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For Kern Walsh Zink, a woman of wisdom, a lover of

life, a compassionate sister who completed our family

when she married into it and left a hole in our hearts

when she departed. She is missed and loved by many.
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THEN YOU HIDE





PROLOGUE



Charleston, South Carolina, 1978

“WELL, LOOK WHAT we have here. The prettiest little suspect in Charleston County.” The fluorescent lights cast a sick, yellow shadow on the cheeks of the man who’d just entered the interrogation room.

Eileen Stafford straightened in the uncomfortable wooden chair and met his gaze. “Where’s my lawyer?”

“He’s comin’, sweetheart. He’s comin’. Mind if I sit down?” Across the table, he yanked out the other chair, flipped it around, and spread his legs around the back. “You remember me, don’t you?”

As if she could forget the man who’d tried to blind her with a flashlight, cut her with handcuffs, and insult her from the front seat of his squad car.

She sat silent. Because anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.

“We met the other night out on Ashley Bridge.” He lifted thick black eyebrows and crinkled his forehead, all friendly and social.

She glared back at him. “Pretty convenient, you and your partner just cruising along looking for people driving away from crime scenes.”

“Oh, now, honey, you know what happened. Someone saw you running and called the cops. While we were following you lead-footin’ out of Charleston, Ms. Sloane’s body was found.” He held out his hands to imply that this happened all the time to a good cop.

Or a very bad one.

Didn’t he realize this case was so flimsy you could see through it? She’d seen the murder; she’d witnessed it! She knew who did it, yet she sat here, sweating, waiting for a lawyer who was supposed to be here hours ago. When he came, she could tell him who pulled the trigger and who put that gun on the passenger seat of her car—a gun she’d never touched.

But would she have the nerve to tell the truth? To take on the most powerful man in the county? The thought made her stomach roll.

“Why’d you do it, Miss Stafford?”

She bit her lip to keep from saying a word.

“It is miss, isn’t it?” Hazel eyes dropped to her chest. “Sure it is. I’ve seen you around the courthouse. You’re a flirty little thing. Real friendly with all the lawyers and judges. You’re a legal secretary. Just like…the deceased.”

“Which makes me smart enough to know I get a lawyer before I talk to anybody.”

He chuckled, propping his elbows on the table and locking his hands into a little shelf for his chin. “And smart enough to know that the South Carolina legal system don’t always work as right as it should.”

She fought a quiver, unwilling to let him see her fear. “I’m not going to talk to you, Officer.”

“Then how ‘bout you listen to me…Leenie.”

Oh, God—only one person on earth called her that. Which meant whatever this cop was about to say was a direct message from him.

“Listen real careful, okay?” His look made her heart wallop against her ribs. “I’m gonna offer you a fine deal.”

“A deal?” Or her worst nightmare? The man who had destroyed her happiness, forcing her to make a decision she would regret until the day she died—that man could do anything. He could lie, cheat, steal, and, oh, Godamighty, he could kill.

“Real simple, this deal. You tell your lawyer exactly how you killed Wanda, how you were hidin’ right there in that alley, just waitin’ to pounce on the gal who’d taken your place as the prettiest legal secretary in the courthouse, and—”

“I wasn’t waiting for—”

“—and we’ll make sure you don’t have to sit in the hot seat.” One corner of his thin-lipped mouth slid up. “You know what I mean by the hot seat, don’t you, Leenie?”

“There hasn’t been an electrocution in this state since 1962.”

“Capital punishment is alive and well in the state of South Carolina, darlin’. In the hands of”—he bared straight, shiny teeth—“the right judge.”

Eileen closed her eyes. She’d known this was coming. Ever since she’d hidden behind that brick wall in Philadelphia Alley and watched her former lover put a bullet into Wanda Sloane, she’d known she couldn’t run far, and she couldn’t hide for long. Not from him.

“It’s a simple deal. You tell the lawyer just what happened, Leenie. And in exchange…” He shrugged, as if the rest were obvious.

“Say it,” she insisted hoarsely. “You have to say it.”

He leaned close. “Sign the piece of paper pleading guilty…and nothing will happen to your baby.”

She knew it.

“I don’t have a baby.”

That statement would be the truth in a deposition. She didn’t have a baby. She’d had three. But he didn’t know that. No one in Charleston knew that.

“You have a child,” he said in a patronizing tone. “‘Course, you sold the poor li’l fatherless bastard. But anyone can be…” He took out a handkerchief, blew his nose, let the unfinished sentence hang in the air. “…found with the right people pulling the strings.”

She stared at him.

He folded his hanky and stuffed it into a breast pocket. “And you know, sweetheart, those black-market babies are not always the healthiest. They’ve been known to just die in their li’l cribs.”

That murdering, lying son of a bitch. Would he kill his own daughter?

Of course he would. He was capable of anything. He bought cops like this sleazebucket, bought juries, bought witnesses, bought loyalty. Hell, he’d bought her.

But he only knew she’d gone to the farmhouse on Sapphire Trail to have a baby. No one except the nurse, the lady who owned the place, and one of the sets of adoptive parents knew she’d had triplets that night eight months ago.

Three tiny, helpless baby girls who were all sold to strangers. He only knew of one, but she didn’t know which one. Any of those tiny babies could be his victim, unless she…

“Make this deal.” Impatience edged his voice. “Or she dies.”

Right now, her daughters were safe and loved. And marked. If they ever found one another, would that tell them the story of what their mother did and why? All that mattered was that they lived. Her life was worthless without them, anyway.

“Okay,” she said in defeat.

He pushed away from the table and sauntered to the door with a lazy, cocky grin. “I heard you were a very smart girl, Leenie. Guess it’s true.” He pulled the door open, and she heard him say, “The suspect is ready to bargain.”

Eileen dropped her head into her hands. Maybe someday, her babies would forgive her for selling them to strangers. And if they ever discovered who gave them birth, maybe they’d understand why, eight months after they were born, she’d shouldered the blame for a crime she didn’t commit.








CHAPTER ONE



Astor Cove, New York

The Hudson River Valley

Summer 2008

“I’M NOT IN the business of killing people anymore.” Wade Cordell slid the contract across Lucy Sharpe’s writing table, his defined jaw and steel-blue eyes hard in contrast to his soft Southern drawl.

“Bullet Catchers don’t kill people, Wade. We protect them. If pushed to the absolute limit and forced to save the life of a principal, we do what needs to be done. And we do it better than any other security and investigation firm in the world.” She slid the paper right back and tapped the signature line with one red nail. “That’s why I want you on my staff full-time.”

“Call it what you like, ma’am, but killing is killing, and I have murdered my last person.”

“It’s not murder when the world is a better, safer place and thousands of people are alive because of your skills.”

He shifted his muscular frame in the antique chair and nailed her with his deadly sniper’s gaze. “I had no problems pulling that trigger as a Marine, Lucy. It was my job, it was war, and it was right. But those other times…”

“Special assignments for the CIA are as much an act of war as anything you did in Iraq, and you know that.”

“Spoken like a true former spook.”

She acknowledged her background with a nod. “But you aren’t in the CIA, you’re a free agent. And I want you as a Bullet Catcher. Not because you’re the best damn sharpshooter the Marines ever produced but because your overall instincts are masterful.”

He snorted softly. “Yeah, that last kill was pure genius.”

“You did what had to be done. I heard the details from the top of the agency, and you may think it was a mess, but—”

“It was a mess.”

“They were pleased with the outcome. But not so pleased that you’ve refused every assignment since. I, however”—she picked up the pen and offered it to him—“am thrilled.”

He leaned back and stretched out his long legs. “I like consulting occasionally for you, Luce. It suits me to drop in quickly, then disappear. I don’t want to get too…close to anything.” He treated her to a grin as sweet as pecan pie. “That’s just the hunter in me, I guess.”

“That’s just your inability to commit to anything but a clean shot,” she replied, instantly erasing his smile. “You need to commit to an organization. This one.”

He pushed himself up to amble over to the window and studied the summer green hills of the Hudson River Valley for a long time. Finally, he turned back to her. “You have any assassins on your payroll, Luce?”

“Wade, you are not an assassin. You are a man with an extraordinary sniper’s skill, a hunter’s eye, and a powerful sense of duty. You briefly combined those abilities to rid the world of a few evil beasts. It didn’t work out for you, and now it’s time to do something else.” She tapped the contract. “Be a Bullet Catcher.”

“I’ve been one,” he replied.

“You’ve done special projects for the last five months, and you’ve been brilliant. Now it’s time to belong.”

He returned to the view, undoubtedly thinking and deliberating, as he always did before making any decision.

“Bullet Catchers’ clients are some mighty high-profile people,” he finally said.

“They can be. Some are just enormously wealthy.”

“I imagine they want to know exactly who is protecting them.”

“They aren’t privy to the backgrounds of my specialists and bodyguards, Wade. And believe me, not every Bullet Catcher can wear a halo, including me.”

He turned to give her a slight smile. “Yet what could be more on the side of the angels than this operation?”

“Which is exactly why I want you.” Lucy waited a beat. “I run a tight group, and a sense of community and trust is critical to our success on every assignment. As the owner of this business, I prefer full-time staff to consultants.”

“Because you can’t control consultants.”

True. “I want you full-time, committed to the job and the company. You’ll make an outstanding Bullet Catcher, and you’ll get tremendous satisfaction from the work.” She folded her arms and leaned back in her chair. “But I’m not going to push anymore. The decision is yours.”

He strolled back to the desk. “I need some more time.”

“To do what?” she challenged. “Beat yourself up for what happened in Budapest?”

“I shot a man in the face from two feet away, Lucy. I watched his skull crack. He looked me in the eye as he died.” He dropped into the chair, his wide shoulders slumping. “That’s a whole lot different from taking a shot from fifteen hundred yards, peering through a rifle sight. And I doubt you can promise that I’d never have to do that again, as somone’s paid protector.”

“I won’t lie to you, Wade. You might have to kill someone again in the line of duty. But most of the time, you’ll be saving lives and protecting people. You may be looking for missing persons, and hunting is another of your proficiencies—along with a keen mind and a steady hand. Honestly, what else are you going to do with your life?”

He lifted one impressive shoulder. “I haven’t figured that out yet, but I will. I like to take my time and plan things.”

“All right.” Disappointed, she was sliding the unsigned contract back into his file when her fingers grazed the paperwork for her next meeting…and lightning struck. She plucked the folder out and held it to her chest, regarding him. “I was going to send Donovan Rush on this case as his first official assignment, since it’s a gimme.”

“An assignment so cushy they should pay you to take it?”

“Precisely.” She handed him the file. “My gift to you. Go take a few days in paradise, and find a woman.”

Humor glinted like ice in his eyes. “So everything your men say is true.”

“That I have a kind, understanding heart, and I’m a goddess to work for?”

He laughed at her sarcasm. “That you have elevated manipulation to an art form and don’t take no for an answer.”

“Oh, that. But I’m not manipulating you. I’m giving you time and a lovely place to think and plan. You’ll never have to touch your Smith and Wesson. The only talent you’ll use is charm,” she added with a wink.

Wade opened the folder and glanced at the top page. “Who is Vanessa Porter, and what sins has she committed?”

“Nothing but being born and adopted on the black market. We need to find her.”

He glanced up. “I thought that case was closed after Adrien Fletcher located Miranda Lang out in California a few months ago. I did some backup for him on the takedown. The cult leader who was terrorizing Miranda Lang was turned over to the FBI.”

“Yes, and Miranda went with Fletch to South Carolina and met the birth mother, who, as you may recall, is in jail for murder.”

He nodded, returning to the file. “The mother needs a bone-marrow transplant to live, right?”

“Correct. But Miranda isn’t a match. We hope Vanessa Porter is.”

He studied the photo clipped to the file, intrigued. “How’s that?”

“She’s Miranda’s sister. Eileen Stafford, the birth mother, revealed that Miranda was one of triplet girls sold through the Sapphire Trail operation. Vanessa Porter is another of the three.”

Wade looked at the photo of an impeccably dressed blonde striding down Wall Street, a cell phone pressed to her ear, a sleek briefcase clutched in her other hand, no-nonsense black glasses completing the look. He skimmed through a few more pages, which described a single, workaholic money manager living in Manhattan.

“According to your men in California, Jack Culver thinks this Eileen Stafford might be innocent.”

“Jack is not one of my men,” Lucy said coolly. “He’s simply a PI who initially launched this investigation on behalf of Eileen Stafford. Her guilt or innocence isn’t my concern.” Nothing that involved former Bullet Catcher Jack Culver was her concern. “I promised to locate Vanessa Porter, and I have. She’s a passenger on a Utopia Cruise Line sailing clipper, currently cruising the Leeward Islands. The next stop is St. Kitts. I’m offering you a few days in the islands, a pretty blonde to persuade to meet her birth mother, and a chance to think about what you want to do with your life.”

He glanced at the pages again, returning to the photo. “How much time do I have?”

“Not much. Stafford is in a coma and fading fast. If we’re going to reunite her with her daughters and try to find a bone-marrow match, we have to move quickly. There may not be time for Vanessa to finish her Caribbean cruise—which could be a sticking point, since she evidently hasn’t taken a day off in six years.”

“What if she doesn’t believe me? A financial wizard will probably demand irrefutable proof. We have, what…” He pulled a paper out. “A list of babies born in this farmhouse and sold sometime in the summer of 1977. No birth certificate? No legal docs?”

“We have something.” She touched her nape. “Under her hair, there should be a small tattoo. Evidently, all three girls got them at birth. Once she hears the story, her sister Miranda is hoping she’ll have a soft heart.”

“This Wall Street high roller doesn’t look like she has a soft anything.”

“You’ll never know until you find her.”

He closed the file and stood. “All right. I’m in. Tell Donovan I’m sorry I stole his gimme job, and thanks for the R-and-R.”

Lucy stood to shake hands. “Thank you, Wade. Sage will arrange for the Bullet Catchers jet to get you down there, and she’ll hook you up with an international phone and a password for our locator system to track you. She’ll also have all the necessary paperwork for you and a bodyguard’s license to carry concealed anywhere in the world.”

There was skepticism in his smile. “And here I thought I’d never have to touch my S-and-W.”

She came around her desk and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Only in extreme situations.”

“Exactly what I’m trying to avoid.”

After Wade left, Lucy reread the confidential report on Budapest she’d managed to get from the agency. It had been a wreck, but they still believed in Wade Cordell, and so did she. This trip to the French West Indies was a brilliant way to remind him of how great the Bullet Catchers job could be. Then he’d sign, and they’d both be happier.

If not, she’d still be looking for a fearless, intelligent security professional with unparalleled sharpshooting skills for her staff. And Wade Cordell, a man she admired and respected, would still be trying to make peace with the fact that his greatest talent was killing people.

 

Vanessa Porter was not his type.

Not that Wade didn’t appreciate a tall, sexy blonde as much as the next male, especially when her black tank top and white shorts hugged some sweet curves. But something about her irritated him—even from fifty feet away with clusters of tourists separating them across Port Zante.

The horn-rimmed glasses? A power play. The speed of her trajectory? That screamed Yankee to him. The little left-right sway in her backside that grabbed the eye of every man she passed? He despised women who drew attention to themselves. Her generous breasts were more than the requisite handful, her hair needed a six-inch trim and something to keep it from flying all over the place, and those thighs? They didn’t quite touch at the top, as if there were room for…someone else in there.

She was plenty womanly, all right, but not feminine. He liked a sweet, tender peach, all squeezably soft and fresh. Vanessa Porter was no peach.

She was a tart.

And just for the record, this tart was not on vacation. He didn’t have to scope her for ten minutes to figure that out. She’d disembarked a water taxi from a sailing ship anchored a half-mile away and held a brief conversation with an older woman who wore a ridiculous orange sun hat and a matching muumuu. Discussing an itinerary or shopping and lunch plans? But then she took off at the speed of light, leaving the big orange hat looking vaguely disappointed.

Wade followed her, easily matching her speed and agility but marveling at it.

She navigated packs of tourists on the promenade, sidestepping street vendors who hawked their wares, heading straight into the crowded streets and clogged sidewalks of Basseterre. Carrying only a huge handbag, her flip-flops snapping on the pavement, she moved like a heat-seeking missile with no camera or guidebook in sight. She was on a mission, all right, and it wasn’t to sightsee in the capital of St. Kitts.

But whatever she had on her agenda, Wade was about to change it.

He planned to get the adoption-and-dying-mother announcement over with as quickly and cleanly as possible. Find the target, scope out the situation, take a clean shot, be done.

If he got lucky, she’d take the Bullet Catchers plane to South Carolina all by herself, and he could hang around the tropics with no shirt, no shoes, no problems.

Watching her buzz through Basseterre, that fantasy faded fast. Everything about her body language was uninviting and closed. Her delicate jaw was set in the direction she strode, her left arm clutching her bag like a warrior’s shield, her right hand pressed protectively to her side as she barreled along. What was so dang important?

Maybe that was just the walk of a New Yorker, as observed by a man who grew up fifty miles south of Alabama. Still, he followed her easily, his interest notching up. After years of stealthily tailing targets, Wade had gotten very good at surmising what someone was up to.

And Vanessa Porter, thirty-one-year-old Wall Street high flyer who hadn’t taken a vacation in six years and pulled in a quarter-mil a year—base pay—as vice president and director of mergers and acquisitions at Razor Partners LLC, was definitely up to something.

Every few minutes, she whipped out a handheld device and angled it to the sun, touching the screen and muttering to herself. Once, just for fun, he circled around and brushed by her and heard what his mama called the “dirtiest of dirty words” when she didn’t get whatever she wanted from the little computer.

She’d glanced up and met his gaze, holding it longer than any Southern girl who’d been schooled in the art of averting her eyes. She gave him a thorough checking-out before she zoomed on. She didn’t pause to admire the landmark tower, inhale the sweetness of the frangipani that hung over the whole island, or toss some change to the herds of barefoot children pleading for pennies on every corner. She sailed right past candy-colored buildings and marched over cobblestones and bricks with the focus of a woman who knew exactly where she was going and why.

Wade stayed right on her tail and watched those white shorts hitch left, right, left, like her own military march.

Not far from the Circus clock she slowed her step, glanced up and down the busy intersection of Fort and Banks Street, then crossed to enter the Ballahoo Restaurant. The tables were outdoor, under umbrellas, mostly peppered with the early lunch crowd, and she snaked through them straight to the bar, where she levered herself into an empty stool and whipped out that handheld again.

Wade followed, murmuring some “Excuse me’s” she’d no doubt skipped, and stood close enough to her to hear but not draw attention.

The bartender placed an empty cocktail napkin in front of her. “CSR and Tang? It’s the official drink of St. Kitts, you know.”

“No, thank you.” She slid something across the bar. “Have you seen this man in here in the past few weeks?”

So that’s what she was up to. On the hunt for the one that got away.

The bartender raised his brows a little, glanced at the picture, then at Vanessa. “No, sorry.”

Wade saw her shoulders sag in frustration. She pushed the picture forward again. “Are you sure?”

The man’s smile faded. “I’m sure. And if you’re going to sit here, you need to buy a drink.”

“Are you absolutely positive?”

The bartender glowered at her. To be fair, the man had barely looked at the picture, and Wade would have wondered the same thing. Only he’d have taken the time to get friendly first, to make a connection with the potential informant and probably get a better response.

“Listen.” She leaned closer and reached for the bartender’s hand. “I know about this place.”

Wade glanced around the bamboo bar and its higher-end clientele. What about the place?

The bartender’s black eyes narrowed. “I have never seen your man in here. Sorry.” He turned away.

She stared at him for a second, then turned in her stool to survey the patrons. She lingered over a table of four young men, tanned, toned, and dressed in the tourists’ uniform of khakis, T-shirts, and flip-flops. One of them said something; they all laughed and toasted frosty mugs of beer.

She watched for another few seconds, gathered her giant bag, her phone, and her picture, and headed straight for the table. The laughter died down when she reached them, changing to a look of surprised interest.

If she was out to get lucky, maybe she didn’t realize she’d gone to the wrong side of the street. That group was more interested in one another than in a woman in short shorts and a tight top.

Wade moved to the other end of the bar and leaned against the last stool. He couldn’t hear the conversation, but he had a direct view of the table and their interaction.

Out came the picture again, passed from man to man. The first three shook their heads. The last one studied it and said something, eliciting laughter from the others.

Except for Vanessa, who gave them a tight, impatient smile. Then she crouched down and spoke again, her mouth moving as fast as her feet had, and whatever she said definitely held the men’s attention. One nodded. Another put a sympathetic hand on her arm.

“Buy you a drink?”

Wade turned from the scene to an older man who stood next to him, quickly taking in an impression of wealth and confidence.

“Unless you’re more interested in that table of playboys you’re ogling,” the man added.

His target had led him right into a gay bar.

“No, thanks,” he said, but the other man eased into the next barstool, forcing Wade to move his arm.

“You on vacation?”

“Business.” Wade turned away, just in time to catch one of the men at the table write something on a paper napkin and hand it to Vanessa.

“What business are you in? Modeling? You’ve got the build for it.”

She said good-bye and whisked her way toward the street.

“‘Scuse me.” Wade pushed off the stool and followed, staying about twenty steps behind. She paused at the entrance, reread the napkin, and crunched it into a ball before tossing it onto a table that hadn’t been bussed.

Wade grabbed the discarded napkin just as a large group of tourists entered, blocking him long enough for her to dash across the street and get into a taxi. He uncrumpled the paper.

Bartholomew Nine. Gideon Bones.

“You won’t do any better there.”

Wade drew back at the intrusion, meeting the gaze of the guy who’d tried to pick him up at the bar. “How’s that?”

He cocked his head and gave him a get-real look. “More babies at Bonesy’s place. No real men.”

Wade held up the napkin. “Is this another bar?”

That was met with a snort. “That’s a whorehouse for fags. Men like me wouldn’t be caught dead there.” With a disdainful shrug, he walked away.

Wade stuffed the napkin into his pocket, crossed the street to the taxi stand, and got into the first cab.

“Bartholomew Nine,” he ordered.

“In Monkey Hill?” Black eyes met his in the rearview mirror. “You looking for a mon to fuck?”

“Actually, I’m looking for a woman.”

The driver shook his head and bared spaces where his two front teeth should have been. “Not at Bonesy’s house. For twenty dollars, I take you to a woman.”

“I’ll give you fifty if you take me to Bartholomew Nine and wait.”

The cabbie flipped the meter. “No problem, mon. But you don’t find no woman up dere.”

Wade had a feeling that he most certainly would. “Just hurry, please.” Because that woman moved fast.








CHAPTER TWO



VANESSA TAPPED. EVERYTHING. She tapped her foot on the scarred wood floor. Tapped her fingers against her thigh and her tongue against the roof of her mouth in a tsk of impatience.

How long would she have to wait in this cigar-stinky parlor for a “madame” named Gideon? She’d been here ten minutes, and except for the creepy little guy who’d opened the door, she hadn’t seen anyone or heard anything. She smelled plenty, though. Stale cigar smoke, dank air, a litter box in the near vicinity.

She rubbed her bare arms against that creepy sensation she’d had ever since she’d gotten off the boat. As if someone were watching her. It didn’t help that the cabbie refused to stay in spite of the twenty she offered, leaving her in front of a two-story house at the edge of the mountain rain forest.

She whipped off her glasses to wipe some perspiration from her face, then looked at her watch for the six-millionth time. It was still early in the day in New York, but near the close of the London Stock Exchange, and most of her Hong Kong clients were asleep. Everywhere on the globe, deals were going down, money was being made, and investments were changing hands.

While she was on some godforsaken pile of sand doing…

The right thing.

That’s what she had to keep reminding herself. She flipped out her iPhone—no signal, of course—then cursed the only man she loved enough to put herself willingly through this torture. The son of a bitch was so going to pay for this. As soon as she found him, got him on his meds, and dragged his sorry ass back where he belonged, Clive Easterbrook would pay.

He’d pay for lunch every day for a year, drinks on Friday after the closing bell, and possibly half the commissions she was missing while she pulled Good Samaritan duty.

Eight excruciating minutes later, the floorboards of the hallway stairs squawked with heavy footsteps, and she reached into the side pocket of her tote bag to dig for the picture, pulling it out as a shadow darkened the parlor.

He filled the doorway. Then he filled the room. Literally.

A huge three-hundred-pound man with ebony skin, India-ink eyes, midnight dreadlocks, and dark clothing that made him look like a big black Mack truck. And from the look on his face, Vanessa was about to be roadkill.

“Mr…. Gideon?”

“They call me Bones.”

Then they clearly had a sense of humor.

He walked past her, around her, made her turn to follow him and the heavy, vile stench of a stogie that clung to him.

“What do you want?” His voice didn’t match his body. He had a British accent with a little island lilt.

She held out her hand to shake his. “I’m Vanessa Porter, from New York.”

He didn’t move, didn’t blink, and forget any glimmer of a smile. His eyelids were no more than folds of flesh, his cheeks wide, puffy, and shiny. If he had teeth, he wasn’t showing them. She dropped her hand.

“What do you want?” he repeated.

She raised the picture, but he didn’t reach for that, either. “I’m looking for a friend of mine.”

He just stared her down with a crushing glare, the only sound the rhythmic clicking of the inefficient overhead fan.

“I think he’s been here recently.”

His nostrils widened like a dragon, and she half expected a shower of flames. “I cannot help you. Please leave.”

“You don’t even know what I want yet,” she shot back, indignation straightening her back. “I’m trying to find a friend. This man. Here.” She fluttered the picture at his face. “About a month ago, he came down her on vaca—”

“Go away.”

“Won’t you just look at the picture?” Her voice rose, exactly as she didn’t want it to. She cleared her throat and looked him in the beady eyes. Far badder badasses than Gideon Bones had tried to spook her in M&A negotiations, and every single time, the bastards failed. And so would this freak. “His name is Clive Easter—”

“No.”

“—brook,” she finished, her jaw clenching. “Clive Easterbrook. He’s my friend. Won’t you even look at this picture, Mr. Bones?”

“No.”

Her hand hit her thigh with a thud. “Look. I’m not with the media or the police or anything. Clive is a really good friend of mine who—”

“No.”

Shit. “—went on vacation a month ago and decided not to come home. I’m worried about him.”

His eyes turned to thin black slits. “Why?”

“Because he’s…” Would she have to reveal Clive’s secret to get some help? She hated to be a rat.

“He’s gay?” he said, raising his eyebrows in challenge.

“Yes, but that’s not why I’m worried about him. Clive is my closest friend and colleague at work, and he’s also…moody.” Bipolar was more like it. “I think he might be depressed.”

Drunk, high, and suicidal, too.

“No.”

The single syllable irked. “No what? No, he’s not depressed, or no, you won’t help me, or no, you don’t know him?” Her voice tightened with frustration. “No what, Mr. Bones?”

“No, I will not discuss visitors to my home. You can leave now.”

She exhaled with a curse of frustration. It’d been like this since she’d arrived in the Caribbean.

“I understand your position, Mr. Bones. I have clients of my own, and I respect confidentiality. But I’m worried that my friend’s sick or hurt or spiraling into depression, because he’s prone to that, and—”

She froze as something hard and round stabbed her in the back. Whoever it was had entered without creaking a single floorboard. Despite the hellish heat, chills rose.

Bones just stared at her, not acknowledging whoever was behind her.

“You talk too much,” he said.

Her whole body went rigid, her knees locked, her neck stiff. She wasn’t afraid of too many things…except guns.

Guns killed people. She knew that better than anyone.

“Leave, Miss Porter.”

“Fine.” She automatically raised her hands, as if there was a snowball’s chance in the Caribbean that she was armed. “I’m going to step away now, okay?” Please don’t shoot.

She kept her gaze straight ahead, unwilling to make eye contact with whoever held a gun to her back.

“I, um, I let the cab go.” Or, rather, it bolted, leaving her in the Armed House-o-Male Prostitution in a skanky part of town, up a deserted dirt road and a good mile from what passed for civilization. Clive was so dead for doing this to her.

If she didn’t die first.

“Go.”

She heard the gun cock, felt it shift against her back, and slowly walked toward the front screen door, where sunlight poured in, along with freedom and safety.

She glanced over her shoulder at Bones, who looked at whoever was behind her and nodded. Oh, Jesus. What did that mean? Go ahead and shoot her?

She dove for the screen door and thwacked it open so hard it hit the house. Just as she stepped outside, a bright yellow cab screamed around the corner, coming to a gravel-spitting stop in front.

“I’ll take that!” Clive was right—the cab gods were freakishly good to her.

The cab door flung open just as the screen door slammed, making her jump.

“Go!” Gideon lumbered onto the wooden porch, the boards groaning under his enormous weight. Then he looked over her shoulder, and a huge smile broke across his face. “Oh, hello.”

Vanessa whipped around. Speaking of the gods, this one had dropped down from Olympus to deliver her cab in person. Six seriously solid feet of…gold. Close-cropped sun-kissed hair, tanned, chiseled, square features, broad shoulders in buttery yellow cotton, and eyes the precise color of the sea and sky behind him.

A customer, no doubt. Wait till she told Clive about this. You guys get all the good ones.

She pointed to the cab. “I’m taking that back into town.” She practically leaped off the wooden porch to the dirt drive.

The man merely stepped aside, then held the door for her with a quiet “Ma’am.”

She muttered thanks and dove in, dragging her bag across the seat. “To Basseterre, please,” she said to the cabbie. “Really fast.”

Golden Boy slid right in next to her.

“I’m sorry.” She added a smile, just tight enough to let him know she’d fight for the cab if she had to. “I have an emergency, and I need to take this cab to town.”

He nodded to the driver. “Take us to town, please.”

“But…” She glanced at the house. “I’m sure he’ll get you another cab when you’re, uh, done.”

“I’m done.” He settled into the seat and calmly rested his arm across the back, giving her a look that was as reassuring as it was sexy. “I’m going where you go.”

Through the dirty cab window, she saw black eyes bore a hole through her from the porch.

“Thanks a lot. He didn’t like me before, and now he really hates me.”

“Why’s that?” He stretched out long legs, drawing her gaze to the muscular thigh covered in crisp khaki pants.

“Because I asked questions he didn’t want to answer, made him mad enough to sic his hit man on me, and now I’m taking his hot new john away.” She tapped the driver’s seat. “I’m really in a hurry, if you don’t mind. Basseterre. Stat.”

“I’m not a customer,” he said.

“You were sightseeing up a deserted hill and just happened to cruise by the best li’l gay whorehouse in St. Kitts? Sorry, don’t buy it.”

“I came up here for you.”

For a split second, she hesitated, drinking in the sexy way that line was delivered and the glint in his eyes. Nice. “Excellent pickup line, and if I weren’t running for my life at the moment, you might have a chance.” She nudged the seat in front of her. “The Ballahoo Restaurant, please. Now!”

Finally, the cab took off, kicking a few stones at Bones to seal her fate as his lifelong enemy. She looked out the back window to see him on a cell phone. God, did everyone on this stupid rock get service but her?

“Did you find whatever it is you’re looking so hard for?”

His question threw her almost as much as the sharp downhill curve. She hung on to the cracked vinyl seat to keep her balance, the picture of Clive still clutched in her other hand.

How did he know she was looking for something?

“No,” she said. “I was too busy pissing off the madam.”

“I saw that.”

Something in his voice sent a little shiver over her skin. Smooth and sweet and from way below the Mason-Dixon Line, and a little too damn sure of himself.

“Yeah? Did you catch that ‘I’m gonna kill you’ look?” she asked.

“No, I caught the barrel of a Walther 99 in the second-floor window pointing right at your head.”

“And that’s why you got into the cab?” He was either extremely chivalrous or as scared as she was of guns. Her eyes took a quick trip over his rock-solid shoulders, his corded neck, his washboard-flat stomach. She’d bet on chivalry, ‘cause this dude wasn’t scared of anything. “Well, thank you, but I don’t need an escort.”

“I didn’t join you to be an escort.” He added a killer smile, which under any other circumstances would be returned.

Whatever he was doing at Bartholomew Nine, he wasn’t gay. No way. This guy drank testosterone for breakfast, chewed nails for lunch, and then made a meal out of whatever lucky lady offered herself up on a plate for dinner.

Then what was he…Clive!

She shoved Clive’s picture at him. “You know him, don’t you?”

He took it, long, strong fingers brushing hers and sending a tingle straight up her arm. Unlike everyone else she’d shown the picture to, he didn’t just glance at it and shake his head. He angled it to the sun and truly studied the picture, taken in April when she’d gone with Clive to the Boston Marathon.

He frowned, looking up at her. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I can’t help you.”

Disappointment stabbed, familiar and sharp.

“I take it he’s…”

“A friend,” she said. “He came down to the islands on vacation a month ago and never came home.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “Have you contacted the authorities?”

“No.” Although after what just happened at Big Bad Bones’s house, she probably should. “He’s not in any danger. He just…dropped out. You’ve probably heard of people who go to the islands and decide to stay to find themselves, even though they’re already the best damn hedge-fund manager in New York City.” Bitterness darkened her tone.

“Are you sure that’s what he did?”

She pushed her hair off her face, hooking it behind her ears. “Yes. My boss talked to him, and I saw the letter of resignation, and I know his signature, or I wouldn’t have believed it, either. And he called his mother and left a message.”

“But you’ve never actually spoken to him?”

“I’ve had text messages.” Terse and weird but nothing to merit the look that said she was a complete idiot for not calling the island police.

“And you’re here to, what, fetch him back home?”

She smiled at the antiquated verb and the drawl it came with. “Yeah, I’m fetching him. Or, at least, I’m going to talk some sense into him. He’s given to mood swings. So for the last three days, I’ve been running around the islands trying to track him down.”

“Literally running.”

She shrugged. “That’s how I roll. Fast.”

“I noticed.”

Noticed? Was he some kind of stalker? “When?” she asked sharply.

“About two minutes after you got off the boat.”

Her stomach did a funny little flip. “You followed me here? Why?”

“You’re Vanessa Porter, right?”

Apprehension pushed her away, into the door. She could jump out if she had to; they weren’t going very fast.

“How do you know my name?”

He reached out a hand to shake hers. “Let’s make it official, ma’am. My name is Wade Cordell, and I’m in St. Kitts to find you.”

She didn’t know whether to laugh or pop the door handle. Was he serious? Maybe he’d been on the cruise. Or maybe someone from work had sent him? Did this have to do with Clive?

“You are Vanessa Porter, right?” he asked when she didn’t respond.

Instead of taking his hand, she put her fingers to her temples to quiet the sound of her rushing blood, but her ears still vibrated and buzzed. “Yes.”

“I thought so. I’ve been—” He glanced at her bag. “Do you want to get that?”

“Get what?”

“Isn’t that your phone?”

Instantly, she dived for the clip on her bag. “It’s been so long since I heard it…” She touched the screen, and the vibration stopped. “Text message.” The name of the sender took a moment to appear, so she glanced at the man who’d gone from stone-cold sexy to slightly scary in less than a minute. “How do you know who I am?”

“Because I’ve been sent to find you.” Each vowel was drawn out like hot caramel over ice cream.

This had to be because she’d questioned dozens of people and waved Clive’s picture all over the Caribbean. The iPhone vibrated again, reminding her of the text. She glanced down and almost cried out with joy. A message from Clive!

watch ur back

She lifted the device and shaded the sun to read it again.

watch ur back

Three weeks without a word from him, and she got this? It was an inside joke as old as their friendship, a private reference to the sharks that trolled Wall Street looking for prey.

Why? What did he mean by that?

She dropped her hands onto her lap with a thump, holding the phone as she studied the man in the cab, questions bombarding her. She went with the ones this stranger could answer. “Who are you, and why are you following me?”

“I plan to tell you outright, ma’am, but I’ll warn you, it might be a little upsetting.”

What could he possibly tell her that could make her day any suckier?

“Hit me, pal. I’m in a hurry.”

“All right.” He straightened and turned to look directly at her. “I’m here on behalf of a woman named Eileen Stafford.”

White lights flashed behind her eyes as if she’d been punched in the head.

Eileen Stafford.

Oh, yeah. Her day just got seriously worse.
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