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PROLOGUE



Camille Griffin Graham State Penitentiary


Columbia, South Carolina


1984

EILEEN STAFFORD’S CELL door clanged open at six-thirty in the morning. Blinking sleep away, Eileen turned on her cot to meet the black-eyed gaze of the guard known as “Evil Eyes.”

For one wildly insane moment, Eileen thought she was about to be set free.

Miss Stafford, the courts of South Carolina have carefully reviewed your case and realized that…

The fantasy ended with the clamp of handcuffs around Eileen’s narrow wrists just before Evil Eyes elbowed her out of the cell. Hope was suffocated so instantly in this place, along with the frequent daydreams that kept her sane.

They walked in silence down a dim hallway and stopped at a desk, where Evil Eyes mumbled something to the guard, who responded with a look of surprise. Then the main doors opened and a blast of chilly autumn air snapped over Eileen, sneaking into her shackled wrists and up the ankles of her gray jumpsuit.

Hope gushed through her again. Why would they drag her out at this hour unless someone had finally discovered who really killed Wanda Sloane? Maybe a clue had been found, a witness had come forward…

Her slippers shuffled to keep up with Evil’s long strides as they followed the concrete path from one gray structure to another in the dreary dawn light.

They finally stopped along the fenced-in edge of the property at a single-story building, with shrubs, fresh paint, and grime-free windows. This had to be the warden’s office.

Against everything she had in her, another wave of hope swelled. Maybe…one of the girls…

No. Her daughters were forever gone to her, three seeds thrown to the wind, and all she could do was pray that wherever they were, they were cherished little seven year-olds who would never know what their birth mother did, or why.

The guard knocked hard, matching the sound of Eileen’s heart.

She stole a glance at him. “What’s—what’s going on?”

She got a contemptuous look in response. “You have a visitor.”

She never had visitors. Almost never.

Could it be a defense lawyer? A real one, instead of the pushover who’d been bought and then banished from Charleston?

The door was opened by a man she’d never seen before, short and stocky with glasses on his pockmarked nose.

“You can leave now,” he told Evil Eyes, as he indicated for Eileen to come in. “You go in there.”

Eileen glanced around. There was nothing but an entryway—no desk or guard, no other inmates. Just a linoleum floor and four doors.

She took a few steps to the one he’d indicated, catching a glimpse into another room as she passed. All it contained was a double cot with rumpled sheets.

Oh, Lord above, this was for conjugal visits.

Fear burned in her stomach and she felt lightheaded.

“That door,” the man said impatiently. “He’s ready for you.”

“I’m sorry, I—”

“Go in the fucking room and shut up. He’s ready for you.”

Could he actually come here, buy this man’s silence, and force her to have sex with him? After letting her take the blame for a murder he committed?

Of course he could. He could do anything.

Wordlessly, she stepped to the door, lifting her shackled, shaking hands to turn the knob. It opened with a creak, revealing another double cot—empty. She stepped inside and kept her eyes on the linoleum floor.

“Hello, Leenie.”

It wasn’t him, but it was someone she hated almost as much. She looked up into the hazel eyes and bushy brows she’d come to know so well during her trial. On the witness stand, he’d told lie after lie about the night he’d arrested her, about his “investigation” full of bogus evidence and ridiculous speculation, about the “confession” she gave him.

What could he possibly want now that she lived here without any chance of parole?

He leaned against the wall, his eyes cold.

“You can’t say hello?”

“What do you want?” The words came out rough and low.

“You probably don’t hear much from the world in here, so I dropped by to tell you that the state of South Carolina has officially launched a court of appeals.”

Appeals? She couldn’t help the tiny gasp that hissed through her teeth. A second chance?

He chuckled and shook his head. “You’ll never guess who’s one of the six justices handpicked to run that court.”

No chance. “Big surprise.” It fell right in line with his ambitions.

He laughed again and reached into the pocket of his pricey sports jacket. “Actually, I do have a big surprise for you, Eileen.” He pulled out something white and square. “I want to show you a picture.”

She lifted her chin. “Of what?”

“Not what. Who.” He turned the white square over.

At first all she saw was green and red, a blur of ornaments, a sparkle of tinsel. Then her eyes focused. And welled with tears.

The child was tiny, fair, doe-eyed…and about six years old.

“Your daughter.”

One of them. The thought steeled her. She still knew something he didn’t: two more daughters had been born that dark night on a rural road up in Holly Hill.

She tore her hungry gaze from the picture, determined not to let him see what it did to her. “What about her?”

“She’s recently been adopted.”

She’d been adopted six years ago. Illegally, but adopted. “How recently?”

“Less than a month, since someone…” He raised a brow to underscore just who that might be. “…saved her from the foster home system and took her under his protective wing.”

He had her? In his own home? Envy and fury whipped through her. It was bad enough he’d trapped her in this hell, but he had one of the girls? She forced a shrug. “Why are you telling me this?”

“A simple, straightforward warning, Eileen.” He pocketed the picture. “If you decide to get chatty with anyone, she won’t see next year’s Christmas tree. And now that you know who controls the appeals process, you shouldn’t waste her life like that.”

“I’m wasting mine instead.”

He grinned. “Exactly. And let’s keep it that way…Leenie.”

The nickname was intentional. A way for him to remind her that he spoke directly for her former lover, the son of a bitch who made her give up her most precious gift and then, as if that weren’t enough, framed her for murder.

He left without another word and Eileen dropped onto the thin mattress.

One of six on the court of appeals already. He ultimately planned to get to the top, and everything was aligned to get him there including the necessary family connections.

As long as she rotted in Camp Camille for a murder he’d committed. And she would, for that child in the picture and her two sisters.

But…what if…someday, a long time from now, those girls sought the truth? What if one of them turned out to be her guardian angel who would drop down from above and demand that the world know she was innocent? Then he’d be forced to confess his crimes. Someday…

Eileen closed her eyes to indulge in the fantasies that kept her alive, but all she could do was sob with regret and remorse and the empty heart of a mother who loved her daughters so much, she gave up her life for them.

There was no such thing as a guardian angel. Only the devil, and he had all the power.








CHAPTER ONE



Astor Cove, New York


The Hudson River Valley


Late Summer, 2008

LUCY SHARPE WOKE to the sound of gunfire. Steady. Distant. Infuriating.

She rolled out of bed and strode to the window, totally naked, completely awake, and royally pissed. Who the hell was taking target practice at three in the morning?

She peered at the training compound a half mile away, a few security lights casting yellow circles around the perimeter, but otherwise dark. Only one man had the nerve to do something like this.

Jack Culver. A master at worming his way into places he didn’t belong.

She resisted looking at the empty bed behind her. Instead, she scooped up her satin drawstring pajama pants and stepped into them, then yanked the matching camisole over her head.

As she flipped her hair out from underneath the thin fabric, she snagged her G-23, checked the magazine, then headed out of her room. Barefoot, armed, and riled enough to scare the crap out of that son of a bitch, she padded down the long, dark hallway that separated her private living quarters from the rest of the ten-thousand-square-foot mansion.

At the top of the stairs, she paused at the library doors, considering a change in plans. Most nights when she couldn’t sleep, she fought the demons by working, coordinating the resources of her successful security and investigation firm and focusing on problems she could solve. Present-day problems, not ancient ones that were out of her control.

But tonight wasn’t most nights. And the demons weren’t in her head, they were in her compound. One demon, anyway.

And this one was staying at the Bullet Catchers’ guesthouse, invading the Bullet Catchers’ war room, and infiltrating her carefully constructed, perfectly organized, highly efficient world. And using her firing range as his personal playground in the middle of the night.

How the hell had he managed it? She’d fired him. And yet…he’d managed to wrangle an invitation back. A temporary one, anyway.

Another gunshot echoed.

He wasn’t even allowed to fire a gun. Downstairs she stabbed at the alarm pad in the kitchen and stepped outside into the night air, the temperature in the Hudson Valley suspended between the final dog days of August and the first nip of autumn.

The stone path was cool under her feet as she moved soundlessly, passing the guesthouse. This smaller version of her own Tudor mansion was dark for the night, the bodyguards and security specialists who were at headquarters for training or for assignment briefings all asleep now.

Another round popped. Not all of them. The shots were slower now, as if he’d switched to a .45 and the recoil—and that wounded trigger finger—had changed his rhythm. And the echo told her he was out on the straight range, behind the two-story live fire house they used for training.

Breaking every rule and pissing her off: that would definitely be Jack.

She stayed in the shadows, following a half-mile hilly path to the training compound. When she reached the classroom and simulation facility, she stealthily moved around the building.

She saw the target silhouettes, five of them static, others moving on a cable between them. She heard him rack the semiautomatic he had no right carrying, let alone firing, and then the shuffle of his foot as he took his stance.

She inched out and lifted her Glock, her eyes on the central moving target. When she smacked that silhouette right in the heart, he’d get the message to stop. She slipped her finger over the trigger just as the moon came out from behind a cloud, spilling silver light all over the range…and over Jack.

She couldn’t look away. She could barely breathe.

His dark hair tumbled down to broad, bare shoulders, the carved angles of his back shadowed and smooth. He aimed his gun with steady, tensed arms, his legs in a wide stance. He wore only jeans that were slung low on his narrow hips and fitted over his hard, curved backside.

She closed her eyes, leaning her warm face against the cool cement wall, the image vivid in her mind.

But wait a second. Something was wrong with that picture…

Jack was shooting left-handed.

She popped around the corner again to make sure. Of all the arrogant, stubborn, stupid things. Did he think she’d change her mind and let him carry if he fired with his other—

The shot cracked and the moving target stopped dead on its cable, shot to the heart.

All right, everyone gets lucky sometimes. Especially Jack. She waited, her weapon down as she watched.

He fired. Hit the head. Fired again. Hit the heart. Fired again. Hit the kidney. Fired again. Right between the eyes.

He lowered the gun, and his black hair caught the moonlight as he gave a hoot of victory. The sound reached into Lucy’s gut and twisted something she did not want to have twisted.

Not by a man she loathed, blamed for almost killing one of her best men, and had fired because of it. Still, as much as she hated him, as much as she vowed he’d never be a Bullet Catcher again, as much as she regretted the one night she’d let him enter the ultimate place he had no right to be—her body—she couldn’t fight the tendril of respect that curled around her heart.

He’d taught himself to shoot left-handed—and damn straight, too.

Did he really think that would change her mind? Earn his old job back?

Get real, Jack.

The only reason he was allowed here was because he had information that could help her on a case, and the briefing was early tomorrow morning. Very early.

Once more, she drank in the vision of his half-dressed body in the moonlight, then started home, moving as silently as she had on her way there.

Forget sleep. That was a lost cause.

She followed alongside the building, thinking about tomorrow’s meeting and how Jack would undoubtedly—

A hand clamped over her face and she bucked backward, instantly raising her weapon only to have it knocked right out of her hands. She whipped her elbow around, aiming for the throat, but her attacker ducked at exactly the right instant.

She coiled to throw a kick, but he twirled her effortlessly and pressed her flat against the wall, pushing a shocked breath from her lungs.

Firm, confident hands pinned her against the wall. “Leaving so soon, Ms. Sharpe?”

“You bastard.”

“I love you, too.”

He was six-two and a hundred eighty pounds of solid attitude, but she could have fought him. “I have ten different moves that could fold you in half.”

He laughed softly. “Sweetheart, you fold me in half by standing still.”

Of course he’d turn it into a sexual tease. “If you don’t get your goddamn hands off me, Jack, I’m going kick you so hard you’ll still be limping tomorrow.”

His expression was pure sin, white teeth gleaming, midnight eyes mocking. He took that same wide stance he’d had at the range, offering her direct access to his crotch. The move brushed his hips against her, the contact branding.

“Go ahead. Gimme your best knee.”

Her body betrayed her with a white hot crackle of response.

“You are seriously pushing your luck, Culver.”

His eyes narrowed and he pinned her, his chest against hers, his hips dangerously close. “What I’m pushing is you against the wall. Like it?”

“Unless you want me to hurt something you value, let me go.”

“It’s so damn hard…” He leaned in an inch, as if he might show her exactly how hard it was. “…to get your attention around here.”

“That’s because I’m working. I have a company to run, and you’re interrupting the sleep I need to do that.” She pressed harder against the building, determined not to give in to the impulse to do the opposite.

Just once. Here in the dark, alone. Just one more time to feel the hot steel of him.

“We’ll talk in the morning, Jack. You’ll have my attention at the meeting.”

“But I have it now.”

She shook some hair off her face so she could look right into his eyes. “You’ve got five seconds to back off.”

“Then I’m gonna use them—”

“Four.”

He stared at her, his eyes smoky and heavy lidded. “To ask a favor.”

“Three.”

“You know I’ll go right down to the wire.”

“You know I’ll break your balls, just like that drug addict broke your trigger finger.”

His look grew dangerously dark. “My old trigger finger.”

“Yeah, I saw your new trick. Not impressed. As far as I’m concerned, your only trigger finger is injured for life. Regardless of the fact that you managed to get that expunged from your NYPD record, and lied about it to me.”

His fingertip grazed the skin under her earlobe, sending a shiver from her neck to her toes.

“My trigger finger works just fine.” He dropped his gaze, looking right at the one place where she couldn’t hide her response. Her nipples jutted against the thin satin, twin peaks of reaction. “It’s firing you up.”

She gave him a solid push. “Stop it.”

He backed up with a smile, keeping one hand on her shoulder. “Since you’re here, let’s talk.”

“I’m going back to bed.”

“I’ll go with you.” At her look, he grinned. “Up the path, I mean.”

That’s how Jack always operated. He inched his way into places, eased himself where he shouldn’t be, and the next thing she knew, wham—he was taking matters into his own hands. “No.”

“Then how about a little friendly competition?” He turned to pick up her gun. Handing it to her, he let their fingers brush. “My left hand against your right?”

He never took no for an answer. “I can’t take advantage of you like that, Jack.”

“Sure you can. Come on.” He nodded his head toward the range. “It’ll be fun.”

Actually, it probably would be. Wrong on every level, but fun. “No.”

“You’re worried I’ll beat you.”

She snorted softly.

He leaned closer. “You’ll like the prize.”

Something unholy and unwanted rolled through her at the rumble in his voice. “Which is?”

“Oh, let’s see. Let’s make it interesting, but…safe.”

Nothing was safe with him.

“How about…” He was already leading her toward the firing range. “The winner gets to do anything they want to the loser…above the neck.”

She laughed. “Above the neck.”

“Yeah.” He guided her to the shooting berm. “You win, you can do anything you want to me above the neck. You can box my ears. You can pull my hair. You can—”

“I get the idea.”

“Kiss me with tongue.”

“We can’t—”

“We could.”

“—can’t set up a Tyro course, because I only have one round.”

He turned toward a prep area where he’d laid out several different weapons and magazines. “Got a Glock mag right here.”

So he’d been planning this all along.

“I’ll set up the Tyro,” he said. “Three stages, three targets, twenty-four shots, ten yards.”

“Fine.” She slipped the extra ammo into the elastic waistband of her sleep pants and got into position. “I’m going to kick your injured ass and then slap your arrogant face. And then I’m going to bed.” Alone.

At the opposite end of the range, the circular markers thunked into place. Without taking a breath, she stood, aimed, and fired eight times. She missed the third shot by a millimeter but made the rest.

He fired eight times. And missed nothing.

Neither said a word.

She shook her hand, shot until she had emptied the clip, reloaded, racked, and finished the next eight. She missed nothing.

He did the same, missing one.

“Tie game,” he said. “Together, this time.”

Her eyes locked on the target; she aimed the Glock. Next to her, he did the same.

“Shoot,” he ordered.

They fired simultaneously, each shot echoing over the hills and disappearing into the night.

She missed one. He drilled a three-inch hole in the bull’s-eye.

She lowered her weapon. “Nice work.”

He shoved his weapon into the waistband of his jeans, then took her Glock, setting it with the others.

“Time to pay the piper,” he said softly, turning back to her.

Anticipation rolled over her skin, leaving chills, and making her take a half step backward as he lifted his hands to her face.

She couldn’t really say no if she wanted to.

“Above the neck, one can find…” Strong, warm fingers cupped her face, lifting it toward his. The twinkle in his eyes was the only evidence of humor; otherwise his expression was purely serious. Purely hot. “Many attractive things.”

Against her will, she parted her lips. She could do this. She could kiss Jack Culver, take his tongue, feel his body, and walk away. She had control over everything—including her libido.

No one was that irresistible.

Her eyes drifted closed as he lowered his face, his breath on her mouth, his fingers just skimming her hairline. He didn’t kiss her. Instead, he threaded his hands in her hair and slowly, gently combed through, sliding his fingers all the way to the ends with a sigh of raw appreciation.

“Are you done now?”

“Mmmm. No.” He turned her face, his lips brushing her cheek. A stroke of her hair and a kiss on the cheek? Surely Jack wouldn’t settle for that.

Disappointment, cold and sudden, dropped through her.

She stiffened and started to pull back as he placed his lips over her ear.

“All I want above your neck, Lucinda Sharpe, is your brain. That incredible, wicked, keen mind that puts others to shame.”

She stayed very still, the sensations of his words in her ears whirling down to her toes.

“Do you know what I love most about your mind?”

The word love delivered a little jolt through her, but she didn’t move. “I can’t imagine.”

“That it’s open.” He punctuated that with the tiniest flick of his tongue against her lobe, firing a few more sparks and deadening any common sense.

“Open?”

“Open to every possibility, no matter how outrageous or unbelievable or impossible it might seem when you first hear about it.”

She inched around to face him, close enough to count every lash and every unshaved whisker, but far enough away to lessen his magnetic pull.

“What are you talking about?”

“I need you to have an open mind tomorrow when I present the evidence in the Stafford case.” He paused, then leaned a little closer to whisper the rest. “No matter what I say.”

“I always have an open mind.”

“I’m going to be testing it.”

She pulled away completely. “How?”

“You’ll see.”

All her synapses were firing now, her mind firmly back in focus.

“That’s why you did this? You made all this noise that you knew would get me down here just to ask me to have an open mind?” She didn’t believe it, not for a minute.

“Yep. Unless you want to go into the woods and make out.”

“What do I have to have an open mind about? You have a theory about the murder?”

He stepped away to get her gun. “Here you go, Luce.” He handed it to her, letting their fingers touch again. “You better get some sleep now. Be careful on your way back to the house. There are wolves all over this place.” He winked and walked away, disappearing into the darkness.

Three hours later, Lucy was still at her desk poring over files and thirty-year-old transcripts from Eileen Stafford’s trial, when her breath was stolen for the second time in one night.

She blinked at the picture, turned it upside down, and slid her gaze over to the list of names she’d been jotting down on a yellow pad.

“No damn wonder he wanted me to have an open mind.” A wry smile pulled at her lips.

Jack was a lot of things: a tease, a flirt, an unrelenting, shameless, fearless smart-ass, who had his finger on all her hot buttons and loved to press them. He was also a brilliant investigator, and he could solve crime puzzles like no one she’d ever met.

But more than anything, Jack had a vigilante streak that had gotten him in a lot of trouble.

If he was right about this…what would he do about it?

She shuddered to think of the ramifications.

She wanted the truth, and then justice. Jack wanted retribution—period. That was the fundamental difference between them.

She flipped the picture again, looking at the names she’d written, especially at one she’d originally discarded.

Jack wanted much more than an open mind. He wanted access. And she was one of the few people in the world with the connections to investigate something of this magnitude.

Jack knew that, of course. He was using her.

Which made them even. Because that night a little over a year ago, when he’d made her forget every pain and every regret she carried, she’d been using him.

So she owed him one. And if he was right, this would make history. No, this would change history.

Jack knew all too well what she found irresistible.








CHAPTER TWO



THE BULLET CATCHERS’ pristine, polished, state-of-the-art war room was a complete train wreck.

Files, papers, maps, calendars, yellowed newspapers covered the table, with the granddaddy of Things That Pissed the Boss Off—a box of doughnuts—right in the middle of it all.

Jack watched the door to Lucy’s office open slowly, ready to gauge her nonverbals to figure out if she had done what he expected her to do a few hours ago.

She didn’t flinch. She didn’t curl that perfectly bowed upper lip or raise a thank-you-very-much sarcastic brow over one of her almond-shaped ebony eyes. She didn’t tunnel her fingers through her veil of black velvet hair, lingering in the single streak of white while she blew out a sigh of disgust at the mess.

All she did was take her seat at the opposite end of the massive table, quietly greet the others in the room, and fold her hands over a thick file folder that was as crisp and clean as her winter white silk jacket.

She didn’t meet his gaze, though. So one of two things had happened after he left her. She’d either gone up to her tower and sweated all the fever out on tangled sheets—like he had. Or she’d gone to her office and surrendered to an entirely different need: the need to know everything.

His money was on her legendary curiosity. Although her libido wasn’t anything to underestimate.

Had his plan worked?

He’d wanted to force her to the files, and coax her to where he needed her to go. Then she’d be predisposed to his preposterous idea. Better yet, she’d think it was her own.

Manipulating the Grand Manipulator was an art form, and sometimes, he was fucking Picasso.

“Good morning, Ms. Sharpe.” He smiled at her.

“Jack.” She didn’t really look him in the eye. Not good.

He definitely got a few sideways glances from the others around the table. She’d brought in Roman Scott, a former NSA guy who could actually be a big help on this one. And Donovan Rush, a new kid she’d had in training for a while, who looked ready and eager to attack a big assignment.

Across the table was a husky guy named Owen Rogers who hid keen intelligence under his cool reserve. In for the ride as well was Lucy’s assistant, Avery Cole, and Sage Valentine, Lucy’s niece and the head of the ever-growing Bullet Catchers’ investigation division.

Thank God there was no sign of the boy wonder Dan Gallagher. If she kept Dan away from this, he had a shot at getting what he wanted.

If any of the others wondered why the hell Jack had been allowed back into their hallowed halls on a personal case, they were all too highly trained to show it. Without preamble, Lucy launched into a comprehensive briefing.

“For the past several months, Jack Culver has been working on a private case to help a woman locate three daughters she gave up in a black market adoption operation known as Sapphire Trail, back in 1977. The Bullet Catchers have been peripherally involved.”

That was one way to describe it. Lucy’s interest in the case had been ice cold in the beginning. Jack had convinced Adrien Fletcher, the only Bullet Catcher he still considered a friend, to help him find Miranda Lang. Fletch did so and in the process fell madly in love with her.

As a favor to Miranda, Lucy had agreed to apply her considerable resources to finding the other sisters as well, putting Wade Cordell on the trail of one and giving Jack everything he needed to find the other.

“We’ve had some luck in the searches,” Lucy continued. “Wade located Vanessa Porter in the Caribbean, and reunited her with her mother just a few weeks ago.”

And luckily Vanessa had been a match for the bone marrow that Eileen needed to stay alive.

Ever since he’d met Eileen through a different adoption search his one-man PI firm had been conducting, finding her daughters and a bone marrow match had been Jack’s goals. But now that he’d accomplished that, he wasn’t going to rest until one final detail of this woman’s life was smoothed out.

He wanted to set her free, and to destroy the man who’d unjustly put her in jail. Unfortunately, Eileen refused to say who that was. She was convinced that “he could do anything,” and that “anything” meant he’d hurt her daughters.

Based on what he knew so far, she was probably right.

“So, did you find the third daughter?” Roman Scott asked, looking up from his notes.

“Jack did.” Lucy paused and glanced at Jack, giving him the lead.

“Her name was Kristen Carpenter,” he said.

“Was?”

Jack answered Donovan’s question with a nod. “She was killed while crossing a street in Washington, D.C., a few months ago. A hit and run, and big surprise here, they never caught the guy.”

“Then both daughters are accounted for and under Bullet Catcher protection,” Roman Scott said, jotting down a note. “And the third is deceased. What’s the investigation, the hit and run?”

“The investigation is into the murder that the mother was convicted of,” Lucy said. “She’s been in prison since the girls were eight months old, and totally silent regarding her innocence.”

“So why are we investigating?” Owen asked.

“Because she’s innocent,” Jack said simply. “She’s been too scared and too sick to talk much, but I’ve picked up enough clues and I’ve been playing with the puzzle pieces, and the picture is—”

“Extraordinary,” Lucy finished.

Oh, yeah.

“Let me give you some history to put it all in perspective,” he said. “The murder in question took place eight months after Eileen Stafford had her illegitimate triplets and gave them all up for illegal adoption. During the second half of her pregnancy, she’d stayed hidden in her home in a suburb of Charleston, on an unpaid leave of absence from her job as a legal secretary at the county courthouse. When she returned to work, things had changed.”

“In what way?” Avery asked.

“She’d been replaced, primarily in one courtroom and in one highly regarded judge’s chambers, by a woman named Wanda Sloane.”

“The victim,” Lucy interjected for clarity. “Another attractive legal secretary.”

“No one disputes the fact that they were jealous of each other, or that Wanda and Eileen were known to swap insults and gossip about the other,” Jack continued. “Just typical workplace cattiness, by all accounts. But one night, not far from the courthouse, a witness saw a woman running from an alley and driving wildly out of town. Curious, the witness went into the alley, found Wanda Sloane’s freshly shot body, and called 911 from a pay phone. Thirty minutes later, a cruiser pulled Eileen over racing out of Charleston. A Raven Arms .25 caliber pistol was on her front seat.”

“Sounds pretty open and shut,” Owen said.

“Except that the trial was quick, too quiet, and stunningly biased,” Lucy replied, flipping through transcripts. “Evidence was tampered with and the key players, like her public defender, the eyewitness, and the judge, are all dead. A man who visited her in prison about fifteen years ago, the adopted father of one of the daughters, was murdered on his way home from South Carolina. The arresting officer was recently killed in his condo when it was burned to the ground. And Kristen Carpenter’s death might not have been an accident.”

“So do you have a list of suspects?” Owen asked in typical Bullet Catcher cut-to-the-chase fashion.

“A very short list,” Jack replied. “One.”

He could have sworn Lucy said “One” at the same time, but her voice was covered by her library door popping open, bringing all the conversation to a halt.

Dan Gallagher’s crooked smile beamed over the crowd and settled on Lucy. “Hope I’m not too late, Juice.”

Fuck. Despite an urge to smack the table, Jack hid any reaction to the new arrival or the obnoxious nickname, especially because a few faces turned to see if he would do exactly that.

“You are,” Lucy said, indicating the empty chair on her right. “But since you came in through my office and I had the speaker on, I assume you’re up to speed.”

Dan winked at Avery as he took the seat. “No wonder we all work for her. She’s always one step ahead of everyone.” He reached toward a pile of file folders, then pulled his hand back from the mess. “Whoa.”

“Here.” Lucy handed him one of her perfectly arranged dossiers.

He flipped it open and narrowed green eyes on Jack. “Go on, Culver. Sounds like it’s just getting interesting.”

Jack pulled out a page from his chaotic files, all his focus on the word in the middle. Six letters. Two syllables. One brilliant, crazy, impossible idea that would make Gallagher snort and the rest of the table gasp. And Lucy?

He’d know in a second.

“At the time Eileen was working at the courthouse, there was a distinguished circuit judge there. For a year prior to her pregnancy, Eileen worked for him on a regular basis, spent many evenings in his chambers, and was seen outside of the courthouse with him on one occasion.”

He looked up to see Lucy writing a notation. Dan leaned over to boldly read her notes, but got a warning look for the effort. Score one.

“This man, by virtue of his position and his marriage into one of Charleston’s oldest and wealthiest families, had tremendous power and connections. He was then, and is now, respected, revered, and admired.”

“Come on, you’re killin’ me,” Dan interjected. “Who the hell is it and where’s the evidence?”

Lucy put a hand on Dan’s arm. “Let him finish.”

Score two for the away team.

“First, I think he’s the most likely candidate to be the father of the triplets,” Jack said.

“There is no evidence on file of the father,” Avery said. “I studied those files after Miranda and Vanessa were found, and nothing indicates his identity.”

“Actually, something does,” Jack said. “And the evidence is on Miranda Lang and Vanessa Porter.”

“Ah, yes,” Dan said, a smile tipping. “The famous tattoos on their necks. Numbers, I believe we established in our last meeting on the subject.”

Jack ignored the undercurrent of sarcasm in Dan’s voice. “The babies were all tattooed, yes. The nurse who tattooed them told me in one interview that this wasn’t all that unusual in the black market, and in the case of Eileen, she believed they were numbers.”

There were a few surprised responses and some dubious looks, but not from Lucy. Her nod was imperceptible.

He took out the pictures of Miranda’s tattoo and the one of Vanessa’s laser scar where she’d had the tattoo removed.

“On Miranda, there is what appears to be a one and a four.”

“Or someone with a sick sense of humor,” Dan added. “Who wrote hi on a baby if you read fourteen upside down.”

Jack looked up at him. “You’re actually not too far off from my theory. Now look at Vanessa’s tattoo. These two tiny squiggles we’ve assumed to be two sixes.”

“What was on the third sister, the one who was killed?” Sage asked.

“Nothing on an ME’s report, and the family had her cremated immediately,” Jack said. “We’ll never have that piece of the puzzle.”

Roman Scott leaned forward, tapping his finger on his chin. “Numbers, huh? A safety deposit box? Or what about an address? We should run every combination of those numbers for matching street addresses.”

“We can. But consider something else.” Jack ripped a clean sheet of paper from a legal pad and grabbed a marker from the table. On it, he re-created the fourteen from Miranda’s neck. Then he took another page and drew the two curled sixes. “These,” he said, “could be lower case g’s.” He looked up at Lucy, saw the acknowledgment in her eyes, telling him she’d gotten this far last night. Had she made the final connection?

“Put them together and you could have…” He wrote the letters in large capitals. H-I-G-G.

“Or twenty-four other combinations,” Roman added.

“True. But only the letters H-I-G-G spell out the first four letters of the name of the powerful, connected, wealthy circuit court judge who worked very closely with both Eileen Stafford and Wanda Sloane.” Jack looked into Lucy’s eyes and silently invited her to drop the bomb.

She leaned forward as though he’d pulled her by an imaginary string, her gaze on him. “Spessard B. Higgins,” she said softly. “Also known as Higgie.”

The name hung over the silent room, dropping a few jaws with its weight.

Predictably, Dan choked first. “Higgie? Are you kidding? The U.S. Supreme Court justice? That Higgie?”

“There is no other,” Lucy said. “He worked very closely with Eileen in 1976 through 1978. After she returned from her leave of absence, they were never seen in the same room again prior to her conviction.”

Dan stared at Lucy, then Jack, his look a mix of ridicule and disbelief. “That’s what you’ve got? Some thirty-year-old alleged tattoos that upside down and sideways might spell the first four letters of the name of the man who is the closest thing we have to a living saint in the country?”

“There’s more,” Lucy said. “And of course we’ll get even more.”

“Yeah? Like what?” Dan asked. “You better get fingerprints, a signed confession, a murder weapon in his underwear drawer, and then put on bulletproof vests. Because that man is more popular than the pope.”

“I believe there’s enough evidence to merit a covert investigation conducted by the Bullet Catchers,” Lucy replied.

Jack could have crawled over the files and kissed her.

Dan threw his dossier on the table in disgust. “Well you better hurry, Luce, because the chief justice just announced he has cancer. A nomination to the head seat could be right around the corner, and Higgie is at the top of the list.”

“All the more reason he shouldn’t get away with murder,” Lucy said.

Jack gave Lucy a huge smile. “You are so correct, Ms. Sharpe.”

She smiled right back, delivering a jolt of raw pleasure straight through him. “You did the work, Jack.”

Dan looked from one to the other, his own smile wry. A lock of sandy hair tumbled over his forehead as he flipped the file closed. “Count me out.”

“As a matter of fact,” Jack said, “you were never counted in.”

Dan stood slowly, then pushed his chair back in place. “Good. Because I don’t want to be involved in the bloodbath we’re going to take for going after an American icon on such loose speculation.”

He walked to the main door. “Good luck, gang.”

He left, and Lucy sat still for a moment, then closed her file. Jack’s gut tightened. Dan had a lot of pull over her; she trusted him.

Lucy stood and indicated Jack take over with a wave of her hand. “Go over some more details with this team. I suggest we assign someone to each aspect of the case from Kristen’s death to the paperwork you’re missing from the black market adoptions at Sapphire Trail and—”

“Got it, Luce. I have a list ready.”

“Excuse me, then.” She stood and followed Dan’s path, leaving an awkward silence in the room.

Who would win this round?

The man she admired, respected, trusted, and some said secretly loved? Or the man she loathed, avoided, doubted, and once, in a moment of weakness, screwed senseless on the floor of a hut in Malaysia?

Shit. There was no contest.

 

Dan was halfway down the stairs by the time Lucy caught up with him. He didn’t slow his step, but crossed the hall and reached the door, forcing her to nearly run down the stairs in three-inch heels.

She slammed her hand on the door, blocking him and holding it closed. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I could ask you the same thing, Lucy.” A world of hurt and anger darkened eyes that were almost always smiling, always teasing, and always on her. “Do you have any idea what it could do to the Bullet Catchers if it got out that we were conducting a clandestine investigation of one of the highest ranking judges in the country? My God, Lucy, Higgie is so far above reproach that he…he…” He shook his head, at a loss. “He’s untouchable.”

“No one is untouchable, Dan, and he’s no saint. I know the man.”

“Of course you do, which is exactly why that gutter rat Culver is using you. What’s his game? Trying to make a name for himself as a PI? Going after the biggest get in the history of justice? Jesus Christ, Lucy, do you forget what that guy did to me?”

Not for a day.

“He accidentally shot me,” Dan said, before she could answer. “After he lied to you about his record, his injury, and his capabilities. He weaseled his way into the Bullet Catchers and then damn near took me out with a stray bullet.”

He hadn’t exactly weaseled, since he’d passed every test she had with flying colors, and she believed in her heart that the gunshot was a complete accident. Dan had even admitted he’d made a sudden and unexpected move. But she knew better than to argue that now. “He was fired for his actions.”

“But now he’s back, just as close to you as he could be, dangling the big one that he knows you could never, ever resist. How the hell did he convince you of his ridiculous theory that a Supreme Court justice is a murderer?”

“He didn’t. I came to the same conclusion—and you would, too.”

Dan blew out a disbelieving breath. “Based on what?”

“Jack asked me to have an open mind last night and I—”

“Last night?” As soon he said it, she realized her mistake. “You were at dinner with a client and me in the city last night until eleven o’clock. You saw him after that?”

She lifted her chin. “Don’t do this, Dan. Don’t let your emotions or your jealousy get in the way of what’s important here.”

“Jealousy?” He spat the word. “I’m not jealous of some has-been cop with a malfunctioning finger and even more malfunctioning instinct.”

“Forget the messenger for a minute, Dan. What if Spessard Higgins killed that girl thirty years ago? What if he manipulated the trial and used his power to frame and then silence a woman who’d been his mistress? What if he killed Vanessa’s father, and then paid someone to drive a car into Kristen Carpenter as a warning to her mother in jail? Could you sleep at night, knowing that man is at the helm of justice in this country, sitting on a public pedestal when he deserves to be locked up?”

“You’re the one with sleeping problems, Luce. Not me. Hope this helps.” He got the door open and walked out into the sunshine, looking up for a second to let it bathe his handsome face. Then he lifted a hand over his shoulder. “See ya.”

She took a step and grabbed his arm. “What do you mean, see ya?”

“I’ve got some business in the city: a security analysis for paying clients. Remember them? You like that kind. Or used to.”

“Stop it. You can’t just walk out of this meeting because your feelings are hurt and you don’t like something I’m doing.”

He closed his eyes for a second, then turned to her. “Watch me.”

“Excuse me?”

At her haughty tone, he gave her a half smile. “Don’t pull rank on me now, Juice. I know you’re the boss, you own the business, and you call the shots. I also know nobody else gets away with talking to you like that. But sorry, I just don’t want to be involved in something that could be this detrimental to the company.”

“The company or to you?”

“Lucy, if you’re wrong, and this goes public, you’ll lose everything we’ve—you’ve—spent the last seven years building. Is it worth that risk to you? You’ve got so much to lose and he…” He jutted his chin in the direction of the war room. “Has everything to gain. Including a shiny new reputation to replace the one he ruined.”

“Only if he’s right. I don’t want to take down Higgie if he’s innocent. I just want to find out the truth.”

“Culver isn’t interested in the truth,” Dan said. “He’s a damn vigilante, and that’s what cost him every job he’s ever had.”

She couldn’t argue with that. “Dan, I spent hours in the middle of the night reading files, poring through trial transcripts, considering every angle, and looking at all possibilities, especially about those tattoos. I think he’s on to something, and that’s all that should be important to you.”

“Alone?”

She frowned at him. “What?”

“Were you alone with your files?”

“Yes, I was alone. Come on, Dan. You’re bigger than this. You’re smarter than this. You’re walking away from this case because of who brought it to us, not what it is.”

He hesitated, then smiled that dear crooked smile that always got delivered with a gleam of green eyes. “I’m walking away because I see the writing on the wall, Juice. And it ain’t my name up there.”

She sighed. “That’s what’s at the heart of this, isn’t it?”

“What’s at the heart of this, my friend, is your choice to help a man who lied to you, put my life in jeopardy, and has proven that whatever skill he had as a cop and a Bullet Catcher was pickled with alcohol and tainted with self-loathing. A man who isn’t qualified to shoot a bullet, let alone catch one.”

“Dan, if Higgie is a murderer and enough of a manipulator to do what I think he’s done, then I want to prove that. I don’t care who brought the case to us. I have no intention of letting him work on it directly. He’ll be entirely in the background.”

Dan looked up at the second-floor library window. “He’s not in the background now. As a matter of fact, he’s in your office. Wonder how he got in there.”

She followed Dan’s gaze, and saw him. It was true. Jack always found ways into places he wasn’t supposed to be. It was one of his secret weapons.

“Face it, Lucy. He’ll work on this case because he knows every aspect of it, inside and out, and you’re too smart to keep someone with that much knowledge off a complex job.”

She turned back to Dan, ready to argue, but he just reached out and touched her hair, feathering the streak, quieting her fight. Was that for Jack’s benefit…or hers?

He leaned a little closer and for a second she thought he was going to kiss her—something he’d never, ever done. But he liked the idea that the rest of the Bullet Catchers wondered about it.

“You want my advice, Juice?”

“Always.”

“Be careful what you wish for.”

She stepped back, narrowing her eyes at him. “All I wish for is to find the truth. To see the right person convicted of a crime. And most of all, to allow a woman who is imprisoned to go free and live her life the way it was meant to be lived.”

He smiled. “I know. The question is, which woman? The one in that South Carolina jail or…” He tipped his head toward the estate. “The one in this one?” He chucked her under the chin. “Good luck, Juice.”

He turned and went to his car, leaving her washed in the sunshine.

Even when he was mad and motivated by the worst of emotions, Dan Gallagher was light and whole and healed. And he was one of the closest friends she’d ever had.

She turned to the house, looking up to the leaded glass of her library windows, drawn to the shadow of a man who was none of those things.
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