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PROLOGUE



Charleston, South Carolina, 1978

EILEEN STAFFORD FIGURED she had to be insane.

Why else would she be hovering in the shadows, waiting for the married man who’d wrecked her life, busted her heart, and made her give up the only thing that mattered to her? She sometimes thought that the trauma of that childbirth had ruined her ability to think straight.

Why else would she have agreed to meet him in an alley at one in the morning?

She rubbed her bare arms against the April chill.

It wasn’t as if he wanted her back. But when he’d called, a glimmer of hope had flickered in her stomach. After all, they had a bond now—they were parents together. Regardless of the decisions she’d made.

Maybe he’d love her again. Maybe she could undo the mistake she’d made eight months ago, at that farmhouse on Sapphire Trail. If only he loved her.

She snorted softly. He’d never loved her. He’d used her. On the desk. In his car. On the floor. In his own home, on the nights his wife attended a DAR meeting. That’s what powerful men did to their secretaries.

Revulsion rolled through her. He’d called her here for a reason. Money, so she’d never tell their secret? Fine. She’d take every dollar he offered, and he could save his precious reputation.

As she squinted to see her wristwatch, she heard a whisper of sound and the shuffle of a footstep, soft enough to tickle her neck with apprehension. Turning, she couldn’t see anything but fingers of ivy cascading down the brick wall of the narrow passageway and a cement building with air-conditioning units and two trash cans on the other side of the alley.

Instinctively, she backed away, moving closer to the light, closer to the gate that guarded a church graveyard. She wasn’t superstitious, but hundred-year-old headstones and gnarled tree roots on a moonless night were just a little too spooky.

Is that why he picked this spot? Because he knew it scared her? Or did he remember the time they’d met in this alley before and made love against this very wall?

She closed her hands over the cool iron gate, and goose bumps rose when it opened. It squeaked an eerie note.

Footsteps pulled her attention back to the far end of the alley. She could barely make out the shadow of a man and a woman, walking quickly toward her. Her heart kicked up.

She inched the gate wider and slipped inside, stepping behind the wall. Had they seen her?

Their footsteps grew louder, followed by the woman’s voice. Then the man’s.

Eileen sucked in a breath. Her man’s.

She flattened against the wall and listened. Why had he called her here, then showed up with another woman? And not his wife—that was clear from the slender silhouette. She slowly inched out from her hiding place, blinking into the darkness.

He had the woman against the wall, his grunt mixing with her moan. Was that him? She couldn’t tell. He wore a long, dark coat, and the woman’s hands were wrapped around his head, covering his hair.

It sounded like him—the panting, horny bastard. Is that why he’d summoned her here? To prove that it was over, that she was replaced? Fury shot through her, and she opened her mouth just as he backed away from the woman. The woman said something, he moved jerkily, and then an explosion cracked the night.

Jesus God in heaven. He shot her.

Over his shoulder, all Eileen could see was the face of the woman the instant she died.

Clamping her hand over her mouth to stifle a scream, Eileen dropped back behind the wall, sliding to the ground as shock and disbelief rocked her. Running footsteps—his footsteps, a killer’s footsteps—scraped the stones, then disappeared onto Cumberland.

She couldn’t breathe. A dead woman was ten feet away, shot by the man Eileen thought she once loved. A man who’d sent her here. Why? To witness it?

No. No—he’d set her up. It was so like him. He could do anything. Didn’t he always say that, laughing and cocksure, when they lay tangled in sheets or half-undressed on top of his desk?

I can do anything, Leenie. I fucking own this town.

He could even commit cold-blooded murder…and set her up to get the blame.

With shaking hands, she pushed her hair off her face, her brain frantic for a way out.

Run. Before the gunshot brought the police and they found her here. She whipped open the gate and took one last look at the woman, blood oozing from her stomach, her eyes open and lifeless.

What had this beautiful blonde’s sin been? Had she said the fateful words, too? I’m going to have a baby.

Swallowing bile, Eileen ran, her legs wobbling. She tripped on a cobblestone, stumbled, and gasped. If she could just get to her car without being seen, she could get home. The streets of Charleston were abandoned. No one knew she was here.

Trying to be calm, she forced herself to maintain a brisk walk, just in case someone was watching, all the way to her Dodge Dart. She opened the driver’s door, slipped in, grabbed the keys from under the seat where she always hid them, and started the car.

She put the car in reverse, then placed a shaking foot on the accelerator. She hit the pedal too hard, and the car jerked back, tapping the car behind her and yanking a grunt of despair from her chest.

I can do anything, Leenie.

She had to get home.

With each passing mile, her breathing slowed, her shaking stopped. Had she even seen that? Maybe she’d imagined it. Maybe this was just a bad dream.

She reached the Ashley River, the rickety old bridge the last barrier between her and home. Blowing out a breath, she glanced into her rearview mirror—and saw a flashing blue light behind her. How long had that cop been following her? Her heart slid around like the back end of the Dodge as she checked the speedometer and smashed the brakes. Thirty-five. Relief and worry all warred in her muddled brain, but she managed to pull over. Before she even touched the handle, the door was whipped open.

“Get out of the car.”

She froze, blinking and shading her eyes, unable to see anything but the blinding light in her face. She pushed herself from the car and saw another policeman, aiming a gun.

“Was I speeding?” She sounded remarkably composed.

Wordlessly, the first cop moved his flashlight to the passenger seat. His eyes narrowed. She turned, following the beam, somehow knowing what she was about to see.

The gun. It had been right next to her all the way home.

“Eileen Stafford, you’re under arrest for murder. You have the right to remain silent…”

And she would. He knew exactly how to keep her silent. He could do anything.

With a sob, she fell to the ground and let them take her away.








CHAPTER ONE



Astor Cove, NY

The Hudson River Valley

Spring, 2008

ADRIEN FLETCHER WANTED something, and he wanted it bad enough to skip his beloved Sunday afternoon rugby game, remove his single hoop earring, cover his Aborigine axe blade tattoo with a long-sleeved shirt, and make small talk with his boss.

Amused and curious, Lucy Sharpe obliged.

“The client on the diamond drop sent me an e-mail last night,” she told him, clicking through her BlackBerry for the message from the Dutch jewel trader. “He said you performed the job flawlessly and has requested you as his Bullet Catcher escort next month, when he plans to deliver another forty million dollars’ worth of…” She smiled as she read the rest. “Useless overpriced carbon to the jewelers of the world.”

Fletch chuckled, deepening a set of heartbreak dimples. “He’s a good bloke, that Maurice Keizer.”

“He’s also one of our very best clients. I’ve already e-mailed him back that you will be assigned to him next month.” She set the device on the desk. “I’m delighted with your work for him, and for the company, Fletch.”

He tested the fortitude of Lucy’s Louis XVI salon chair with a backward tilt of six-foot-one, two hundred pounds of sinew and muscle. “Then it’s a perfect time to ask a favor.”

She lifted her brows. “You can always ask me a favor.”

“That’s what I like about you, Luce, and that’s why I’m here.”

“Here in the United States working for the Bullet Catchers or here in my library on a fine spring day, when you’d rather be getting covered with mud and bruises?”

He glanced at his watch and shook his head, his honey-toned mane grazing his shoulders. “Game’s long over. The boys are on their last pint of Four X by now. But it’s the latter. I’m here for my next assignment.”

“I thought you were taking a month off. I expected you to be headed to Tasmania to have that conversation with your father you’ve been putting off for most of your life.”

He let the front legs of the chair thud back into place, tumbling one burnished lock toward a sharp cheekbone. “Don’t you have some unwritten rule about not throwing confidences back in your men’s faces?”

She purposely let the sincerity show in her expression. “I’m not throwing anything back in your face. I respect what you’ve shared with me. I’m simply giving you time to do what you need to do—for purely selfish reasons, of course. I like my team to be as fit emotionally as they are physically. You put your life on the line every day to protect principals, conduct investigations, and ensure the overall security of our clients. You can’t do that with the perfection I demand if your personal affairs aren’t in order.”

He shooed that off with a wave. “The personal stuff is aces right now, Luce. I work hard, play harder, and rather like putting my life on the line. I’m here for a mate.”

“A friend of yours needs to hire the Bullet Catchers?”

“Sort of. And I’d like to use the time between official assignments to take the job, which might require your resources and…” He paused and pinned her with a steady gaze. “Your support.”

Her curiosity ratcheted up at his tone. He clearly wasn’t expecting to get it easily. “What’s the project?”

“I need to find a woman. I don’t know who she is or where she is. And when I find her, chances are I’m going to get her naked, rock her world, and then make her wish I were dead.”

A smile pulled at Lucy’s mouth. “And how is this different from any other Saturday night for you?”

“Because this sheila might very well hold the key to solving a thirty-year-old murder.”

She propped her elbows on her Victorian writing table, nestled her chin onto her knuckles, and met his level gaze. “Start from the beginning.”

He took a breath, nodding. For a man whose personal hallmark—and occasional downfall—was impetuosity, this deliberation surprised and alerted her.

“My friend is working on a case to reunite a woman with a child she gave up at birth. A while back, he was digging up information for another client who was sold through a South Carolina black-market adoption ring back in the seventies. Evidently, a rural midwife ran a baby-selling operation from a farmhouse on a road known as Sapphire Trail. The whole deal was blown apart in a bust in 1982, and ever since, there’s been an ongoing effort to reunite something like a thousand babies with their birth mothers.”

Lucy nodded. “I’ve had some cases of black-market adoption searches, and I’ve heard about the Sapphire Trail babies. All the birth certs are falsified, and the leads are very, very hard to follow. But it can be done. How much documentation did they discover when they broke the ring?”

“Some.” He stroked the shadow of whiskers that lined his jaw and the bit of golden hair under his lip. “My friend did locate the son of his client, and that case is closed. Now another Sapphire Trail mother has persuaded him to help her find her daughter, too.”

“And you want to help him, and this other mother, find her child?” Why was this something she would object to?

“Yes. But it’s a bit more complicated than that. This birth mother is serving life for murder one, and that sentence is about to end because she’s been diagnosed with leukemia.”

“So she wants to have this reunion with a lost child before she dies?”

“Yes. Especially since a bone-marrow transplant from a living relative might give her a few extra years. Years that might give her the time she needs to prove her innocence.”

Her expression must have been skeptical, because Fletch leaned forward to plead his case. “My friend believes her. He really does. He’s a bonzer investigator and thinks her case was botched from the beginning. So time is of the essence.”

Time was always of the essence to innocent people in jail. Especially when they were dying. “Fletch, if you’d like to conduct a private investigation that could save someone’s life and even lead to the release of someone wrongly accused, surely you know I’d have no problem with that. You are free for a month, until the Keizer diamond drop is scheduled. If you need to tap into our database or work with Sage Valentine’s research and investigation team, by all means, you may. How much information do you have so far?”

He looked a bit relieved, but not completely. Did he really think she’d take a stand against a standard adoption search? Something wasn’t right.

“I have a list of infants that were sold from the Sapphire Trail operation during the six-week period that this woman says she gave birth,” he replied. “But the list only has the names they were given, not the names of their birth mothers. There are eight or nine female babies, who would be about thirty-one now. I’m going to track them down and interview them all.”

“Why doesn’t your friend do that himself, and how are you going to be sure you have the right woman? Some might not even know they were adopted, and their birth mothers’ names might mean nothing to them.”

“True,” he agreed. “But evidently, this baby was marked with a tattoo.”

Lucy gave him a look of pure incredulity. “Really.”

“I believe my mate has the facts right,” Fletch said, his strong jaw set in defiance. “He has very good instinct, and he’s dependable and smart.”

Had she said he wasn’t? “Which brings me back to my first question. Why can’t this man go interview these women himself?”

“Because he’d like to dig into the murder investigation files in Charleston while I find the daughter. Since the mother’s sick, there might not be time for him to do both, so we thought we’d do the job simultaneously. Like I said, he’s an ace investigator.”

Lucy’s fingers began to tingle, the way they used to when she was an operative for the CIA and she just knew that right around the corner, someone was waiting to take her down. That tingle had saved her life more than once. “Who is this friend of yours?”

Fletch shifted in his chair. He glanced down, then back at her.

The soft scuff of a footstep outside her library door broke the silence. Lucy looked over Fletch’s shoulder, and suddenly all that hesitancy, that “you’re going to hate this one” tone, was crystal-clear.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Sharpe.”

Jack Culver leaned against the door jamb, his hands tucked into the pockets of khaki trousers, his thick, dark hair tousled as if he’d just rolled out of bed, his jaw stubbled.

She resisted the urge to swear and thanked God for the training not to move a single muscle in response to a man she’d stripped of responsibility and fired last year. Instead, she stood. “We’re finished here.”

“Aw, Luce, come on.” Fletch shot up. “Just hear him out. Tell her the story, Jack.”

She should have figured out what brought Fletch all the way up to the Hudson River Valley on a Sunday afternoon. He and Jack were as close as brothers.

She kept her gaze solidly on the Bullet Catcher she still respected. “What you do in your free time is your business, Adrien.” He flinched at the use of his first name. “I don’t mind, as long as you don’t get yourself killed and you return to work when I need you. But this time…” She cut her glance to Jack. “I would counsel you to steer clear.”

Jack kicked up one side of his mouth in a half-smile. A move that might weaken the resolve of most females, but not her. His sexy smile was wasted on her.

“I told you, Fletch.” Jack’s smile widened. “The woman has a heart of stone and a soul of steel.”

She stabbed him with a glare that had buckled the knees of men far braver, stronger, and smarter than Jack Culver. “You are not welcome in this house or at any gathering of the Bullet Catchers. I don’t give help to people who lie—”

“I did not lie.”

“By omission,” she volleyed.

“Lucy, listen to him,” Fletch insisted.

“I don’t want to hear—”

“Eileen Stafford did not commit murder,” Jack said, straightening. “She’s been rotting in jail for a crime she didn’t commit for thirty years, and now she’s going to die. I believe her in my gut, Lucy. She needs to stay alive long enough for me to prove it. To do that, we need her daughter. If we succeed, you get all the credit.”

“I’m not interested in credit.”

“Well, this job doesn’t pay, so you might have to take kudos instead of your usual astronomical rates. That, plus the fact that you helped free yet another person unjustly imprisoned. You take those jobs pro bono all the time.”

She crossed her arms. Of course, he would zero in on one of the things that really mattered to her; they all knew her pet projects. “There are a lot of wrongly accused people on Death Row, Jack. I can’t save them all.”

“You don’t have to save them all. Just give me Fletch, and let him use your resources. I believe Eileen Stafford when she says she’s innocent, and I also think there’s just something noble about giving a dying woman a chance to live.”

Lucy blew out a breath of pure disgust. “Oh, please.”

“Come on, Luce.” His voice dropped low. That New York City–tinged baritone of a jaded cop always snagged her. “Doesn’t everyone deserve a second chance?” He had the audacity to wink. As if that could make her forget that he’d lied and it damn near cost the life of one of her best men.

“Not everyone,” she said, pointing a red nail at the door. “You can wait downstairs, Jack. I’d like privacy with Adrien.”

He nodded, his dark eyes giving nothing away. No hope, no gratitude, no glimmer of apology for the misery he’d caused a year ago.

When he was out of earshot, Lucy turned on Fletch. “Why are you doing this? You know that man is…dubious.”

“I know that man is the best mate I ever had. I know that what happened a year ago almost killed Dan Gallagher, and I know how you feel about that. But bloody hell, Lucy, I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for Jack. He needs help, and I’m only doing what he’d do for me.”

“He needs more help than you can give him.”

“He’s gotten his act together. He’s got his own PI business now. And he’s sober. He just wants a chance to prove he still has what it takes.”

She held up her index finger. “You have one month. If you need my resources, let me know, and I’ll decide on a case-by-case basis. After one month you will be on a plane to Antwerp, ready to escort one of my top, astronomical-rate-paying clients on another diamond drop. Do what you have to between now and then. But do not, under any circumstances, expect me to aid, abet, or otherwise enable Jack Culver.”

“Ace by me, Luce.”

She took a deep breath, surprised at how much seeing Jack again had spiked her blood pressure. “Just tell me one thing. I understand why this news might rock a woman’s world and make her hate you, but why would you have to get her naked?”

He grinned. “How else am I going to find that tattoo?”

 

“Ladies and gentlemen, it is the great honor of Page Nine Bookstore to introduce Dr. Miranda Lang, assistant professor of linguistic anthropology at Berkeley, an expert in Maya studies, and the author of The Cataclysn’t: The End of the Myth, Not of the World. Please join me in welcoming Dr. Lang, who will read a brief excerpt from her work, answer your questions, and sign copies of her book.”

Miranda nodded her thanks to the store manager and started across the “Page Stage.” She’d been at the university long enough to know this was a big deal. A camera flashed—probably one of her students—as she stood at the podium and looked out at the crowd of fifty or sixty people. A big turnout, especially considering that most of the anthro faculty would come only if they thought she’d fall flat on her face.

She smiled at the crowd. With her book finally published and her tour set up, that wasn’t going to happen. Especially since Dr. Stuart Rosevich himself was in the front row, beaming at her. She beamed right back, hoping the head of Berkeley’s impressive anthropology department knew of her gratitude for the chance he’d given a young Ph.D. Next to him, Adam DeWitt smiled more moderately, but it was sweet of him to show up tonight after their awkward conversation last week.

A few rows behind them were two low-level lecturers from the department and a few TAs. The rest were your basic anthro and linguistic nerds, some Maya enthusiasts, and the usual intellectuals who frequented readings at the Nine.

“Good evening.” She aimed her gaze just above the last row, a speaker’s trick that gave the appearance of eye contact. “The Long Count calendar,” she read, “is the defining touchstone of the ancient Maya civilization, but that’s all it is, not a prediction that the world is about to end. On the contrary studying the calendar can assure us that we will wake up on the morning of December 21, 2012, just as alive as we were on December 20. There will be no asteroid, no Armageddon, no astronomical conjunction in the heavens. There will be no cataclysm, no doomsday.”

A pale-haired young man near the front started coughing, and she paused, waiting for him to finish.

“If you study their culture, their language, and their symbols as I have,” she continued, “the Maya did not believe the world would end on December 21, 2012, despite the fact that their calendar and computations ended then.”

She looked up to fake eye contact again, only to encounter some powerfully real eye contact. A tall, muscular man standing in the back burned her with a stare so intense it made her stumble over her words.

Wow—who let him into this mecca of geekdom?

She forced her attention back to the page. “Although some people believe this proves the end of the world is imminent, my research of the Maya hieroglyphics proves that is only a myth. There is no threat that something in the heavens will cause havoc on earth. There is no proof that December 21, 2012, will be the last day of human existence on earth.”

She stole another glance at the man in the back. What was he doing here? Men who spent their days doing scholorly research didn’t have bodies that belonged in the Temple of Warriors, or golden brown hair that curled over their collars and brushed their square, unshaven jaws. They wore glasses, not gold hoop earrings.

And they did not look at a woman the way he was looking at her.

She saw Dr. Rosevich, then Adam, follow her gaze. Oh, great. She’d been caught checking out the stud in the back.

There were people who didn’t want her to go public with her theory, wackos who thought The End Was Near and her research was not just wrong, but harmful, who would love to see her book tank.

Maybe their plan was to infiltrate her book signings with a broad-chested, long-haired, magic-eyed decoy to make her lose her place and feel stupid.

Good strategy. It was working.

He shook back his honey-colored mane and the light caught the glint at his left ear. Lifting one side of his mouth, he cocked his head and melted her with a blistering stare of pure sex.

Unbelievable. He was flirting with her. And she…forgot what she was saying. Completely.

She covered with a sip of water. No flirting with bronze-dipped gods.

“Much has been made of the Maya Long Count and the arithmetic that arrived at the end date of December 21, 2012. Much has been made of the fact that the date corresponds astronomically with the date 0.0.00 in the Long Count calendar. But—”

“Much has been made because it’s true!” the cougher yelled, leaping to his feet.

Behind him, a woman stood. “Of course it is! Millions of people think you are doing the world an enormous disservice by negating the astronomical impact of 2012 when something up there…” she pointed skyward. “Hits something down here.”

“Then millions of people can stop worrying,” Miranda said calmly and returned to the book. “The Maya calendar fixates on a particular point of time that modern scholars believe represented the creation of time according to complex Maya cosmology. However—”

“They knew the beginning, and they knew the end. How can you ignore that?” The pasty-skinned man pointed at her, wild blue eyes sparking like gas flames.

“Because if you understand how to read the Maya glyphs, as I do, the—”

“I can read Maya glyphs!” he declared. “And they say that the end of the world will happen during a cosmogenesis on December 21, 2012, and only a chosen group will survive!”

“That’s right!” Another college student. “And people will die because of what you’re spouting just to get rich!”

The man in the back moved slightly, his posture becoming alert as his attention shifted to the hecklers.

She gave a self-conscious smile to Dr. Rosevich and continued to read from memory, since the words danced around.

“So what if you’re wrong?” the one with the wild eyes shouted, overriding her.

A girl, young enough to be a freshman in her Intro to Culture class, joined in. “People deserve to know the truth. You’re playing with lives and human safety. The government needs to do something, and the first thing they can do is stop blind optimism and stupidity!”

A few more stood in the second row, sending prickly discomfort down Miranda’s spine.

“That’s what you’re selling!” shouted another young woman. “A false sense of security!”

“You’re burying the facts, just like they buried Maya history!”

“The facts are not changed or buried,” Miranda replied, working to maintain her cool under the steamroller that had just moved through the room. A few audience members laughed nervously and two left. Dr. Rosevich stared at her as Adam shifted in his seat and glanced around.

In the back of the room, her long-haired bronze god was gone.

The one with the wild eyes lunged into the aisle, opened a copy of her book, and read a line, his mocking tone changing the meaning of her words.

“That’s not at all what I meant—”

He threw the book onto the ground and turned to another woman, seizing a paperback from her hands and waving it. Miranda recognized it as self-published trash warning of death and destruction in December 2012.

“This is the truth!” Wild Eyes announced, suddenly looking much older and more in control than the twenty-five-year-old she’d first thought he was. “This is the fact! This is the only truth!”

Suddenly he bounded toward the front of the room, and Miranda instinctively backed up. She hit a wall of man and spun around to come face to face with wide shoulders. Higher, she met amber eyes that had gone from flirtatious to dead serious.

He gripped her upper arm and in one move had her two feet from the podium. “Go. Now.” He held her firmly, walking her to the railing that overlooked the first floor.

“Wait a second!” She tried to yank out of his grasp, but it didn’t loosen.

He leaned close to her ear. “I’m going to help you. Move.”

The store manager ran up the stairs, horror on her face at the chaos in the room. “What’s going on?” she demanded, breathless.

The man steered around her. “Dr. Lang needs a safe place to go. Now.”

Without questioning, the young woman thrust out a huge ring of keys. “The silver one will get you into the stockroom downstairs. It’s right past the—”

He seized the ring. “I’ll find it.” With a gentle push, he urged Miranda forward. “Move. Fast.”

She managed to free her arm and glare at him. “Who are you?”

“At this moment, house security. You want to stay and be eaten by the natives or get somewhere safe?”

Her linguist’s brain stalled. His voice was richly, beautifully accented with the distinct sheared sounds of Australia, and it matched him perfectly. A voice with purpose, with poetry in every vowel. She glanced over her shoulder, to where the instigator ranted on, standing on a chair and flipping flyers to the crowd.

“Go to this Web site,” Wild Eyes called out. “Find out the truth. Find out how to avoid the inevitable.” He paused to meet Miranda’s gaze with one full of hate.

Holding on to her rescuer’s powerful arm, she flew down the steps, turned a corner behind a stack of reference books, and hustled toward a door in the back. After stabbing the key into the lock, he threw open the door, stuck his head in, and checked it out.

“All right,” he said, pushing her into the closet-sized room jammed floor to ceiling with cardboard boxes and the gluelike smell of freshly printed books. “In you go, luv.”

Was he leaving her there? Locking her in? The wave of panic subsided as he stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

“Are you all right?” he asked, the concern unmistakable in that lyrical voice.

She nodded. She would be as soon as her heart stopped pounding her ribs. “I’m fine. I just…didn’t…” She blew out a breath and forced her shoulders to relax. “Thank you. I didn’t see that coming.”

He guided her to a cracked vinyl chair. “Quite a unique crowd you draw.”

“I never dreamed the crazies would be here.”

“The crazies? Who are they?”

She looked up at him—way up, since he had to be more than six feet tall—and searched his face. Who was this lifesaver who swooped in from nowhere? Was he one of them and this all a ploy to ruin her first event?

But she didn’t see anything crazy about him, only intense whiskey-colored eyes framed in thick lashes the same shade as his too-long hair and the shadow of a soul patch on his chin. Dangerous, yes, but not crazy.

“Who are the crazies?” he repeated.

“A group of zealots who call themselves the Armageddon Movement. Who are you?”

He smiled, adding attention-grabbing dimples to his growing list of attributes. “Adrien Fletcher.” He held out his hand, and she shook it. His palm was wide, strong, and masculine.

“Miranda Lang,” she replied.

“The famous author.” Fie-mous oh-thah. Oh, that was pretty. And just in case the accent weren’t endearing enough, he added a little wink, as if they shared an inside joke.

“Not so famous.” She released her hand. “No one’s ever heard of me.”

He pointed over his shoulder, in the general direction of the second-floor reading area. “Evidently those people have.”

“Fans like that, I don’t need.” She frowned a little. “Why are you here? You don’t look like a regular at readings.”

“I just wandered in a bit ago. I saw there was an author reading, and I was curious. Didn’t expect I’d have to work tonight.”

“Work?”

“I’m a security specialist.”

“Whoa.” She drew back, a half-laugh caught in her throat. “Talk about serendipity.”

“Talk about it,” he agreed, unleashing another blast of dimples.

They made her heart beat even faster than the rough crowd. She stood and smoothed her skirt. “I think it’s safe to go out now.”

“Not entirely, but we’ll check and then duck out.”

Disappointment dropped her back onto the chair. “My first signing, totally ruined. I won’t sell a single book.”

“Don’t be so sure.” He reached for her hand and tugged her up. Despite Miranda’s five-foot-six-plus-two-inch-heel height, they weren’t eye to eye. More like eye to soul patch. “Controversy is usually good marketing.”

Outside the stock room, only a few people meandered about, the commotion now over. Toward the front of the store she spied her table, the stack of books as tall as it had been when she’d walked in. A bottle of water sat in a ring of condensation, two pens next to it.

“Maybe I should just sign a few stock copies,” she said wistfully.

He nudged her forward with a shake of his head. “Not a good idea. Anyone could be waiting to renew their heated debate.”

“You’re right.” She walked with him to the front of the store. “Anyway, the night is spoiled, and over.”

“It doesn’t have to be over,” he said, his voice rich with implication.

At the cash register, the clerk held out a plastic bag to him. “Here you go, sir. The book you purchased.”

He nodded thanks, took the bag, and led her out to the dimly lit sidewalk. Then he opened the bag. “Would you sign it for me?”

“You bought my book? Before you heard me speak?”

“I thought they might run out.”

“Yeah, that was likely.” She found a pen in her purse and opened the cover, thinking of the right words to thank him and maybe impress him. She looked down at the open page, the pen poised. But all she saw was a piece of white paper with stark, dark letters across it.

Have dinner with me.

She stared at the boldly written words. All confidence, all flair and total command. And no question mark at the end.

“For an expert in the nuances of language, you sure are taking your time,” he said.

She slowly lifted her gaze to meet his, drinking in the smile, the dimples, the twinkle of invitation and attraction in his eyes. “When did you write this?”

“When I saw you walk into the store.” He lifted one eyebrow. “C’mon, Miranda. At the very least, I can keep you out of harm’s way for a few hours.”

Under all that hair, an earring glinted. Under that tight T-shirt, a tattoo peeked. Under that lyrical voice, a man who had targeted her before she knew he existed.

He was harm’s way.

And for some reason, that appealed to her. “Yes. I’ll have dinner with you.”








CHAPTER TWO



“I HAVE A friend who calls this stuff truth serum.” Miranda lifted the sake carafe and offered it across the low Japanese table.

“I’ve a friend who calls it vinegar.” The ceramic container appeared tiny in Adrien Fletcher’s large hands. He poured deftly, filling both cups and offering her one. “Kampai, Miranda.”

“Kampai, Adrien.” She tapped his cup, then sipped the warm, sweet rice wine, noticing he only let it touch his lips. The liquid burned her throat and moved through her whole body.

“Most of my mates call me Fletch.” He stroked the sexy little triangle under his full lower lip. No doubt its only function was to tickle a woman when he kissed her.

“I’ll stick with Adrien,” she said.

“Suit yourself. So, have you ever been to Japan?” he asked, continuing the casual, friendly conversation he’d started as they walked to the sushi restaurant on a quiet side street off College Avenue.

“Not yet. But I’ve never been to a lot of places that are best reached by air.”

“You don’t fly?” He looked perplexed and disbelieving. “At all? Ever?”

“Nope. Never.”

“Why not?”

She shrugged. “If I knew why I have the phobia, I’d conquer it.”

“But isn’t an anthropologist, by nature, someone who likes to travel?”

“I travel by car and boat. I’ve been all over Central America for my studies, and I’ve sailed to Europe twice. Man saw the earth before there were planes. It doesn’t stop me from living.” She was rationalizing, dammit. “As a matter of fact, I’m going on a book tour tomorrow.”

“By car?”

She nodded. “A cross-country tour that lasts six weeks.”

“Six weeks?” He sounded genuinely disappointed. “Will you have some time off? Can you get back here at all?”

She picked up her sake and teasingly touched his cup. “We just met, Adrien. You want me to adjust my schedule for you already?”

He leaned forward, sending a zing of something earthy down to Miranda’s toes. “I’ll be gone in a month.”

She managed a que será shrug. Jaw-droppingly sexy men who pursued her with secret notes and intimate dinners didn’t land in her lap on a regular basis. Balding archeology professors who wanted to discuss the fine points of the hieroglyphics at Tikal and maybe get the name of her literary agent, yeah. Those guys were all over her. But this one…

“It’s a shame that you don’t fly,” he said, his lovely clipped consonants ricocheting over the table as he casually shook his hair back. “You’ll never see Tassie, then. Beautiful island, it is.”

Byu-ee-ful ah-lind. Byu-ee-ful voice. Byu-ee-ful man. “I might see it,” she said. “There are whole Web sites devoted to getting us aero-challenged folks around. It takes some time, money, and creativity, but there’s a boat, train, or car to anywhere. Is that where you’re from? Tasmania?”

“Yes, but please…” His dimples deepened to deadly. “No devil jokes. I’ve heard them all.”

“I bet you have.” She closed the menu. “The sushi boat is great here. So, are you visiting, or do you live here now?”

“I’m in the Bay Area on business, but I make my home in New York. I travel a lot, so it’s not much more than an empty apartment and a place to crash after my Sunday ruggers match. Uh, rugby.”

“What does someone in the security business do, exactly?”

“I work for a company that runs investigations and threat assessments, developing security plans for high-profile individuals. Sometimes I protect them or escort them to dangerous places. Sometimes I merely find them. Sometimes I just warn them when they are in danger.”

“That’s interesting,” she said, cracking her chopsticks apart. “Who sends you off looking for these lost and endangered people?”

“Our clients”—he sipped his sake—“are confidential.”

She couldn’t help but smile. “How mysterious.”

“Not really. I’m basically a ridgy-didge bodyguard, which isn’t mysterious in the least.”

“But it is handy. You certainly were tonight.” She made a mock toast with her cup. “Thank you again for the rescue.”

His eyes glinted just enough to make her feel as if she’d already downed the whole carafe of sake. “Tell me about your crazies. Have you dealt with them before?”

“From what I can gather, the Armageddon Movement is a small community—online, mostly. I don’t know who runs it, but they fervently believe that the world is going to end in 2012, and the mission appears to be to recruiting members who buy into their dogma. They’re opposed to anyone who tries to speak sensibly about the Long Count calendar, since they’re hell-bent on convincing the world that it will end. As I said, crazy people. And they don’t seem to be too well organized.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “What happened in that bookstore was very well orchestrated. I had riot-control training in a former life, and that event was, in my professional opinion, choreographed to do exactly what it did.”

“To stop me?”

“To scare you.”

She straightened. “I wasn’t scared. I was embarrassed and furious, but not scared.”

“You should have been. Group threats like that have a tendency to escalate. A couple more of those people, one or two who get aggressive, and you’ve gone from a bit of heckling to seriously hostile in five seconds. You’d best watch your back on this book tour.”

Her stomach dipped. “I really don’t think they are a force to be reckoned with.”

“Is your tour schedule public?”

“Of course. It’s on my publisher’s Web site and mine. It would be counterproductive to keep a book tour secret.”

The waitress arrived, and he ordered sushi boats, then returned his full focus to her. “Is this the first time they’ve made physical contact?”

She thought about the question. Had someone actually made physical contact with her? “A few have approached me on campus, but I just don’t think they’re capable of…” Her voice trailed off.

“What?” he asked, leaning forward. “What is it?”

“There have been some bizarre problems with my book already.”

“Like what?”

“A warehouse fire in New Jersey that burned thousands of books, and a derailed train that sent half my print run into a river in Tennessee.”

“And you thought these events were coincidences?”

“I wondered, but my publisher was convinced it was just really bad luck, and I want to believe that,” she admitted. “Although they didn’t reprint the lost copies.”

“You need protection.”

She dropped her forehead onto the heel of her hand. “Oh, please. I really don’t want to have this conversation.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to be afraid of them. Of anything.” A man like this would never understand. A big, tough, fearless man who probably faced danger for fun? “I don’t want to be paranoid.”

He shook his head. “It’s just plain insane not to have protection when someone is obviously sabotaging you. They’ll only get more aggressive.”

“Do me a favor,” she said. “Change the subject.”

“All right, then. Tell me, is your fear of flying why you stayed in Atlanta and did all your studies at Emory? So you didn’t have to get on a plane?”

He knew that?

Her expression must have given away her question, because he tapped the Page Nine bag next to him. “Your biography on the cover flap.” He leaned toward her and whispered, “You’re being paranoid about the wrong things and the wrong people.”

“Well, let’s see. I just got verbally attacked, publicly mortified, and royally screwed by a bunch of wack jobs who are determined to stir up some kind of Y2K mania over 2012. The head of my department, who holds my future in his hands, witnessed the entire thing. A complete stranger shows up and saves me, then reveals that he’d been waiting to pounce on me with a dinner invitation. At which point, he tells me I should be scared. Very scared.” She pointed a chopstick at him. “The list of things to be paranoid about just keeps growing.”

“I didn’t pounce,” he said with a grin. “I was the essence of subtlety with that move.”

The sushi arrived, and before she took her first bite, she asked the question she’d been wondering about. “You did ‘orchestrate’—to use your word—our meeting, didn’t you?”

“I did.” He dipped a tuna roll in soy sauce, then looked right into her eyes. “The moment I saw you, I wanted to…get to know you.”

Warmth that had nothing to do with the sake spread through her.

“And then I opened your book,” he continued. “And heard you read. And I realized you were not only beautiful”—byu-ee-ful—“but intelligent as well.” He tugged on the little gold hoop in his left ear. “I was immediately attracted.”

She couldn’t look away.

“And I still want to get to know you, Miranda.” His gaze sharpened with raw, potent sensuality. “As well as possible in the time we have.”

She’d never been seduced. Dated, kissed, and involved in sexual relationships, yes. But she’d never let anyone strip her guard, lay her down, and melt her bones for the sheer thrill of it.

Anticipation rolled from her head to her toes, along with something else. Desire?

“Then we’d better start getting to know each other, Adrien. I leave tomorrow morning at eight.”

He curled long, strong fingers around hers. “You go first,” he said quietly. “Tell me everything about you. Start with…where you were born.”

She gave a bittersweet laugh that masked her reaction to the electrical current of his touch. “Well, I’m not sure. I was born on an airplane.”

“Really.” He let go of her hand, his expression interested as he filled her sake cup. “Tell me. I want to know everything about you. Everything.”

 

This was when it got squishy.

Fetch had attempted direct, with the sheila in St. Louis who slammed him with an original birth certificate and papers that proved she’d already located her real parents. He’d tried sly, with the dog trainer in Detroit who also had researched her parentage and knew plenty about the Sapphire Trail babies; she’d already found her birth mother in Pittsburgh. In Vegas, he thought he’d hit pay dirt with a sweet newlywed by the name of Noreen, but her own birth mother had found her via the Internet, and they’d had a tearful reunion on her wedding day. He’d already lost ten of his thirty days.

He strongly suspected that Miranda didn’t have a clue she was adopted, since that tended to come up rather quickly in conversation. And given that she had buttercream for skin, smoke-blue eyes the color of a misty morning over Sydney Harbor, and mahogany hair wrapped in a knot thick enough to hint that it might be very long and quite fun to explore, all bets were off. And he had no intention of pulling out the guaranteed-to-cark-the-wine-buzz question: Are you adopted?

No. Tonight, he would do an investigation so heated by their undeniable chemistry that she wouldn’t even realize how much of her past she’d revealed. Then, after a bit of heavy pashing in the darkest corner he could find, he’d root around in the sack with her until he spotted the ink.

Then he’d tell her why he was there, and not one minute before.

Worst case? He had the wrong girl and a good time. He’d be off in a day or so for the next name on the list. There were only five left.

“So how is it,” he said, sliding into the easy opening she’d offered him. “that you were born on a plane?”

“My parents were flying home to Atlanta from Charleston.”

Charleston? Too right. “When was that?”

“July 31, 1977.”

Bingo! “So, what were they doing flying so close to Mum’s delivery date?” How she answered that question would tell him exactly what she knew about her birth.

She merely shrugged. “I don’t think they had strict rules about flying back then. People did all sorts of things when they were pregnant—including drink and smoke.”

“So, does your birth certificate say you were born…in heaven?”

She smiled. “I don’t think I ever noticed. Probably Atlanta. My parents have lived in the same house in a suburb called Marietta their whole lives.”

If she’d never noticed something on her birth certificate, then she was definitely in the dark about the adoption. Yet Miranda Lang, daughter of Carl and Dee Lang of Marietta, Georgia, was a Sapphire Trail baby. That much he knew from his list.

“Do you have any sibs?” Had the Langs adopted more?

She shook her head. “You?”

“A half-brother I never met.”

“You’ve never met him?”

“What can I say? My oldies are weird.”

“Oldies? Parents?”

“Sorry, bad habit. Too much strine.”

“Strine?” She waved a ginger slice on the end of her chopsticks. “Oh, I get it. Australyine. Strine. I like it.”

“You do?”

“I’m a sucker for accents. Remember, a linguist?”

“Remind me to spew a string of strine, then, just to impress you.” He winked, enjoying the flirtation.

She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin but couldn’t hide a smile. “How long have you been over here?”

“Uh-uh,” he chided, tapping her knuckles as she reached for sushi. “Your life story is on the table now, not mine.”

“Sorry, but mine makes for pretty dull dinner conversation.” She finally shed her businesslike jacket and he stole a glance at the thin crepe blouse, the whisper of lace silhouetted under it, kissing a sleek collar bone and covering tiny breasts. She was bird-thin and narrow, and he wondered where the tattoo might be. He’d start where Aborigine babies were tattooed, on the bottom of her foot. And work his way up. Slowly. He took a deep drink of ice water, but it didn’t cool anything down.

“Being born on a plane isn’t dull,” he said.

“It went downhill after that.”

“The plane or your life?”

She laughed again, completely relaxed now. “Not downhill, exactly, but really not that interesting. I was raised in a suburb, home-schooled until I was sixteen, fast-tracked into Emory University, where I spent the next ten years amassing degree after degree, taking the occasional trip for postdocs and research, and finally getting an offer for an adjunct position at Berkeley. Last year, coinciding with the sale of my dissertation to a major publishing house, and much to my colleagues’ dismay and disdain, I made assistant professor. End of story.”
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