did not turn around. Neither did the prime minister.

Her peers were not as polite.

Pretending vast interest in the flags on either side of the linen-draped altar at the front of the chapel, Laurel ignored their evil grins.

Two hours later, she was back in the Clinton Room at the Cozy Country Inn in nearby Thurmont, soaking in the Jacuzzi tub, when her cell phone started playing the theme from Jaws.

Buh dum. Buh dum.

“No one’s home.” She took a long swallow of the frozen margarita she’d brought up from the pub and savored the icy tartness.

Buh dum. Buh dum.

“Undoubtedly some jokers wanting to rag me about my big mouth.” Journalism was a blood sport; she’d do the same thing if it’d been Max who’d jammed his Bruno Magli into his mouth.

Dum dum dum dum.

Some people might be able to ignore a ringing phone. Laurel was not one of them. Splashing water onto the floor, she lunged for the cell phone she’d left on the sink.

“Oh, hell.” The caller screen identified her Washington Post editor. She punched Talk. “Yes, Barry, I’m afraid it’s true,” she admitted, not bothering to waste time with hellos. “I insulted the entire White House in front of a foreign dignitary. You can probably read all about it in tomorrow’s Washington Times.”

“That’s already old news,” he said, brushing off her ill-timed remark. “Don’t worry about it—I’m not calling to chew you out. I wanted to see if you’ve been keeping tabs on the AP wire.”

“The Secret Service confiscated my computer and phone and held them hostage until we were finally released thirty minutes ago. Something about electronic bombs and homeland security.”

Laurel noticed she was dripping on the floor. “What’s up?” she asked as she pulled down a towel and wrapped it around her body, which was draped in fragrant white froth from the bubble bath she’d dumped into the tub.

“That’s all they did?”

It was not unusual for Barry Yost to answer a question with a question. He was, after all, a newsman, more accustomed to delving for information than handing it out. “Yeah, which was too bad,” she answered, “because there’s this really cute, hot new agent I wouldn’t mind being patted down by.”

“Did they return your computer?”

“Of course.” For a moment she thought her phone had dropped the call. “Barry?” she said into the silence of dead air. “Are you still there?”

“There’s been a leak.”

“There are always leaks in Washington.” She retrieved the margarita from the rim of the tub and took a sip. “Which is probably why those Watergate guys were called plumbers.”

“This one concerns the vice president.”

“Don’t tell me someone else has my story.” The printed note that had landed on her desk from the confidential, obviously high-level source had promised exclusivity. The first article of a five-part series had run this morning.

“Not exactly.”

Silence descended again, thick and, this time, a little unnerving.

“Not exactly?” she coaxed, trying to ignore the little frisson of nerves that skimmed up her spine.

“The vice president’s people are alleging that papers were stolen from their offices.”

“That’s certainly not unheard of.” If the confidential report had been meant to be for public viewing, it wouldn’t have had to be leaked.

“Yeah, but…shit.”

Barry Yost was one of the most articulate men Laurel had ever met, which, in a city populated by glib-tongued politicians, attorneys, lobbyists, and fast-talking, charismatic television reporters, was really saying something. She couldn’t recall ever hearing him at a loss for words. Until now.

“The story hasn’t gone beyond rumor stage at this point,” he said. “But your name’s being floated around town as a suspect.”

“A suspect?” Laurel’s fingers tightened on the stem of the glass. “As in, someone thinks I’m the person who stole the report?”

Her nerves began screeching like the civil defense siren Jamie Douglas continued to test once a year back in her hometown of Highland Falls on the Tennessee–North Carolina border.

He blew out a breath. “Like I said, it’s just a rumor, but—”

“Hold that thought.” An unmistakably authoritative knock had begun hammering on her door. Hopefully it was room service with the steak she’d ordered.

Oh, hell. It wasn’t.

One look at the grim faces on the other side of the peephole and the idea of being patted down by the new Secret Service agent—whose thrust-out jaw was wide enough to land Air Force One on, and who appeared neither as cute nor as hot as he had this morning—suddenly lost its appeal.

“I’ll have to call you back, Barry. I’ve got company.”

The tart taste of lime and tequila turned coppery as Laurel tossed back the margarita, threw on a robe, sent a quick, abbreviated Hail Mary upward, then opened the door to face the inquisition.
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“It could have happened that way,” Derek Manning claimed, defending his jumper scenario as the four homicide detectives observed the broken female body sprawled on the hood of the black Suburban.

“No way.” Caitlin Cavanaugh shook her head. “Even Wonder Woman wouldn’t have been able to climb up onto that iron railing in four-inch Manolos. Some guy threw her over the balcony.”

One of the high heels in question—flimsy bits of silver leather held on with a thin ribbon tie—was still on the dead woman’s foot. Assigned to take the crime photographs, Cait lifted her 35 mm Olympus and snapped the other, which had landed in the “Frolicking Nymphs” fountain ten feet away.

Having never understood how women walked in ice-pick heels in the first place, Detective Joe Gannon decided Cait’s murder scenario sounded more plausible than suicide.

“Vic probably weighs a hundred and five, tops,” Manning estimated. About the weight of one of his muscular, tree-trunk-sized arms. Cait, who had a minor in psychology backing up her criminal justice degree, had long theorized that the bulked-up detective was overcompensating. “Could have been a woman doin’ the tossing.”

“Maybe a catfight,” Lonnie Briggs suggested. His lips, beneath a mustache the color of a rusted-out skiff, twisted in a leer.

“Why am I not surprised you’d latch onto that idea?” Cait muttered.

On the days Briggs got to pick the lunch spot, he invariably opted for the harborfront Hooters. Little wonder his fifth marriage was breaking up.

Cait looked up at Joe, who’d remained typically silent since arriving on the scene that was beginning to draw a crowd. “Well? You’re the hotshot Cop-of-the-


Year medal winner. What do you think?”

He slapped at the back of his neck. The damn mosquitoes had been attacking like kamikaze bomber squadrons ever since he’d arrived on the scene. “I think I’ll move to Maine.”

Glacier-carved peninsulas, craggy seaside cliffs, icy waves, cool, crisp sea breezes, and the tart taste of an apple plucked right off the tree…If he left right now, then drove straight through up 95, he could be sitting down to a lobster dinner tomorrow night.

“Discounting the fact that you just happen to be a home-grown, deep-fried southern boy who’d freeze your very fine ass off by Labor Day, homicide’s in your blood, Gannon. You’d be bored brainless investigating murder by moose before you were up in Yankeeland a week,” Caitlin predicted. “So, getting back to the case at hand, do you think we’ve got a jumper?”

“Anything’s possible.”

Joe scanned the crime scene, his hands deep in the pockets of his humidity-rumpled jeans to keep himself from touching anything. One of the unwritten axioms of homicide investigation stated that the least competent cop would always be the first to arrive. Beat cop Dylan Thomas, son of an English professor at the nearby Admiral Somersett Military Institute, was the exception that proved the rule. Thomas had already cordoned off the crime scene and had begun taking the names of witnesses.

He’d also held firm when the owner of the SUV had demanded his vehicle back and the area cleared. No small feat, considering the Suburban was registered to the Secret Service.

Joe’s gaze skimmed over the gathering crowd, looking for anyone who might appear a bit too interested, when he saw two guys in suits pacing impatiently on the other side of the yellow-and-black tape, talking back to whatever voices were coming through their earphones.

Since the vice president’s advance team had been a royal pain in the ass since they’d hit town last week, Joe decided to let them cool their heels a while longer.

It had been twenty minutes since the first 911 call had come in. Not enough time for the victim’s smooth, golden skin to turn blue-gray or lividity to begin to set in. Her nose had been broken, her cheekbones shattered like crystal slammed with a sledgehammer. Her still-clear hazel eyes, more green than blue, stared unseeingly up at the night sky, giving no clue as to the last moments of her life. They didn’t look depressed, or surprised, or frightened. They just looked dead.

As a vision of another blonde, her face horribly broken, swirled through Joe’s mind like smoke, sweat beaded on his forehead and above his lip; his heart felt as if it were pounding out of his chest.

“Joe?”

He blinked, clearing the memory from his mind. “What?”

“You okay?” Cait was looking at him as if she expected him to keel over at any moment.

“Sure.” He hitched in a breath and swiped the sweat off his forehead. “This damn heat just got to me for a minute.”

“You looked a million miles away.”

“I was just thinking of how she might have ended up here.” It was going to be okay. He no longer felt as if he were on the verge of a heart attack and his lungs were working again.

Caitlin was too good a detective not to spot the lie, but she was also a good enough friend not to push it.

A high-pitched whistle screeched from the old iron suspension bridge leading to Swann Island, a palm and pine tree studded barrier island three miles offshore; seconds later, a dazzling display of red, white, and blue exploded over the water. Buccaneer Days wasn’t about to slow down just because some unidentified female had discovered the hard way that arms made lousy wings.

“I can’t hang around here all night investigating a frigging murder,” Manning complained with a whine that sounded ridiculous coming out of a guy with an eighteen-inch neck. “I’ve got a hot date with a hard body.” He glared down at the corpse and shook his shaved head.

Cait, who’d had a one-night stand with the detective after her divorce, had reported back that Manning also shaved his entire body. Which was a lot more personal information about the guy than Joe wanted to know.

“Vic could be a jumper who bounced off the side of the building after she was airborne,” Joe surmised. “From the dent in the SUV’s roof, she landed there first.” Eventually coming to an abrupt stop on the hood.

He tilted his dark head back, looking a long way up at the balcony. According to the desk clerk, the twenty-something woman had checked into suite 1033 as Sissy Smith, from Charlotte. Her credit card was imprinted with the same name, but a computer check for a North Carolina driver’s license had drawn a blank, which had Joe wondering about the slender gold band on her broken left hand. A woman meeting a man other than her husband at a hotel wasn’t all that likely to check in under her own name.

“Jake and I tried counseling before the final breakup.” Cait bent her knees to get a close-up shot of the wedding band. She’d always had a knack for sensing Joe’s thoughts, which was only one of the things that made her such a good partner. “The counselor suggested hotel dates to spice up our marriage.”

“Guess it didn’t work,” Manning said.

“No shit, Sherlock.” She changed the angle of the camera to capture the angle of the broken neck.

Cait’s marriage to a vice cop had ended in divorce. They were both good people who’d reluctantly decided that murder didn’t make for scintillating pillow talk, something Joe had discovered for himself. Bad enough that murder cops were always on call. It was damn difficult to live in both worlds—to attend the autopsy of an innocent child in the morning, then show up at a family dinner a few hours later.

A raucous parade of wannabe-pirates sporting cutlasses and buxom would-be wenches in low-cut blouses passed by, the rowdy yo ho hos turning to complaints when they discovered their access to the waterfront restricted.

“Oh, oh,” Cait murmured. “Things could get ugly.”

The burly leader of the gang, who looked like a biker outlaw turned buccaneer, was wearing a lace-trimmed black silk frock coat over striped knee breeches. A bright-green parrot perched on his shoulder. The man’s face was lobster red as he waved toward the yellow tape. Excited by his master’s anger, the bird began squawking and flapping its wings.

The wannabe-pirate’s cohorts, undoubtedly fueled by the lethal rum punches being served at walk-away concessions every few feet along the harbor, backed up their pirate leader with shouts and fists thrown in the air.

There was no way the tape could prevent them from surging into the crime scene. The other uniforms appeared to be taking their lead from the unflappable Thomas. Their mood was quietly authoritative without being overly aggressive.

The Secret Service guys, on the other hand, appeared to be going from pissed to edgy. Edgy and armed was never a good combination.

Joe watched one of the agent’s hands ominously disappear beneath his jacket. Drunken pirates getting shot by government agents would undoubtedly land them all on the evening news on television sets all over the country. And wouldn’t the mayor, who was already in a squeaker of a three-way race for reelection, love that?

“I’ll be right back.”

Joe walked the ten yards to where the confrontation looked more and more in danger of escalating.

“Cool threads,” he said, moving between the pirate and the agent. “Not many guys can get away with wearing lace and red satin, but you sure pulled it off, son.”

One eye was hidden behind a black patch. The other, as red-veined as a South Carolina road map, narrowed suspiciously. “Would ye be insulting the dreaded Bastard Jack?”

“No way would I do that, sir.” Joe smiled reassuringly, managing not to flinch as a burst of rum-scented breath hit him in the face. “See those guys over there?” He nodded toward the agents. “They’re Secret Service agents, who, between you and me, are genetically unable to have a good time. They’d just as soon haul people in as look at them, and I’d sure hate for your holiday to include an up-close-and-personal tour of the brig.”

“Would that be a threat, ye cursed bilge rat?”

“No, sir.” Since the pirate had a good two inches on his own six-two, Joe took half a step back as the giant swayed. “I’m just trying to help y’all avoid any unnecessary trouble that’d cut short your fun.”

“If you backtrack half a block and make a right at Lanterns and Lanyards, Harbor View Drive will take you straight to where the Queen Anne’s Revenge is docked,” Patrolman Thomas offered helpfully.

The Queen Anne’s Revenge was a replica of the French slave ship Blackbeard had captured and converted into a forty-gun warship; it had been one of several ships the pirate had used to blockade nearby Charleston’s harbor back in 1718. This twenty-first century replica, which had sailed from New Zealand, was one of the special attractions of the festival.

The pirate looked tempted. But it was obvious that he didn’t want his band of merry men to see him backing down to authority.

“Aargh! Bloody flaming hell!” He looked over his shoulder to where his pirate gang was waiting to see if he’d run up the white flag. “Come about, stripeys,” he said finally, “we be goin’ to the Revenge.”

A hearty cheer rose up. In decidedly less than drill-team precision, the ragged band turned around and staggered back the way they’d come.

Having feared that if Bastard Jack had told his ragged band to hang Joe by the yardarm, they’d have started trying to drag him to the ship, Joe was glad to see them go. “Now that we’ve solved that little problem,” he said to the agents, “why don’t we agree to keep our weapons in our holsters?”

The taller of the two agents jutted out his jaw. “Who the hell are you?”

Like the guy couldn’t read the badge he’d clipped to his shirt pocket? “Joe Gannon. Lieutenant, Somersett PD.” There’d been a time, when Joe had been young, green, and eager, that he might have welcomed a pissing contest. Right now he just wanted to work his crime scene with the least amount of interference. “Homicide. And you are?”

“Gerald MacNab.” The guy’s accent was County Cork by way of Boston. “Secret Service.” He flashed his own credentials like a gunfighter pulling his Colt revolver at high noon. The five-sided star reminded Joe of the badge he’d gotten with Cheerios box-tops when he was seven. “And we want our vehicle back. Now.”

“Sorry.” Not. “Your vehicle just happens to be evidence. You’ll get it back after the crime lab finishes with it.” If he hadn’t already decided to impound the Suburban, this Yankee’s hostile attitude would have ensured that the agents weren’t getting it back anytime soon.

“That vehicle happens to be the property of the US government. You don’t have the authority to commandeer it.”

Unintimidated, Joe flashed a grin that was pure pirate. “Watch me, matey.”

He turned to the uniformed cop whose eyes had widened as he’d watched the exchange. “Everything copacetic, Thomas?”

“Aye, aye. I mean, yessir!” Dylan Thomas, who reminded Joe a lot of himself when he’d been young and eager and actually believed he could save the world, stopped just short of saluting.

“Then I’ll leave things on this side of the tape in your capable hands and get back to work.”

Ignoring the steamed Secret Service guys, he strolled back to his crime scene.

“How do you think Feds walk with those sticks jammed so far up their tight asses?” Caitlin wondered out loud.

Joe had been pondering the same thing since Noble Aiken had been elected to the vice presidency seven years ago, which had resulted in the plague of government guys riding like gunslingers into Somersett whenever the former governor returned to his home town to shake out donors’ pockets.

“Everyone has his talents.”

Joe shifted his gaze from the now more-subdued crowd back to the body. The vic’s skirt had twisted up, revealing a skimpy scrap of pink silk.

After the dark day their only son had died, the day that had changed their lives and doomed their marriage, his now ex-wife had started going to bed in sweats or one of his raggedy old SPD T-shirts. Not that he would have noticed if she had suddenly taken to wearing some frothy, come-screw-me-big-boy nightgowns, since most nights, when he finally did come home, he’d fall asleep on the sofa in the den in front of the TV to avoid risking any intimacy. Unfortunately, the same ability to disengage emotionally that was a necessity in the cop business had proven very unhelpful in a relationship.

Three years after Austin’s death, memories of his son still hurt. Joe, a cradle Catholic who’d been brought up to believe in the concept of penance, figured it should. His brother Mike, a Jesuit priest, had told him God didn’t work that way and suggested counseling. Joe had passed on the idea. It was his fault his dinosaur-loving child was dead. Therefore, retribution was due. You could take the former altar boy out of the Church, but as he’d already discovered, it was a helluva lot more difficult to take the Church out of the man.

“A chick doesn’t put on butt floss and hooker heels to attend a garden party,” Briggs said, drawing Joe’s mind back from that rainy afternoon when he’d stood beside his Valium-numbed wife and watched their brown-eyed boy’s body being lowered into the ground.

“If she was trying to spice up a marriage, she definitely picked the right wardrobe,” Manning agreed.

“How come the woman’s always the one who has to make the extra effort?” Caitlin complained around the plastic pen stuck in her mouth.

She snapped a longer shot of the SUV, capturing the crowd of lookie-loos—every once in a while you got lucky and caught a photograph of the perp who’d stuck around for the fun—then scribbled the photo sequence in her notebook.

“Because they outnumber men. It’s a competition thing,” Briggs claimed. “Chicks need to attract males so they can get laid to keep the species going.”

Cait made a low sound of disgust.

Joe, who’d also gotten fairly good at reading her thoughts, suspected Cait was thinking the species would have been a great deal better off if Briggs’s mother hadn’t attracted Briggs’s father.

“Unless she’s a Victoria’s Secret model, that’s sure as hell not everyday underwear,” Manning pointed out. “Which fits the pattern of women prettying themselves up before they check out.” He was still pushing for suicide, which wasn’t surprising, given all the unsolved murders they were trying to juggle.

All summers in the South Carolina Low Country were hot, but this one was breaking records every day and crime had escalated right along with the temperature. The hotter it got, the more tempers flared. Minor fender-benders exploded into road rage, bar arguments became brawls, date rape rose in direct proportion to increased alcohol consumption, patrol cops couldn’t keep up with the increased number of domestic disturbance calls, which were leading to murder, and just last night, unhappiness about an umpire’s “safe at home” call at a kids’ play-off baseball game had started bullets flying.

“Jumping off a ten-story balcony is not exactly the way to leave behind a good-looking corpse,” Joe countered.

One more half-twist in the air and Sissy Smith, or whoever she was, would have left a face print in the windshield. The investigative unit hadn’t arrived to set up the klieg lights yet, but the flashing red, white, and blue bubble lights from the cruisers illuminated a bit of pink on the dusty brick hotel roadway. Joe crouched down, picked up the lacquered tip of a fingernail, and slipped it into a glassine bag.

“Make sure you get some close-up shots of her hands,” Joe advised Cait as the medical examiner’s van arrived at the scene and a man dressed in a suit even Joe could tell was Italian climbed out of the driver’s seat. Despite the sweltering, breath-stealing heat, the nubby silk jacket didn’t appear to have a single wrinkle and the crease in the slacks could have cut glass. It was not your usual medical-examiner attire.

Then again, Drew Sloan was not your usual medical examiner. Son and grandson of plastic surgeons to generations of the Deep South’s society belles, rather than use his talents with a scalpel to pretty people up, he’d chosen an occupation that had him cutting them up.

His good looks, near genius IQ, and ability to make the complexities of forensic medicine understandable to the layman, had created a demand for his expert testimony among both prosecutors and defense attorneys. A frequent guest on Court TV, he’d written a book profiling a few of his more gruesome cases, which had landed on the best-seller lists and paid for his designer duds and the batmobile-black Porsche he drove when not on duty.

For Dr. Drew Sloan, crime not only paid, it paid handsomely.

“So, boys and girls, what’s the flavor of the day?” he greeted the detectives.

“Suicide,” Manning prompted hopefully.

“Sounds like someone’s got a hot date.” Sloan tugged a pair of blue paper shoe-covers over his handmade Italian loafers; white talc puffed as he snapped on a pair of latex gloves.

“Better put your hot body on hold, Sherlock,” Cait advised the detective. Aware of the Eyewitness TV 3 news van that had pulled up right behind the ME, and the video camera now focused on them, she refrained from smiling. But Joe could hear the grin in her voice. “Because I’ve got ten bucks that says murder.”

“This sucks,” Manning complained.

As the sky overhead exploded in a grand finale that drew oohs and ahhs and appreciative applause from the crowd, and gave the broken, near-naked body atop the shiny black SUV a surrealistic look, Joe silently agreed with him.

Maybe he’d become a lobsterman, piloting his boat through the cool morning fog, setting his traps, returning when they were full to harbor in some small, unpretentious, picturesque little town of gray clapboard buildings.

Unfortunately, if there was one thing he’d learned in twenty years in the cop business, it was that appearances could be deceiving. A lobsterman’s life undoubtedly wasn’t as uncomplicated as his fantasy. But as he swatted away another attack of vampire mosquitoes, Joe couldn’t help wondering if those Downeasters had any idea how fortunate they were to spend their days breathing in the crisp scent of salty sea air instead of death and despair.
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Laurel opened the door to the men, one clad in a stiff, off-the-rack blue suit which immediately gave him away as FBI, the other two wearing the Secret Service’s cockamamie idea of an invisible cloak. She had no idea what former bureaucrat had decreed that polo shirts and khakis would be the uniform of the day whenever Secret Service agents wanted to fit into the scene with casually dressed civilians, but she could have saved them a lot of the bucks they’d spent at Brooks Brothers and the Gap by pointing out that most civilians, when relaxing, didn’t stand at attention while talking into their collars.

The agents themselves would have been bad enough news. But the fact that they hadn’t come alone made matters even worse.

Lois Merryman had been appointed managing editor of the Post last month, having been hired away from Seattle’s Post-Intelligencer. To say her name was an oxymoron would be a vast understatement and although it made no sense, she and Laurel had disliked each other at first sight—so much so that if Laurel actually bought into all the hocus-pocus, New-Age pagan stuff her aunt Zelda, Highland Falls’s self-proclaimed witch, believed in, she’d have thought she and Lois had been mortal enemies in a previous life.

“Are y’all lost?” she asked helpfully after acknowledging the editor. “Camp David’s a bit down the road.”

Not one of them so much as cracked a smile. No surprise there. They went through the identification ritual, flashing their badges with military precision while Lois Merryman’s face wore its usual stony expression. The new Secret Service guy, Laurel discovered, was named Jack Wagner.

“Okay, I get it.” Laurel sighed. “You’re pissed off at what I said during the peace prayer. But last time I read the Constitution, irreverence toward elected officials wasn’t a federal crime.”

“We’re not here regarding your ill-chosen or poorly timed remarks, Ms. Stewart,” FBI Special Agent James Doherty said with a west-Texas twang.

His mouth was set in a grim line, but his jug-handle ears took a bit away from what Laurel supposed was meant to be an intimidating tone. Having worked for six months on a now-defunct afternoon weekly in the Permian Basin, she could recognize a guy who’d grown up wearing Stetsons at too young an age. The weight pressed down on a child’s growing cartilage, and by the time a cowboy reached manhood, his ears could appear capable of manned flight.

“We’re here about that story you ran in the Post this morning,” Dumbo Ears revealed.

“Ah, yes. The one about petroleum company executives who—wow, what a surprise!—bought special favors.”

Since such behavior went on all the time in Washington—the back-room wheeling and dealing wouldn’t by itself be a political bombshell—the difference was that this time the fat-cat contributors were hiding behind the Terrorism Act.

“Where did you get your information?” he asked.

Laurel had worked in national politics long enough to know that not all FBI agents were so blatantly obnoxious. This one, however, was totally deficient in people skills. Obviously, Efrem Zimbalist Jr. had not been Special Agent Doherty’s role model.

“My information?” She lifted a tawny brow as she glanced over at Lois Merryman, whose grim expression gave nothing away. Not a good sign. “Are you, by chance, referring to my facts? Which include the fact that, if elected president, Vice President Aiken plans to fight terrorism by drilling for oil and gas in fragile coastal wetlands?”

“Facts can be debatable,” the agent pressed on, in a way that told Laurel he was one of those holdouts who refused to buy into the idea of global warming.

“We’re not here to debate the merits of the case, Ms. Stewart,” the second Secret Service agent, who’d remained silent until now, intervened smoothly.

Unlike the Texan’s twang, his smooth tone conjured up images of Virginia’s rolling green Shenandoah mountains. Laurel and J. T. Malloy had gone out a few times last year, but their demanding schedules had made it impossible to carve out enough personal time to see if drinks and two dinners interrupted by work-related calls could evolve into a relationship. She’d told herself that even if they had kept dating, the inevitable career conflict would have eventually gotten in the way. “We’re investigating the leak of important government documents.”

“Leaks happen,” Laurel said, repeating what she’d told Barry when he’d called. “This is Washington, aka Sieve City. If any alleged leaked documents did somehow happen to end up on my desk, and I happened to turn them over to my editor, who, in turn, published them, that’s not against the law.”

This time her smile, directed at the Texan FBI agent, edged on feral. “Perhaps you missed class the day your American Government teacher taught the Pentagon Papers case, where the people’s right to know trumped a corrupt administration’s right to keep secrets from its citizens.”

“Thank you, Ms. Stewart, for the civics lesson.” The Fibbie’s sarcasm was even sharper than hers. “Being such a student of history, have you happened upon another incident from the Nixon administration, called Watergate?”

“Of course.” Other teenage girls had crushes on rock stars; Laurel’s idols had been Woodward and Bernstein.

“We’re investigating the possibility of another break-in and theft. This time at the vice president’s office.”

Her heart was clattering so hard against her ribs she was surprised the men couldn’t hear it. “Someone stole something from Vice President Aiken’s office?”

“Are you saying that comes as a surprise, Ms. Stewart?” Doherty demanded. She had the feeling he was wishing for the bad old days of law enforcement when he could drag out the bright lights and rubber hoses.

“I’m stunned.” Laurel suspected her breezy bravado wasn’t fooling any of them. But it wasn’t exactly a lie. She had, indeed, been stunned when Barry had informed her that her name was being tossed around inside the Beltway as the source of the leak. “If someone can break into the vice president’s office, when he’s surrounded by Secret Service protection, what hope is there for the rest of us?”

The flush that rose up from the collar of Secret Service Agent Wagner’s navy blue polo shirt suggested he was not amused. Dumbo Ears glowered while J. T. merely slanted her a veiled warning look.

“Would you happen to recall the last time you were in the vice president’s office?” J. T. asked.

Okay. You’ve obviously landed in some serious shit. And having made that stupid remark during the prayer for peace, your chances of a presidential pardon are probably slim to none.

“Last week. But I never made it past the dragon guarding the door to his inner office.”

She’d been stuck in the reception area for hours, proving, at least to her mind, that the stories of secret passages leading out of the White House were true, since she’d sat long past dark on that couch and Aiken had never walked past her.

“Would you swear to that?” Doherty looked as though he’d love to pull out his cuffs, haul her in, and ship her off to a cell in Guantanamo.

“Absolutely.” Despite the blistering heat wave, Laurel was now very, very cold.

She wasn’t guilty of breaking into anyone’s office. Nor would she have ever hired anyone else to do her dirty work for her. She was admittedly dogged when she was working on a story, but she wasn’t guilty of anything other than aggressive reporting.

“I told the agents you didn’t steal any report.” Lois Merryman finally entered the conversation.

“Thank you.” Laurel was surprised by the vote of support. Lois questioned everything Laurel wrote. Not in Barry’s hard-driving, dig deeper way. She held up stories beyond deadline by flagging so many minuscule details that two fact checkers had actually quit and rumors were that four others were threatening a walkout. Worse yet, although Lois’s job was administrative, she edited Laurel’s copy to death, even going so far, on occasion, as to change her prose style until her unique voice was nearly unrecognizable.

Just as Xena, Warrior Princess, had Callisto, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer had the evil god Glory, Laurel had Lois Merryman. Frustrated, she’d been just about ready to turn in her resignation, when the leaked memo arrived in the mail.

“You couldn’t have stolen that report because it’s patently false,” the editor revealed, her expression matching her grimly dark, off-the-rack charcoal suit. Her hair had been pulled back into a French twist so tightly Laurel suspected her head must hurt.

Laurel’s own head went light. “That can’t be.” She tried to focus as a bubble of panic rose in her throat. “I checked it out. I have the required three sources.”

“Well, either they’re lying or you’ve turned to writing fiction.”

That sarcastic accusation cleared the fog from her head. Laurel shot her a look. “I uncover stories. I don’t need to make them up.”

Laurel’s nemesis had tried to confine the story of smoke-filled room deals and illegal drilling to limbo, but after she’d spiked it, Barry had bucked the chain of command, taking it directly to the publisher, who’d warned Laurel that her sources be damn better than golden; this story demanded platinum credibility.

Credibility she’d assured him she had.

Unfortunately, her sources had insisted on speaking only on deep background, which meant that nothing she wrote could identify the person in any way or even allude to the organization he worked for.

“We have a responsibility to our readers,” Lois said. “They trust us to be unbiased and accurate, and I’m not going to allow our credibility to be questioned under my tenure.”

“I may not have revealed my sources in my article,” Laurel argued. “But they’re in my notes.” It was standard practice to always record names, even those promised anonymity. “Which you’re welcome to see.”

“I’ve assured legal that they’ll have all your notes by the end of the day.” The editor extended her hand. Laurel took her notebook from the hobo bag she used for a briefcase. The fear that she’d never see it again caused a jolt of loss. “I also informed them you’re no longer on staff. As we speak, your desk is being cleared out; I’ll have your belongings and your final check sent to your home.”

A week ago she’d been on the verge of quitting. But resigning was one thing; getting fired was an entirely different kettle of koi.

“My story may turn out to be false,” Laurel allowed reluctantly. “But I did not make it up.”

“That remains to be seen.” Assassination completed to her satisfaction, Cruella nailed Laurel with a satisfied look and left the hotel room. Probably off to roam the streets of the District searching for dalmation puppies to skin.

“We’d like you to come downtown with us,” Doherty said, breaking the silence that lingered momentarily after the editor’s departure.

“Downtown?” Just when she’d thought things couldn’t get any worse. “As in, the Washington field office?”

“Questioning in an office with proper recording facilities is in your own best interest,” J. T. supplied. “And if you’re telling the truth—”

“I am,” Laurel interjected.

“—then you shouldn’t have any objection to answering a few questions,” Secret Service Agent Wagner said.

“It’ll help us eliminate you as a potential suspect, so we can concentrate on catching the bad guys,” Doherty said.

Maybe he had watched all those FBI television shows after all. Because she’d bet that line had been said in most of them. Usually right before the blue-suited agents arrested the perp they were falsely claiming to want to eliminate from the suspect list.

“If dragging in reporters who dare write anything negative about the administration is standard operating procedure in post-9/11 America, our system is in even worse trouble than I’ve been telling readers.”

“You have the right to remain silent,” Doherty reminded her.

Laurel’s hot temper warred with iced fear. She folded her arms and dug her fingers deep into the sleeves of her robe to prevent the agents from seeing her hands were shaking. “Are you reading me my Miranda rights, Special Agent?”

“Just pointing out a fundamental rule of American justice,” he said with strained politeness.

“I assume you’ll allow me to get dressed.”

“Of course.”

She went over to the closet and pulled out the overnight bag she’d learned to keep packed after a trip to Paris for a European Summit. After a hotel fire alarm had blasted her awake in the dark, she’d ended up outside the Hilton on the Place de la Defense at three in the morning with only a three-hundred-count Egyptian cotton sheet wrapped around the black bra and panties she’d stripped down to after finally falling into bed an hour earlier. The photograph of her standing on the sidewalk, looking like a refugee from a college toga party while puffing on a Gauloises, had landed her on the front page of both Le Monde and the International Herald Tribune.

She returned to the bathroom, dressed quickly, then, although it was one of the most difficult things she’d ever done, second only to that time when, at five years old, she had forced down her blazing anger as she watched her dead mother being lowered into the snowy ground, Laurel walked out of the inn, accompanied by the three agents, with her head held high.

She had just reached her lipstick-red Audi when a man wearing a casual blue golf shirt and sporting a dark televangelist’s pompadour, came up to her.

“That was quite a performance in the chapel, Lois Lane,” Warren Wyatt greeted her. A smirk played at the corners of his thin lips.

Grateful that the agents had continued on toward their black Suburban, Laurel pulled her keys from her bag. “I’m so pleased you enjoyed it.”

Politicians and other government functionaries tended to view the press as annoying speedbumps in their otherwise smooth road to being seen as flawless human beings. Laurel didn’t take their animosity personally, since most of the time she didn’t like politicians, either. Hell, if the White House liked her, she wasn’t doing her job.

But this man was different. Known inside the Beltway as “Aiken’s brain,” Warren Wyatt was a slick operator who’d crawled his way up the top rung of the Washington political and social ladder on the backs of countless victims who’d made the mistake of underestimating his grifter’s grin. Since he was also Noble Aiken’s college roommate, close friend, and chief political consultant, there were many who believed the vice president owed his successful career to Wyatt’s maneuvering.

“Hey, you were the hit of the conference.” He treated her to another of his trademark smirks, then strolled off toward his metallic-blue Jaguar, his hands in the pockets of his khaki Dockers. He was jauntily whistling “Hail to the Chief.”

“You wish,” she muttered.

Alone in the privacy of her car, she finally gave in to frustration and hit the steering wheel with her palm. “Damn, damn, damn!”

She’d spent the past fourteen years since graduating from Northwestern’s Medill School of Journalism honing her craft and building a reputation for tough, honest reporting. How could anyone ever think she’d ever stoop to even shading a story, let alone making one out of whole cloth?

It was unbelievable. It was infuriating.

And worst of all, it was so impossibly, excruciatingly painful.

Laurel took a deep breath and struggled for focus. Her hand was shaking so hard it took three times to insert the key into the ignition.

The thing to do, she decided as she reluctantly followed the black FBI Suburban out of the lot, was to concentrate on getting through the next few hours.

It was dark when she finally escaped the FBI Washington field office. She drove home in a fog, double-parking in front of a small market a few blocks from her house to dash inside and grab a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie ice cream, a bottle of Pouilly-Fuissé, and on impulse—though she hadn’t smoked for nine months, ten days, and eighteen hours—a pack of cigarettes.

Giving herself a mental pep talk the rest of the way home, Laurel remembered something her aunt Zelda had told her when she was sixteen and had discovered her date, Bobby Finn, making out with Holly McLean—a girl she’d thought was her best friend—in the parking lot during the Robbie Burns Birthday Bash Ball.

“You’ll get over this,” Zelda had reassured her. “But if you want to be a writer, you must remember what you’re feeling right now.”

She’d been feeling a hot and hungry need for retribution. The idea of reenacting the prom scene from Carrie had been hugely appealing.

“Everything’s copy to a writer,” Zelda had said. “You’ll be able to use this later.”

As usual, her aunt had known best. Bobby had gotten a comeuppance when Holly told her girlfriends—who quickly spread it all over school—that Bobby Finn didn’t know how to French kiss worth a damn. Better yet, six months later Laurel earned twenty-five dollars from a science fiction magazine for a short story about a pimply faced boy who’d broken up with a sweet, pretty, small-town girl on Valentine’s Day, only to turn into a rat by midnight.

Someday you’ll probably write about this as well.

As she pulled up in front of a pretty yellow-and-white Victorian town house, Laurel hoped she wouldn’t be writing from a federal prison cell.
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A full, white moon was floating across a midnight sky studded with stars. You couldn’t see so many stars in the city, Joe thought. There were too many lights. But out here, seven miles off the South Carolina coast, they glittered overhead like diamonds.

When a shriek of drunken female laughter split the salt-tinged summer air, Joe sighed and pressed the button to light up the dial of his watch. Shit. There were still two hours until the rendezvous. He’d never been known for his patience, and having worked this case for eighteen months, he was damn ready to close it and move on.

His mind drifted back to the argument he’d had before leaving for the yacht. He rubbed his cheek and imagined he could still feel the imprint of Gwen’s hand. He hadn’t been the least bit tempted to return his wife’s slap. But dammit, why couldn’t she understand that his work was his life? He couldn’t separate the two even if he wanted to. Which, he privately admitted, he didn’t.

Don’t let yourself be distracted. Take your mind off the job and you can end up shark bait.

He heard the high heels tapping on the mahogany deck as a woman approached in a cloud of gardenia perfume.

“You’re not joining the party,” she complained prettily. She held out to him one of the two glasses she was carrying.

“I was just looking at the stars.” He took a sip of the martini.

“All by yourself?” She leaned her bare back against the railing and looked up at him. “That’s not very sociable.”

“Sorry.” Since her feline smile suggested Joe look at her instead, he took a slow, masculine perusal, from the top of her brunette head down to her feet, clad in platform sandals that added at least five inches to her height. She’d poured herself into a low-cut, figure-hugging minidress that looked as though a man would have to peel it off her.

“I don’t know what I was thinking.” He allowed his gaze to drift lazily back to her breasts. He’d never been able to get all that excited about breasts that had been pumped up with silicone; he much preferred the natural B-cup ones waiting for him at home. Still, sometimes, for the job, you just had to fake it.

The moonlight shone in her eyes as she looped an arm around his neck. “That’s better,” she purred as his body responded to her lush female one as she rubbed it up against him. Some things a guy just couldn’t fake. “I was beginning to worry that you didn’t like me.”

“Now, who wouldn’t like you?” Her skin was warm and soft and fragrant. There’d been a time, back in his wilder and crazier days, when he might have taken her up on what she was offering. But no longer. He and Gwen might not be getting along all that well, but narcs had to set their own limits as to what they were willing to do for the job, and adultery was over Joe’s personal line.

Two hours, he thought as she lifted her lips to his, her tongue action as sensual and as practiced as he’d expect from a woman who, rumor went, had once commanded three thousand bucks a night before getting into the even more profitable drug trade. What the hell was he going to do for the next 120 minutes?

He was about to suggest that he refresh her drink when there was another cry from behind Joe. And this time the woman wasn’t laughing.

He looked around just in time to see a girl, no older than eighteen, get hit in the face hard enough to turn her bleached head around.

“It’s just Ramon,” the brunette told Joe. “He likes things physical.”

The girl didn’t seem enamored by the idea of rough sex. The drug dealer was also flying high on meth, which could result in a trainwreck tonight and ruin months of investigation. Blood began streaming from the girl’s nose.
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