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Tall, dark and dangerous. 
'Prince Joe' - Veronica St. John is facing the challenge of a lifetime. The media consultant has two days to teach a rugged Navy SEAL to impersonate a European prince who has been targeted by terrorists. It's a tough assignment, but Veronica is sure she's up to the task - until she actually meets military man Joe. 
'Forever Blue' - Blue McCoy was once the hero of Lucy Tait's teenaged dreams - quiet, dark and dangerous. After high school he left to join the military. Years later, now a Navy SEAL, Blue is back in town, and Lucy is not the person he remembered. She's a no-nonsense police officer - and a woman Blue can't take his eyes off. But then Blue is accused of murder. And Lucy is assigned his case.
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Prologue

Baghdad, January 1991



Friendly fire.

It was called friendly because it came from U.S. bombers and missile launchers, but it sure as hell didn’t feel friendly to Navy SEAL Lieutenant Joe Catalanotto, as it fell from the sky like deadly rain. Friendly or not, an American bomb was still a bomb, and it would indiscriminately destroy anything in its path. Anything, or anyone, between the U.S. Air Force bombers and their military targets was in serious danger.

And SEAL Team Ten’s seven-man Alpha Squad was definitely between the bombers and their targets. They were deep behind enemy lines, damn near sitting on top of a factory known to manufacture ammunition.

Joe Catalanotto, commander of the Alpha Squad, glanced up from the explosives he and Blue and Cowboy were rigging against the Ustanzian Embassy wall. The city was lit up all around them, fires and explosions hellishly illuminating the night sky. It seemed unnatural, unreal.

Except it was real. Damn, it was way real. It was dangerous with a capital D. Even if Alpha Squad wasn’t hit by friendly fire, Joe and his men ran the risk of bumping into a platoon of enemy soldiers. Hell, if they were captured, commando teams like the SEALs were often treated like spies and executed—after being tortured for information.

But this was their job. This was what Navy SEALs were trained to do. And all of Joe’s men in Alpha Squad performed their tasks with clockwork precision and cool confidence. This wasn’t the first time they’d had to perform a rescue mission in a hot war zone. And it sure as hell wasn’t going to be the last.

Joe started to whistle as he handled the plastic explosives, and Cowboy—otherwise known as Ensign Harlan Jones from Fort Worth, Texas—looked up in disbelief.

“Cat works better when he’s whistling,” Blue explained to Cowboy over his headset microphone. “Drove me nuts all through training—until I got used to it. You do get used to it.”

“Terrific,” Cowboy muttered, handing Joe part of the fuse.

His hands were shaking.

Joe glanced up at the younger man. Cowboy was new to the squad. He was scared, but he was fighting that fear, his jaw tight and his teeth clenched. His hands might be shaking, but the kid was doing his job—he was sticking it out.

Cowboy glared back at Joe, daring him to comment.

So of course, Joe did. “Air raids make you clausty, huh, Jones?” he said. He had to shout to be heard. Sirens were wailing and bells were ringing and anti-aircraft fire was hammering all over Baghdad. And of course there was also the brain-deafening roar of the American bombs that were vaporizing entire city blocks all around them. Yeah, they were in the middle of a damned war.

Cowboy opened his mouth to speak, but Joe didn’t let him. “I know how you’re feeling,” Joe shouted as he put the finishing touches on the explosives that would drill one mother of a hole into the embassy foundation. “Give me a chopper jump into cold water, give me a parachute drop from thirty thousand feet, give me a fourteen-mile swim, hell, give me hand-to-hand with a religious zealot. But this…I gotta tell you, kid, inserting into Baghdad with these hundred-pounders falling through the sky is making me a little clausty myself.”

Cowboy snorted. “Clausty?” he said. “You? Shoot, Mr. Cat, if there’s anything on earth you’re afraid of, they haven’t invented it yet.”

“Working with nukes,” Joe said. “That sure as hell gives me the creeps.”

“Me, too,” Blue chimed in.

The kid wasn’t impressed. “You guys know a SEAL who isn’t freaked out by disarming nuclear weapons, and I’ll show you someone too stupid to wear the trident pin.”

“All done,” Joe said, allowing himself a tight smile of satisfaction. They’d blow this hole open, go in, grab the civilians and be halfway to the extraction point before ten minutes had passed. And it wouldn’t be a moment too soon. What he’d told Ensign Jones was true. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, but he hated air raids.

Blue McCoy stood and hand-signaled a message to the rest of the team, in case they’d missed hearing Joe’s announcement in the din.

The ground shook as a fifty-pound bomb landed in the neighborhood, and Blue met Joe’s eyes and grinned as Cowboy swore a blue streak.

Joe laughed and lit the fuse.

“Thirty seconds,” he told Blue, who held up the right number of fingers for the rest of the SEALs to see. The squad scrambled to the other side of the street for cover.

When a bomb is about to go off, Joe thought, there’s always a moment, sometimes just a tiny one, when everything seems to slow down and wait. He looked at the familiar faces of his men, and he could see the adrenaline that pumped through them in their eyes, in the set of their mouths and jaws. They were good men, and as always, he was going to do his damnedest to see that they got out of this city alive. Forget alive—he was going to get them out of this hellhole untouched.

Joe didn’t need to look at the second hand on his watch. He knew it was coming, despite the fact that time had seemed to slow down and stretch wa-a-a-ay out…

Boom.

It was a big explosion, but Joe barely heard it over the sounds of the other, more powerful explosions happening all over the city.

Before the dust even settled, Blue was on point, leading the way across the war-torn street, alert for snipers and staying low. He went headfirst into the neat little crater they had blown into the side of the Ustanzian Embassy.

Harvard was on radio, and he let air support know they were going in. Joe was willing to bet big money that the air force was too busy to pay Alpha Squad any real attention. But Harvard was doing his job, same as the rest of the SEALs. They were a team. Seven men—seven of the armed forces’ best and brightest—trained to work and fight together, to the death if need be.

Joe followed Blue and Bobby into the embassy basement. Cowboy came in after, leaving Harvard and the rest of the team guarding their backsides.

It was darker than hell inside. Joe slipped his night-vision glasses on just in time. He narrowly missed running smack into Bobby’s back and damn near breaking his nose on the shotgun the big man wore holstered along his spine.

“Hold up,” Bob signaled.

He had his NVs on, too. So did Blue and Cowboy.

They were alone down there, except for the spiders and snakes and whatever else was slithering along the hard dirt floor.

“Damned layout’s wrong. There’s supposed to be a flight of stairs,” Joe heard Blue mutter, and he stepped forward to take a look. Damn, they had a problem here.

Joe pulled the map of the embassy from the front pocket of his vest, even though he’d long since memorized the basement’s floor plan. The map in his hands was of an entirely different building than the one they were standing in. It was probably the Ustanzian Embassy in some other city, in some country on the other side of the damned globe. Damn! Someone had really screwed up here.

Blue was watching him, and Joe knew his executive officer was thinking what he was thinking. The desk-riding genius responsible for securing the floor plan of this embassy was going to have a very bad day in about a week. Maybe less. Because the commander and XO of SEAL Team Ten’s Alpha Squad were going to pay him a little visit.

But right now, they had a problem on their hands.

There were three hallways, leading into darkness. Not a stairway in sight.

“Wesley and Frisco,” Blue ordered in his thick Southern drawl. “Get your butts in here, boys. We need split teams. Wes with Bobby. Frisco, stay with Cowboy. I’m with you, Cat.”

Swim buddies. Blue had read Joe’s mind and done the smartest thing. With the exception of Frisco, who was babysitting the new kid, Cowboy, he’d teamed each man up with the guy he knew best—his swim buddy. In fact, Blue and Joe went back all the way to Hell Week. Guys who do Hell Week together—that excruciating weeklong torturous SEAL endurance test—stay tight. No question about it.

Off they went, night-vision glasses still on, looking like some kind of weird aliens from outer space. Wesley and Bobby went left. Frisco and Cowboy took the right corridor. And Joe, with Blue close behind him, went straight ahead.

They were silent now, and Joe could hear each man’s quiet breathing over his headset’s earphones. He moved slowly, carefully, checking automatically for booby traps or any hint of movement ahead.

“Supply room,” Joe heard Cowboy breathe into his headset’s microphone.

“Ditto,” Bobby whispered. “We got canned goods and a wine cellar. No movement, no life.”

Joe caught sight of the motion the same instant Blue did. Simultaneously, they flicked the safeties of their MP5s down to full fire and dropped into a crouch.

They’d found the stairs going up.

And there, underneath the stairs, scared witless and shaking like a leaf in a hurricane, was the crown prince of Ustanzia, Tedric Cortere, using three of his aides as sandbags.

“Don’t shoot,” Cortere said in four or five different languages, his hands held high above his head.

Joe straightened, but he kept his weapon raised until he saw all four pairs of hands were empty. Then he pulled his NVs from his face, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the dim red glow of a penlight Blue had pulled from his pocket.

“Good evening, Your Royal Highness,” he said. “I am Navy SEAL Lieutenant Joe Catalanotto, and I’m here to get you out.”

“Contact,” Harvard said into the radio, having heard Joe’s royal greeting to the prince via his headset. “We have made contact. Repeat, we have picked up luggage and are heading for home plate.”

That was when Joe heard Blue laugh.

“Cat,” the XO drawled. “Have you looked at this guy? I mean, Joe, have you really looked?”

A bomb hit about a quarter mile to the east, and Prince Tedric tried to burrow more deeply in among his equally frightened aides.

If the prince had been standing, he would have been about Joe’s height, maybe a little shorter.

He was wearing a torn white satin jacket, reminiscent of an Elvis impersonator. The garment was amazingly tacky. It was adorned with gold epaulets, and there was an entire row of medals and ribbons on the chest—for bravery under enemy fire, no doubt. His pants were black, and grimy with soot and dirt.

But it wasn’t the prince’s taste in clothing that made Joe’s mouth drop open. It was the man’s face.

Looking at the Crown Prince of Ustanzia was like looking into a mirror. His dark hair was longer than Joe’s, but beyond that, the resemblance was uncanny. Dark eyes, big nose, long face, square jaw, heavy cheekbones.

The guy looked exactly like Joe.





Chapter One

A few years later

Washington, D.C.



All of the major network news cameras were rolling as Tedric Cortere, crown prince of Ustanzia, entered the airport.

A wall of ambassadors, embassy aides and politicians moved forward to greet him, but the prince paused for just a moment, taking the time to smile and wave a greeting to the cameras.

He was following her instructions to the letter. Veronica St. John, professional image and media consultant, allowed herself a sigh of relief. But only a small one, because she knew Tedric Cortere very well, and he was a perfectionist. There was no guarantee that Prince Tedric, the brother of Veronica’s prep-school roommate and very best friend in the world, was going to be satisfied with what he saw tonight on the evening news.

Still, he would have every right to be pleased. It was day one of his United States goodwill tour, and he was looking his best, oozing charm and royal manners, with just enough blue-blooded arrogance thrown in to captivate the royalty-crazed American public. He was remembering to gaze directly into the news cameras. He was keeping his eye movements steady and his chin down. And, heaven be praised, for a man prone to anxiety attacks, he was looking calm and collected for once.

He was giving the news teams exactly what they wanted—a close-up picture of a gracious, charismatic, fairytale handsome European prince.

Bachelor. She’d forgotten to add “bachelor” to the list. And if Veronica knew Americans—and she did; it was her business to know Americans—millions of American women would watch the evening news tonight and dream of becoming a princess.

There was nothing like fairy-tale fever among the public to boost relations between two governments. Fairy-tale fever—and the recently discovered oil that lay beneath the parched, gray Ustanzian soil.

But Tedric wasn’t the only one playing to the news cameras this morning.

As Veronica watched, United States Senator Sam McKinley flashed his gleaming white teeth in a smile so falsely genuine and so obviously aimed at the reporters, it made her want to laugh.

But she didn’t laugh. If she’d learned one thing during her childhood and adolescence as the daughter of an international businessman who moved to a different and often exotic country every year or so, she’d learned that diplomats and high government officials—particularly royalty—take themselves very, very seriously.

So, instead of laughing, she bit the insides of her cheeks as she stopped several respectful paces behind the prince, at the head of the crowd of assistants and aides and advisers who were part of his royal entourage.

“Your Highness, on behalf of the United States Government,” McKinley drawled in his thick Texas accent, shaking the prince’s hand, and dripping with goodwill, “I’d like to welcome you to our country’s capital.”

“I greet you with the timeless honor and tradition of the Ustanzian flag,” Prince Tedric said formally in his faintly British, faintly French accent, “which is woven, as well, into my heart.”

It was his standard greeting; nothing special, but it went over quite well with the crowd.

McKinley started in on a longer greeting, and Veronica let her attention wander.

She could see herself in the airport’s reflective glass windows, looking cool in her cream-colored suit, her flame-red hair pulled neatly back into a French braid. Tall and slender and serene, her image wavered slightly as a jet plane took off, thundering down the runway.

It was an illusion. Actually, she was giddy with nervous excitement, a condition brought about by the stress of knowing that if Tedric didn’t follow her instructions and ended up looking bad on camera, she’d be the one to blame. Sweat trickled down between her shoulder blades, another side effect of the stress she was under. No, she felt neither cool nor serene, regardless of how she looked.

She had been hired because her friend, Princess Wila, knew that Veronica was struggling to get her fledgling consulting business off the ground. Sure, she’d done smaller, less detailed jobs before, but this was the first one in which the stakes were so very high. If Veronica succeeded with Tedric Cortere, word would get out, and she’d have more business than she could handle. If she succeeded with Cortere…

But Veronica had also been hired for another reason. She’d been hired because Wila, concerned about Ustanzia’s economy, recognized the importance of this tour. Despite the fact that teaching Wila’s brother, the high-strung Prince of Ustanzia, how to appear calm and relaxed while under the watchful eyes of the TV news cameras was Veronica’s first major assignment as an image and media consultant, Wila trusted her longtime friend implicitly to get the job done.

“I’m counting on you, Véronique,” Wila had said to Veronica over the telephone just last night. She had added with her customary frankness, “This American connection is too important. Don’t let Tedric screw this up.”

So far Tedric was doing a good job. He looked good. He sounded good. But it was too early for Veronica to let herself feel truly satisfied. It was her job to make sure that the prince continued to look and sound good.

Tedric didn’t particularly like his younger sister’s best friend, and the feeling was mutual. He was an impatient, short-tempered man, and rather used to getting his own way. Very used to getting his own way.

Veronica could only hope he would see today’s news reports and recognize the day’s success. If he didn’t, she’d hear about it, that was for sure.

Veronica knew quite well that over the course of the prince’s tour of the United States she was going to earn every single penny of her consultant’s fee. Because although Tedric Cortere was princely in looks and appearance, he was also arrogant and spoiled. And demanding. And often irrational. And occasionally, not very nice.

Oh, he knew his social etiquette. He was in his element when it came to pomp and ceremony, parties and other social posturing. He knew all there was to know about clothing and fashion. He could tell Japanese silk from American with a single touch. He was a wine connoisseur and a gourmet. He could ride horses and fence, play polo and water-ski. He hired countless aides and advisers to dance attendance upon him, and provide him with both his most trivial desires and the important information he needed to get by as a representative of his country.

As Veronica watched, Tedric shook the hands of the U.S. officials. He smiled charmingly and she could practically hear the sound of the news cameras zooming in for a close-up.

The prince glanced directly into the camera lenses and let his smile broaden. Spoiled or not, with his trim, athletic body and handsome face, the man was good-looking.

Good-looking? No, Veronica thought. To call him good-looking wasn’t accurate. Quite honestly, the prince was gorgeous. He was a piece of art. He had long, thick, dark hair that curled down past his shoulders. His face was long and lean with exotic cheekbones that hinted of his mother’s Mediterranean heritage. His eyes were the deepest brown, surrounded by sinfully long lashes. His jaw was square, his nose strong and masculine.

But Veronica had known Tedric since she was fifteen and he was nineteen. Naturally, she’d developed a full-fledged crush on him quite early on, but it hadn’t taken her long to realize that the prince was nothing like his cheerful, breezy, lighthearted yet business-minded sister. Tedric was, in fact, quite decidedly dull—and enormously preoccupied with his appearance. He had spent endless amounts of time in front of a mirror, sending Wila and Veronica into spasms of giggles as he combed his hair, flexed his muscles and examined his perfect, white teeth.

Still, Veronica’s crush on Prince Tedric hadn’t truly crashed and burned until she’d had a conversation with him—and seen that beneath his facade of princely charm and social skills, behind his handsome face and trim body, deep within his dark brown eyes, there was nothing there.

Nothing she was interested in, anyway.

Although she had to admit that to this day, her romantic vision of a perfect man was someone tall, dark and handsome. Someone with wide, exotic cheekbones and liquid brown eyes. Someone who looked an awful lot like Crown Prince Tedric, but with a working brain in his head and a heart that loved more than his own reflection in the mirror.

She wasn’t looking for a prince. In fact, she wasn’t looking, period. She had no time for romance—at least, not until her business started to turn a profit.

As the military band began to play a rousing rendition of the Ustanzian national anthem, Veronica glanced again at their blurry images in the window. A flash of light from the upper-level balcony caught her eye. That was odd. She’d been told that airport personnel would be restricting access to the second floor as a security measure.

She turned her head to look up at the balcony and realized with a surge of disbelief that the flash she’d seen was a reflection of light bouncing off the long barrel of a rifle—a rifle aimed directly at Tedric.

“Get down!” Veronica shouted, but her voice was drowned out by the trumpets. The prince couldn’t hear her. No one could hear her.

She ran toward Prince Tedric and all of the U.S. dignitaries, well aware that she was running toward, not away from, the danger. A thought flashed crazily through her head—This was not a man worth dying for. But she couldn’t stand by and let her best friend’s brother be killed. Not while she had the power to prevent it.

As a shot rang out, Veronica hit Tedric bone-jarringly hard at waist level and knocked him to the ground. It was a rugby tackle that would have made her brother Jules quite proud.

She bruised her shoulder, tore her nylons and scraped both of her knees when she fell.

But she saved the crown prince of Ustanzia’s life.



When Veronica walked into the hotel conference room, it was clear the meeting had been going on for quite some time.

Senator McKinley was sitting at one end of the big oval conference table with his jacket off, his tie loosened, and his shirtsleeves rolled up. Henri Freder, the U.S. ambassador to Ustanzia, sat on one side of him. Another diplomat and several other men whom Veronica didn’t recognize sat on the other. Men in dark suits stood at the doors and by the windows, watchful and alert. They were FInCOM agents, Veronica realized, high-tech bodyguards from the Federal Intelligence Commission, sent to protect the prince. But why were they involved? Was Prince Tedric’s life still in danger?

Tedric was at the head of the table, surrounded by a dozen aides and advisers. He had a cold drink in front of him, and was lazily drawing designs in the condensation on the glass.

As Veronica entered the room, Tedric stood, and the entire tableful of men followed suit.

“Someone get a seat for Ms. St. John,” the prince ordered sharply in his odd accent. “Immediately.”

One of the lesser aides quickly stepped away from his own chair and offered it to Veronica.

“Thank you,” she said, smiling at the young man.

“Sit down,” the prince commanded her, stony-faced, as he returned to his seat. “I have an idea, but it cannot be done without your cooperation.”

Veronica gazed steadily at the prince. After she’d tackled him earlier today, he’d been dragged away to safety. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since. At the time, he hadn’t bothered to thank her for saving his life—and apparently he had no intention of doing so now. She was working for him, therefore she was a servant. He would have expected her to save him. In his mind, there was no need for gratitude.

But she wasn’t a servant. In fact, she’d been the maid of honor last year when his sister married Veronica’s brother, Jules. Veronica and the prince were practically family, yet Tedric still insisted she address him as “Your Highness.”

She sat down, pulling her chair in closer to the table, and the rest of the men sat, too.

“I have a double,” the prince announced. “An American. It is my idea for him to take my place throughout the remaining course of the tour, thus ensuring my safety.”

Veronica sat forward. “Excuse me, Your Highness,” she said. “Please forgive my confusion. Is your safety still an issue?” She looked down the table at Senator McKinley “Wasn’t the gunman captured?”

McKinley ran his tongue over his front teeth before he answered. “I’m afraid not,” he finally replied. “And the Federal Intelligence Commission has reason to believe the terrorists will make another attempt on the prince’s life during the course of the next few weeks.”

“Terrorists?” Veronica repeated, looking from McKinley to the ambassador and finally at Prince Tedric.

“FInCOM has ID’d the shooter,” McKinley answered. “He’s a well-known triggerman for a South American terrorist organization.”

Veronica shook her head. “Why would South American terrorists want to kill the Ustanzian crown prince?”

The ambassador took off his glasses and tiredly rubbed his eyes. “Quite possibly in retaliation for Ustanzia’s new alliance with the U.S.,” he said.

“FInCOM tells us these particular shooters don’t give up easily,” McKinley said. “Even with souped-up security, FInCOM expects they’ll try again. What we’re looking to do is find a solution to this problem.”

Veronica laughed. It slipped out—she couldn’t help herself. The solution was so obvious. “Cancel the tour.”

“Can’t do that,” McKinley drawled.

Veronica looked down the other side of the table at Prince Tedric. He, for once, was silent. But he didn’t look happy.

“There’s too much riding on the publicity from this event,” Senator McKinley explained. “You know as well as I do that Ustanzia needs U.S. funding to get their oil wells up and running.” The heavyset man leaned back in his chair, tapping the eraser end of a pencil on the mahogany table. “But the prospect of competitively priced oil isn’t enough to secure the size funds they need,” he continued, dropping the pencil and running his hand through his thinning gray hair. “And quite frankly, current polls show the public’s concern for a little-nothing country like Ustanzia—beg pardon, Prince—to be zilch. Hardly anyone knows who the Ustanzians are, and the folks who do know about ’em don’t want to give ’em any of their tax dollars, that’s for sure as shootin’. Not while there’s so much here at home to spend the money on.”

Veronica nodded her head. She was well aware of everything he was saying. It was one of Princess Wila’s major worries.

“Besides,” the senator added, “we can use this opportunity to nab this group of terrorists. And sister, if they’re who we think they are, we want ‘em. Bad.”

“But if you know for a fact that there’ll be another assassination attempt…?” Veronica looked down the table at Tedric. “Your Highness, how can you risk placing yourself in such danger?”

Tedric crossed his legs. “I have no intention of placing myself in any danger whatsoever,” he said. “In fact, I will remain here, in Washington, in a safe house, until all danger has passed. The tour, however, will continue as planned, with this lookalike fellow taking my place.”

Suddenly the prince’s earlier words made sense. He’d said he had a double, someone who looked just like him. He’d said this person was an American.

“This man,” McKinley asked. “What was his name, sir?”

The prince shrugged—a slow, eloquent gesture. “How should I remember? Joe. Joe Something. He was a soldier. An American soldier.”

“’Joe Something,’” McKinley repeated, exchanging a quick, exasperated look with the diplomat on his left. “A soldier named Joe. Should only be about fifteen thousand men in the U.S. armed forces named Joe.”

The ambassador on McKinley’s right leaned forward. “Your Highness,” he said patiently, “when did you meet this man?”

“He was one of the soldiers who assisted in my escape from the embassy in Baghdad,” Tedric replied.

“A Navy SEAL,” the ambassador murmured to McKinley. “We should have no problem locating him. If I remember correctly, only one seven-man team participated in that rescue mission.”

“SEAL?” Veronica asked, sitting up and leaning forward. “What’s a SEAL?”

“Part of the Special Operations,” Senator McKinley told her. “They’re the most elite special-operations force in the world. They can operate anywhere—on the sea, in the air and on the land, hence the name, SEALs. If this man who looks so much like the prince really is a SEAL, standing in as the prince’s double will be a cakewalk for him.”

“He was, however, quite unbearably lower-class,” the prince said prudishly, sweeping some imaginary crumbs from the surface of the table. He looked at Veronica. “That is where you would come in. You will teach this Joe to look and act like a prince. We can delay the tour by—” he frowned down the table at McKinley “—a week, is that what you’d said?”

“Two or three days at the very most, sir.” The senator grimaced. “We can announce that you’ve come down with the flu, try to keep up public interest with reports of your health. But the fact is, after a few days, you’ll no longer be news and the story will be dropped. You know what they say: Out of sight, out of mind. We can’t let that happen.”

Two or three days. Two or three days to turn a rough American sailor—a Navy SEAL, whatever that really meant—into royalty. Who were they kidding?

Senator McKinley picked up the phone to begin tracking down the mysterious Joe.

Prince Tedric was watching Veronica expectantly. “Can you do it?” he asked. “Can you make this Joe into a prince?”

“In two or three days?”

Tedric nodded.

“I’d have to work around the clock,” Veronica said, thinking aloud. If she agreed to this crazy plan, she would have to be right beside this sailor, this SEAL, every single step of the way. She’d have to coach him continuously, and be ready to catch and correct his every mistake. “And even then, there’d be no guarantee…”

Tedric shrugged, turning back to Ambassador Freder. “She can’t do it,” he said flatly. “We will have to cancel. Arrange a flight back to—”

“I didn’t say I couldn’t do it,” Veronica interrupted, quickly adding, “Your Highness.”

The prince turned back to her, one elegant eyebrow raised.

Veronica could hear an echo of Wila’s voice. “I’m counting on you, Véronique. This American connection is too important.” If this tour were canceled, all of Wila’s hopes for the future would evaporate. And Wila’s weren’t the only hopes that would be dashed. Veronica couldn’t let herself forget that little girl waiting at Saint Mary’s…

“Well?” Tedric said impatiently.

“All right,” Veronica said. “I’ll give it a try.”

Senator McKinley hung up the phone with a triumphant crash. “I think we’ve found our man,” he announced with a wide smile. “His name’s Navy Lieutenant Joseph P.—” he glanced down at a scrap of paper he’d taken some notes on “—Catalanotto. They’re faxing me an ID photo right now.”

Veronica felt an odd flash of both hot and cold. Good God, what had she just done? What had she just agreed to? What if she couldn’t pull it off? What if it couldn’t be done?

The fax alarm began to beep. Both the prince and Senator McKinley stood and crossed the spacious suite to where the fax machine was plugged in beneath a set of elegant bay windows.

Veronica stayed in her seat at the table. If this job couldn’t be done, she would be letting her best friend down.

“My God,” McKinley breathed as the picture was slowly printed out. “It doesn’t seem possible.”

He tore the fax from the roll of paper and handed it to the prince.

Silently, Tedric stared at the picture. Silently, he walked back across the room and handed the sheet of paper to Veronica.

Except for the fact that the man in the picture was wearing a relaxed pair of military fatigues, with top buttons of the shirt undone and sleeves rolled up to his elbows, except for the fact that the man in the picture had dark, shaggy hair cut just a little below his ears, and the strap of a submachine gun slung over one shoulder, except for the fact that the camera had caught him mid-grin, with good humor and sharp intelligence sparkling in his dark eyes, the man in this picture could very well have been the crown prince of Ustanzia. Or at the very least, he could have been the crown prince’s brother.

The crown prince’s better-looking brother.

He had the same nose, same cheekbones, same well-defined jawline and chin. But his front tooth was chipped. Of course, that was no problem. They could cap a tooth in a matter of hours, couldn’t they?

He was bigger than Prince Tedric, this American naval lieutenant. Bigger and taller. Stronger. Rougher edged. Much, much more rough-edged, in every way imaginable. Good God, if this picture was any indication, Veronica was going to have to start with the basics with this man. She was going to have to teach him how to sit and stand and walk…

Veronica looked up to find Prince Tedric watching her.

“Something tells me,” he said in his elegant accent, “your work is cut out for you.”

Across the room, McKinley picked up the phone and dialed. “Yeah,” he said into the receiver. “This is Sam McKinley. Senator Sam McKinley. I need a Navy SEAL by the name of Lieutenant Joseph—” he consulted his notes “—Catalanotto. Damn, what a mouthful. I need that lieutenant here in Washington, and I need him here yesterday.”







Chapter Two

Joe lay on the deck of the rented boat, hands behind his head, watching the clouds. Puffs of blinding white in a crystal blue California sky, they were in a state of constant motion, always changing, never remaining the same.

He liked that.

It reminded him of his life, fluid and full of surprises. He never knew when a cream puff might turn unexpectedly into a ferocious dragon.

But Joe liked it that way. He liked never knowing what was behind the door—the lady or the tiger. And certainly, since he’d been a SEAL, he’d had his share of both.

But today there were neither ladies nor tigers to face. Today he was on leave—shore leave, it was called in the navy. Funny he should spend the one day of shore leave he had this month far from the shore, out on a fishing boat.

Not that he’d spent very much time lately at sea. In fact, in the past few months, he’d been on a naval vessel exactly ninety-six hours. And that had been for training. Some of those training hours he’d spent as an instructor. But some of the time he’d been a student. That was all part of being a Navy SEAL. No matter your rank or experience, you always had to keep learning, keep training, keep on top of the new technology and methodology.

Joe had achieved expert status in nine different fields, but those fields were always changing. Just like those clouds that were floating above him. Just the way he liked it.

Across the deck of the boat, dressed in weekend grunge clothes similar to his own torn fatigues and ragged T-shirt, Harvard and Blue were arguing good-naturedly over who had gotten the most depressing letter from the weekly mail call.

Joe himself hadn’t gotten any mail—nothing besides bills, that is. Talk about depressing.

Joe closed his eyes, letting the conversation float over him. He’d known Blue for eight years, Harvard for about six. Their voices—Blue’s thick, south-of-the-Mason-Dixon-Line drawl and Harvard’s nasal, upper-class-Boston accent—were as familiar to him as breathing.

It still sometimes tickled him that out of their entire seven-man SEAL team, the man that Blue was closest to, after Joe himself, was Daryl Becker, nicknamed Harvard.

Carter “Blue” McCoy and Daryl “Harvard” Becker. The “redneck” rebel and the Ivy League-educated Yankee black man. Both SEALs, both better than the best of the rest. And both aware that there was no such thing as prejudices and prejudgments in the Navy SEALs.

Out across the bay, the blue-green water sparkled and danced in the bright sunshine. Joe took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the sharp salty air.

“Oh, Lord,” Blue said, turning to the second page of his letter.

Joe turned toward his friend. “What?”

“Gerry’s getting married,” Blue said, running his fingers through his sun-bleached blond hair. “To Jenny Lee Beaumont.”

Jenny Lee had been Blue’s high school girlfriend. She was the only woman Blue had ever talked about—the only one special enough to mention.

Joe exchanged a long look with Harvard.

“Jenny Lee Beaumont, huh?” Joe said.

“That’s right.” Blue nodded, his face carefully expressionless. “Gerry’s gonna marry her. Next July. He wants me to be his best man.”

Joe swore softly.

“You win,” Harvard conceded. “Your mail was much more depressing than mine.”

Joe shook his head, grateful for his own lack of entanglement with a woman. Sure, he’d had girlfriends down through the years, but he’d never met anyone he couldn’t walk away from.

Not that he didn’t like women, because he did. He certainly did. And the women he usually dated were smart and funny and as quick to shy away from permanent attachments as he was. He would see his current lady friend on occasional weekend leaves, and sometimes in the evenings when he was in town and free.

But never, ever had he kissed a woman good-night—or good-morning, as was usually the case—then gone back to the base and sat around daydreaming about her the way Bob and Wesley had drooled over those college girls they’d met down in San Diego. Or the way Harvard had sighed over that Hawaiian marine biologist they’d met on Guam. What was her name? Rachel. Harvard still got that kicked-puppy look in his brown eyes whenever her name came up.

The truth was, Joe had been lucky—he’d never fallen in love. And he was hoping his luck would hold. It would be just fine with him if he went through life without that particular experience, thank you very much.

Joe pushed the top off the cooler with one bare toe. He reached into the icy water to pull out a beer, then froze.

He straightened, ears straining, eyes scanning the horizon to the east.

Then he heard it again.

The sound of a distant chopper. He shaded his eyes, looking out toward the California coastline, to where the sound was coming from.

Silently, Harvard and Blue got to their feet, moving to stand next to him. Silently, Harvard handed Joe the binoculars that had been stowed in one of the equipment lockers.

One swift turn of the dial brought the powerful lenses into focus.

The chopper was only a small black dot, but it was growing larger with each passing second. It was undeniably heading directly toward them.

“You guys wearing your pagers?” Joe asked, breaking the silence. He’d taken his own beeper off after it—and he—had gotten doused by a pailful of bait and briny seawater.

Harvard nodded. “Yes, sir.” He glanced down at the beeper he wore attached to his belt. “But I’m clear.”

“Mine didn’t go off, either, Cat,” Blue said.

In the binoculars, the black dot took on a distinct outline. It was an army bird, a Black Hawk, UH-60A. Its cruising speed was about one hundred and seventy miles per hour. It was closing in on them, and fast.

“Either of you in any trouble I should know about?” Joe asked.

“No, sir,” Harvard said.

“Negative.” Blue glanced at Joe. “How ’bout you, Lieutenant?”

Joe shook his head, still watching the helicopter through the binoculars.

“This is weird,” Harvard said. “What kind of hurry are they in, they can’t page us and have us motor back to the harbor?”

“One damn big hurry,” Joe said. God, that Black Hawk could really move. He pulled the binoculars away from his face as the chopper continued to grow larger.

“It’s not World War Three,” Blue commented, his troubles with Jenny Lee temporarily forgotten. He had to raise his voice to be heard above the approaching helicopter. “If it was World War Three, they wouldn’t waste a Hawk on three lousy SEALs.”

The chopper circled and then hovered directly above them. The sound of the blades was deafening, and the force of the wind made the little boat pitch and toss. All three men grabbed the railing to keep their footing.

Then a scaling rope was thrown out the open door of the helicopter’s cabin. It, too, swayed in the wind from the chopper blades, smacking Joe directly in the chest.

“Lieutenant Joseph P. Catalanotto,” a distorted voice announced over a loudspeaker. “Your shore leave is over.”



Veronica St. John went into her hotel suite, then leaned wearily back against the closed door.

It was only nine o’clock—early by diplomatic standards. In fact, if things had gone according to schedule today, she would still have been at a reception for Prince Tedric over at the Ustanzian Embassy. But things had gone very much not according to schedule, starting with the assassination attempt at the airport.

She’d gotten a call from the president of the United States, officially thanking her, on behalf of the American people, for saving Prince Tedric’s life. She hadn’t expected that. Too bad. If she’d been expecting the man in the White House to call, she might have been prepared to ask for his assistance in locating the personnel records of this mysterious navy lieutenant who looked so much like the crown prince of Ustanzia.

Nobody, repeat nobody she had spoken to had been able to help her find the files she wanted. The Department of Defense sent her to the Navy. The Navy representatives told her that all SEAL records were in the Special Operations Division. The clerk from Special Operations was as clandestine and unhelpful as James Bond’s personal assistant might have been. The woman wouldn’t even verify that Joseph Catalanotto existed, let alone if the man’s personnel files were in the U.S. Special Operations Office.

Frustrated, Veronica had gone back to Senator McKinley, hoping that he could use his clout to get a fax of Catalanotto’s files. But even the powerful senator was told that, for security reasons, personnel records for Navy SEALs were never, repeat never, sent via facsimile. It had been a major feat just getting them to fax a picture of the lieutenant. If McKinley wanted to see Joseph P. Catalanotto’s personnel file, he would need to make a formal request, in writing. After the request was received, it would take a mandatory three days for the files to be censored for his—and Ms. St. John’s—level of clearance.

Three days.

Veronica wasn’t looking to find Lieutenant Catalanotto’s deepest, darkest military secrets. All she wanted to know was where the man came from—in which part of the country he’d grown up. She wanted to know his family background, his level of education, his IQ scores and the results of personality and psychological tests done by the armed forces.

She wanted to know, quite frankly, how big an obstacle this Navy SEAL himself was going to be in getting the job done.

So far, she only knew his name, that he looked like a rougher, wilder version of Tedric Cortere, that his shoulders were very broad, that he carried an M60 machine gun as if it were a large loaf of bread, and that he had a nice smile.

She didn’t have a clue as to whether she’d be able to fool the American public into thinking he was a European prince. Until she met this man, she couldn’t even guess how much work transforming him was going to take. It would be better to try not to think about it.

But if she didn’t think about this job looming over her, she would end up thinking about the girl at Saint Mary’s Hospital, a little girl named Cindy who had sent the prince a letter nearly four months ago—a letter Veronica had fished out of Tedric’s royal wastebasket. In the letter, Cindy—barely even ten years old—had told Prince Tedric that she’d heard he was planning a trip to the United States. She had asked him, if he was going to be in the Washington, D.C., area, to please come and visit her since she was not able to come to see him.

Veronica had ended up going above the prince—directly to King Derrick—and had gotten the visit to Saint Mary’s on the official tour calendar.

But now what?

The entire tour would have to be rescheduled and re-planned, and Saint Mary’s and little Cindy were likely to fall, ignored, between the cracks.

Veronica smiled tightly. Not if she had anything to say about it.

With a sigh, she kicked off her shoes.

Lord, but she ached.

Tackling royalty could really wear a person out, she thought, allowing herself a rueful smile. After the assassination attempt, she had run on sheer adrenaline for about six hours straight. After that had worn off, she’d kept herself fueled with coffee—hot, black and strong.

Right now what she needed was a shower and a two-hour nap.

She pulled her nightgown and robe out of the suitcase that she hadn’t yet found time to unpack, and tossed them onto the bed as she all but staggered into the bathroom. She closed the door and turned on the shower as she peeled off her suit and the cream-colored blouse she wore underneath. She put a hole in her hose as she took them off, and threw them directly into the wastebasket. It had been a bona fide two-pairs-of-panty-hose day. Her first pair, the ones she’d been wearing at the airport, had been totally destroyed.

Veronica washed herself quickly, knowing that every minute she spent in the shower was a minute less that she’d be able to sleep. And with Lieutenant Joseph P. Catalanotto due to arrive anytime after midnight, she was going to need every second of that nap.

Still, it didn’t keep her from singing as she tried to rinse the aches and soreness from her back and shoulders. Singing in the shower was a childhood habit. Then, as now, the moments she spent alone in the shower were among the few bits of time she had to really kick back and let loose. She tested the acoustics of this particular bathroom with a rousing rendition of Mary Chapin Carpenter’s latest hit.

She shut off the water, still singing, and toweled herself dry.

Her robe was hanging on the back of the bathroom door, and she reached for it.

And stopped singing, mid-note.

She’d left her robe in the bedroom, on the bed. She hadn’t hung it on the door.

“No…you’re right. You’re not alone in here,” said a husky male voice from the other side of the bathroom door.







Chapter Three

Veronica’s heart nearly stopped beating, and she lunged for the door and turned the lock.

“I figured you didn’t know I was in your room,” the voice continued as Veronica quickly slipped into her white terry-cloth bathrobe. “I also figured you probably wouldn’t appreciate coming out of the bathroom with just a towel on—or less. Not with an audience, anyway. So I put your robe on the back of the door.”

Veronica tightened the belt and clutched the lapels of the robe more closely together. She took in a deep breath, then let it slowly out. It steadied her and kept her voice from shaking. “Who are you?” she asked.

“Who are you?” the voice countered. It was rich, husky, and laced with more than a trace of blue-collar New York. “I was brought here and told to wait, so I waited. I’ve been hustled from one coast to the other like some Federal Express overnight package, only nobody has any explanations as to why or even who I’m waiting to see. I didn’t even know my insertion point was the District of Columbia until the jet landed at Andrews. And as long as I’m complaining I might as well tell you that I’m tired, I’m hungry and my shorts have not managed to dry in the past ten hours, a situation that makes me very, very cranky. I would damn near sell my soul to get into that shower that you just stepped out of. Other than that, I’m sure I’m very pleased to meet you.”

“Lieutenant Catalanotto?” Veronica asked.

“Bingo,” the voice said. “Babe, you just answered your own question.”

But had she? “What’s your first name?” she asked warily.

“Joe. Joseph.”

“Middle name?”

“Paulo,” he said.

Veronica swung open the bathroom door.

The first thing she noticed about the man was his size. He was big—taller than Prince Tedric by about two inches and outweighing him in sheer muscle by a good, solid fifty pounds. His dark hair was cut much shorter than Tedric’s, and he had at least a two-day growth of beard darkening his face.

He didn’t look as exactly like the prince as she’d thought when she saw his photograph, Veronica realized, studying the man’s face. On closer inspection, his nose was slightly different—it had been broken, probably more than once. And, if it was possible, this navy lieutenant’s cheekbones were even more exotic-looking than Tedric’s. His chin was slightly more square, more stubborn than the prince’s. And his eyes…As he returned her inquisitive stare, his lids dropped halfway over his remarkable liquid brown eyes, as if he was trying to hide his innermost secrets from her.

But those differences—even the size differences between the two men—were very subtle. They wouldn’t be noticed by someone who didn’t know Prince Tedric very well. Those differences certainly wouldn’t be noticed by the array of ambassadors and diplomats Tedric was scheduled to meet.

“According to the name tag on your suitcase, you’ve gotta be Veronica St. John, right?” he said, pronouncing her name the American way, as if it were two words, Saint and John.

“Sinjin,” she said distractedly. “You don’t say Saint John, you say ‘Sinjin.’”

He was looking at her, examining her in much the same way that she’d looked at him. The intensity of his gaze made her feel naked. Which of course, underneath her robe, she was.

But he didn’t win any prizes himself for the clothing he was wearing. From the looks of it, his T-shirt had had its sleeves forcibly removed without the aid of scissors, his army fatigues had been cut off into ragged shorts, and on his feet he wore a pair of dirty canvas deck shoes with no socks. He looked as if he hadn’t showered in several days, and, Lord help her, he smelled that way, too.

“Dear God,” Veronica said aloud, taking in all of the little details she’d missed at first. He wasn’t wearing a belt. Instead, a length of fairly thick rope was run through the belt loops in his pants, and tied in some kind of knot at the front. He had a tattoo—a navy anchor—on his left biceps. His fingers were blackened with stains of grease, his fingernails were short and rough—a far cry from Prince Tedric’s carefully manicured hands. Lord, if she had to start by teaching this man the basics of personal hygiene, there was no way she’d have him impersonating a prince within her three-day deadline.

“What?” he said with a scowl. Defensiveness tinged his voice and darkened his eyes. “I’m not what you expected?”

She couldn’t deny it. She’d expected the lieutenant to arrive wearing a dress uniform, stiff and starched and perfectly military—and smelling a little more human and a little less like a real-life marine mammal-type seal. Wordlessly, she shook her head no.

Joe gazed silently at the girl. She watched him, too, her eyes so wide and blue against the porcelain paleness of her skin. It was hard for him to tell the color of her hair—it was wet. It clung, damp and dark, to the sides of her head and neck.

Red, he guessed. It was probably some shade of red, maybe even strawberry blond, probably curly. Yet, if there really was a God and He was truly righteous, she would have nondescript straight hair, maybe the color of mud. It didn’t seem fair that this girl should have wealth, a powerful job, refined manners, a pair of beautiful blue eyes and curly red hair.

Without makeup, her face looked alarmingly young. Her features were delicate, almost fragile. She wasn’t particularly pretty, at least not in the conventional sense. But her cheekbones were high, showcasing enormous crystal blue eyes. And her lips were exquisitely shaped, her nose small and elegant.

No, she wasn’t pretty. But she was incredibly attractive in a way he couldn’t even begin to explain.

The robe she wore was too big for her. It drew attention to her slight frame, accentuating her slender wrists and ankles.

She looked like a kid playing dress up in her mommy’s clothes.

Funny, from the cut and style of the business suits that had been neatly packed in her suitcase, Joe had expected this Veronica St. John—or “Sinjin,” as she’d pronounced it with her slightly British, extremely monied upper-class accent—to be, well…less young. He’d expected someone in their mid-forties at least, maybe even older. But this girl couldn’t be a day over twenty-five. Hell, standing here like this, just out of the shower, still dripping wet, she barely looked sixteen.

“You aren’t what I expected, either,” Joe said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “So I guess that makes us even.”

He knew he was making her nervous, sitting there like that. He knew she was nervous about him getting the bedspread dirty, nervous about him leaving behind the lingering odor of dead fish—bait from the smelly bucket Blue had knocked over earlier that morning. Hell, he was nervous about it himself.

And damn, but that made him angry. This girl was somehow responsible for dragging him away from his shore leave. She was somehow responsible for the way he’d been rushed across the country without a shower or a change of clothes. Hell, it was probably her fault that he was in this five-star hotel wearing his barnacle-scraping clothes, feeling way out of his league.

He didn’t like feeling this way. He didn’t like the barely concealed distaste he could see in this rich girl’s eyes. He didn’t like being reminded that he didn’t fit into this opulent world of hers—a world filled with money, power and class.

Not that he wanted to fit in. Hell, he wouldn’t last more than a few months in a place like this. He preferred his own world—the world of the Navy SEALs, where a man wasn’t judged by the size of his wallet, or the price of his education, or the cut of his clothes. In his world, a man was judged by his actions, by his perseverance, by his loyalty and stamina. In his world, a man who’d made it into the SEALs was treated with honor and respect—regardless of the way he looked. Or smelled.

He leaned back on the big, fancy, five-star bed, propping himself up on his elbows. “Maybe you could give me some kind of clue as to what I’m doing here, honey,” he said, watching her wince at his term of endearment. “I’m pretty damn curious.”

The rich girl’s eyes widened, and she actually forgot to look disdainful for a few minutes. “Are you trying to tell me that no one’s told you anything?”

Joe sat up. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

She shook her head. Her hair was starting to dry, and it was definitely curly. “But that’s impossible.”

“Impossible it ain’t, sweetheart,” he said. A double wince this time. One for the bad grammar, the other for the “sweetheart.” “I’m here in D.C. without the rest of my team, and I don’t know why.”

Veronica turned abruptly and went into the hotel suite’s living room. Joe followed more slowly, leaning against the frame of the door and watching as she sifted through her briefcase.

“You were supposed to be met by—” she pulled a yellow legal pad from her notebook and flipped to a page in the back “—an Admiral Forrest?” She looked up at him almost hopefully.

The navy lieutenant just shrugged, still watching her. Lord, but he was handsome. Despite the layers of dirt and his dark, scowling expression, he was, like Prince Tedric, almost impossibly good-looking. And this man was nearly dripping with an unconscious virility that Tedric didn’t even begin to possess. He was extremely attractive underneath all that grime—if she were the type who went for that untamed, rough-hewn kind of man.

Which, of course, Veronica wasn’t. Dangerous, bad-boy types had never made her heart beat faster. And if her heart seemed to be pounding now, why, that was surely from the scare he’d given her earlier.

No, she was not the type to be attracted by steel-hard biceps and broad shoulders, a rough-looking five o’clock shadow, a tropical tan, a molten-lava smile, and incredible brown bedroom eyes. No. Definitely, positively not.

And if she gave him a second glance, it was only to verify the fact that Lieutenant Joseph P. Catalanotto was not going to be mistaken for visiting European royalty.

Not today, anyway.

And not tomorrow. But, for Wila’s sake, for her own career, and for little Cindy at Saint Mary’s, Veronica was going to see to it that two days from now, Joe would be a prince.

But first things first. And first things definitely included putting her clothes back on, particularly since Lieutenant Catalanotto wasn’t attempting to hide the very, very male appreciation in his eyes as he looked at her.

“Why don’t you help yourself to something to drink,” Veronica said, and Joe’s gaze flickered across the suite, toward the elaborate bar that was set up on the other side of the room. “Give me a minute to get dressed,” she added. “Then I’ll try to explain why you’re here.”

He nodded.

She walked past him, aware that he was still watching right up to the moment she closed the bedroom door behind her.

The man’s accent was atrocious. It screamed New York City—blue-collar New York City. But okay. With a little ingenuity, with the right scheduling and planning, Joe wouldn’t have to utter a single word.

His posture, though, was an entirely different story. Tedric stood ramrod straight. Lieutenant Catalanotto, on the other hand, slouched continuously. And he walked with a kind of relaxed swagger that was utterly un-princely. How on earth was she going to teach him to stand and sit up straight, let alone walk in that peculiar, stiff, princely gait that Tedric had perfected?

Veronica pulled fresh underwear and another pair of panty hose—number three for the day—from her suitcase. Her dark blue suit was near the top of the case, so she pulled it on, then slipped her tired feet into a matching pair of pumps. A little bit of makeup, a quick brush through her almost-dry hair…

Gloves would cover his hands, she thought, her mind going a mile a minute. Even if that engine grease didn’t wash off, it could be hidden by a pair of gloves. Tedric himself often wore a pair of white gloves. No one would think that was odd.

Joe’s hair was an entirely different matter. He wore his hair short, while Tedric’s flowed down past his shoulders.

They could get a wig for Joe. Or hair extensions. Yes, hair extensions would be even better, and easier to keep on. Provided Joe would sit still long enough to have them attached…

This was going to work. This was going to work.

Taking a deep breath and smoothing down her suit jacket, Veronica opened the door and went back into the living room.

And stopped short.

The living room of her hotel suite was positively crowded.

Senator McKinley, three different Ustanzian ambassadors, an older man wearing a military dress uniform covered with medals, a half-dozen FInCOM security agents, Prince Tedric and his entire entourage all stood frozen and staring at Joe Catalanotto, who had risen to his feet in front of the sofa. The tension in the room could have been cut by a knife.

The man in uniform was the only one who spoke. “Nice to see that you dressed for the occasion, Joe,” he said with a chuckle.

Joe crossed his arms. “The guys who shanghaied me forgot to bring my wardrobe trunk,” he said dryly. Then he smiled. It was a genuine, sincere smile that warmed his face and touched his eyes. “Good to see you, Admiral.”

Joe looked around the room, his gaze landing on Prince Tedric’s face. Tedric was staring at him as if he were a rat that had made its way into the hotel room from the street below.

Joe’s smile faded, and was replaced by another scowl. “Well,” he said. “I’ll be damned. If it isn’t my evil twin.”

Veronica laughed. She couldn’t help it. It just came bubbling out. She bit down on the inside of her cheek, and all but clamped her hand across her mouth. But no one seemed to notice—no one but Joe, who glanced over at her in surprise.

“Don’t you know who you’re talking to, young man? This is the crown prince of Ustanzia,” Senator McKinley said sternly to Joe.

“Damn straight I know who I’m talking to, Pop,” Joe said tightly. “I’m the kind of guy who never forgets a face—particularly when I see it every morning in the mirror. My team of SEALs pulled this bastard’s sorry butt out of Baghdad.” He turned back to Tedric. “Keeping free and clear of war zones these days, Ted, you lousy bastard?”

Everyone in the room, with the exception of Joe and the still-grinning admiral, drew in a shocked breath. Veronica was amazed that her ears didn’t pop from the sudden drop in air pressure.

The crown prince’s face turned an interesting shade of royal purple. “How dare you?” he gasped.

Joe seemed to grow at least three feet taller and two feet broader. He took a step or two toward Tedric, and everyone in the room—with the exception of the admiral—drew back.

“How dare you put yourself into a situation where my men had to risk their lives to pull you back out?” Joe all but snarled. “One of my men spent months in intensive care because of you, dirtwad. I’ll tell you right now, you’re damned lucky—damned lucky—he didn’t die.”

The deadly look in Joe’s eyes was enough to make even the bravest man quiver with fear. They were all lucky that Joe’s friend hadn’t died, Veronica thought with a shiver, or else they’d be witnessing a murder. And unlike the morning’s assassination attempt, she had no doubt that Joe would succeed.

“Mon Dieu,” Tedric said, hiding the fact that his hands were shaking by slipping into his native French and turning haughtily to his aides. “This…this…creature is far more insolent than I remembered. Obviously we cannot risk sending him into public, masquerading as me. He would embarrass my heritage, my entire country. Send him back to whatever rock he crawled out from under. There is no other option. Cancel the tour.”

On the other side of the room, one of the senator’s assistants quickly translated Tedric’s French into English, whispering into McKinley’s ear.

With a humph, the prince stalked toward the door, taking with him Senator McKinley’s hopes for lower-priced oil and Wila’s dreams of economic security for her country.

But McKinley moved quickly, and cut Prince Tedric off before he reached the door.

“Your Highness,” McKinley said soothingly. “If you’re serious about obtaining the funding for the oil wells—”

“He’s a monster,” Tedric proclaimed loudly in French. McKinley’s assistant translated quietly for the senator. “Even Ms. St. John cannot turn such a monster into a prince.”

Across the room, Joe watched as Veronica hurried over to the prince and Senator McKinley and began talking in a lowered voice. Turn a monster into a prince, huh? he thought.

“You always did know how to liven up a party, son.”

Joe turned to see Admiral Michael “Mac” Forrest smiling at him. He gave the older man a crisp salute.

The admiral’s familiar leathery face crinkled into a smile. “Cut the bulldinky, Catalanotto,” he said. “Since when did you start saluting? For criminy’s sake, son, shake my hand instead.”

The admiral’s salt-and-pepper hair had gone another shade whiter, but other than that, the older man looked healthy and fit. Joe knew that Mac Forrest, a former SEAL himself, still spent a solid hour each day in PT—physical training—despite the fact that he needed a cane to walk. Ever since Joe first met him, the Admiral’s left leg had been shorter than his right, courtesy of the enemy during the Vietnam War.

Mac’s handclasp was strong and solid. With his other hand, he clapped Joe on the shoulder.

“It’s been nearly a year and you haven’t changed the least bit,” Admiral Forrest announced after giving Joe a once-over. The older man wrinkled his nose. “Including your clothes. Jumping Jesse, what hole did we drag you out of?”

“I was on leave,” Joe said with a shrug. “I was helping Blue pull in a major tuna and the bait bucket spilled on me. The boys in the Black Hawk didn’t give me a chance to stop at my apartment to take a shower and pick up a change of clothes.”

“Yeah.” The admiral’s blue eyes twinkled. “We were in kind of a hurry to get you out here, in case you didn’t notice.”

“I noticed,” Joe said, crossing his arms. “I take it I’m here to do some kind of favor for him.” With his chin, Joe gestured across the room toward Prince Tedric, who was still deep in discussion with Senator McKinley and Veronica.

“Something tells me you’re not happy about the idea of doing Tedric Cortere any favors,” Mac commented.

“Damn straight,” Joe said, adding, “sir. That bastard nearly got Frisco killed. We were extracting from Baghdad with a squad of Iraqi soldiers on our tail. Frisco took a direct hit. The kid nearly bled to death. What’s maybe even worse, at least in his eyes, is that his knee was damn near destroyed. Kid’s in a wheelchair now, and fighting hard to get out.”

Mac Forrest stood quietly, just letting Joe tell the story.

“We’d reached the Baghdad extraction point when Prince Charming over there refused to board the chopper. We finally had to throw him inside. It only gave us about a thirty-second delay, but it was enough to put us into the Iraqi soldiers’ firing range, and that’s when Frisco was hit. Turns out His Royal Pain-in-the-Butt refused to get into the bird because it wasn’t luxurious enough. He nearly got us all killed because the interior of an attack helicopter wasn’t painted in the colors of the Ustanzian flag.”

Joe looked steadily at the admiral. “So go ahead and reprimand me, Mac,” he added. “But be warned—there’s nothing you can say that’ll make me do any favors for that creep.”

“I’m not so sure about that, son,” Mac said thoughtfully, running his hand across the lower part of his face.

Joe frowned. “What’s going on?”

“Have you seen the news lately?” Mac asked.

Joe looked at him for several long moments. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Just asking.”

“Mac, I’ve been in a chopper, a transport jet and a jeep tonight. None of them had in-flight entertainment in the form of the evening news,” Joe said. “Hell, I haven’t even seen a newspaper in the past eighteen hours.”

“This morning there was an assassination attempt on Tedric.”

Aha. Now it suddenly all made sense. Joe nodded. “Gee, sir,” he said. “And I already smell like bait. How appropriate.”

Mac chuckled. “You always were a smart mouth, Catalanotto.”

“So what’s the deal?” Joe asked. “Where am I inserting? Ustanzia? Or, oh joy, are we going back to Baghdad?”

Inserting. It was a special operations term for entering—either stealthily or by force—an area of operation.

The admiral perched on the arm of the sofa. “You’ve already inserted, son,” he said. “Here in D.C. is where we want you—for right now. That is, if I can convince you to volunteer for this mission.” Briefly, he outlined the plan to have Joe stand in for the crown prince for the remainder of the American tour—at least until the terrorists made another assassination attempt and were apprehended.

“Let me get this straight,” Joe said, sitting down on the couch. “I play dress-up in Cortere’s clothes—which is the equivalent of painting a giant target on my back, right? And I’m doing this so that the United States will have more oil? You’ve got to do better than that, Mac. And don’t start talking about protecting Prince Ted, because I don’t give a flying fig whether or not that bastard stays alive long enough to have his royal coffee and doughnut tomorrow morning.”

Mac looked across the room, and Joe followed the older man’s gaze. Veronica was nodding at Prince Tedric, her face serious. Red. Her hair was dry, and it was definitely red. Of course. It had to be red.

“I don’t suppose working with Veronica St. John would be an incentive?” Mac said. “I had the opportunity to meet her several weeks ago. She’s a real peach of a girl. Rock-solid sense of humor, though you wouldn’t necessarily know it to look at her. Pretty, too.”

Joe shook his head. “Not my type,” he said flatly.

“Mrs. Forrest wasn’t my type when I first met her,” Mac stated.

Joe stood. “Sorry, Mac. If that’s the best you can do, I’m outta here.”

“Please,” Mac said quietly, putting one hand on Joe’s arm. “I’m asking for a personal favor here, Lieutenant. Do this one for me.” The admiral looked down at the floor, and when he looked back at Joe, his blue eyes were steely. “Remember that car bomb that took out a busload of American sailors in London three years ago?”

Silently, Joe nodded. Oh, yeah. He remembered. Mac Forrest’s nineteen-year-old son had been one of the kids killed in that deadly blast, set off by a terrorist organization called the Cloud of Death.

“My sources over at Intelligence have hinted that the assassins who are gunning for Prince Tedric are the same terrorists who set off that bomb,” the admiral said. His voice trembled slightly. “It’s Diosdado and his damned Cloud of Death again. I want them, Lieutenant. With your help, I can get them. Without your help…” He shook his head in despair.

Joe nodded. “Sir, you’ve got your volunteer.”







Chapter Four

It was nearly two-thirty in the morning before Veronica left the planning meeting.

All of the power players had been there—Senator McKinley, whose million-dollar smile had long since faded; Henri Freder, the Ustanzian Ambassador; Admiral Forrest, the salty-looking military man Veronica had met several weeks ago at an embassy function in Paris; stern-faced Kevin Laughton, the Federal Intelligence Commission agent in charge of security; and Prince Tedric’s four chief aides.

It had been decided that Prince Tedric should be spirited away from the hotel to a safe house where he’d be guarded by FInCOM agents and Ustanzian secret service men. The American sailor, Joe Catalanotto, would simply move into Tedric’s suite of rooms on the tenth floor, thus arousing no suspicion among the hotel staff and guests—or even among the prince’s own lesser servants and assistants, who would not be told of the switch.

After convincing the prince to give Veronica St. John a chance to work with the sailor, McKinley had gotten the ball rolling. Prince Tedric was gone, much to everyone’s relief.

Veronica and the prince’s main staff were working to reschedule the beginning of the tour. The idea was to organize a schedule that would require Joe to have the least amount of contact with diplomats who might recognize that he was not the real prince. And the FInCOM agents put in their two cents worth, trying to set up times and places for Joe to appear in public that would provide the assassins with an obvious, clear target without putting Joe in more danger than necessary.

“Where’s Catalanotto?” Admiral Forrest kept asking. “He should be here. He should be part of this op’s planning team.”

“With all due respect, Admiral,” Kevin Laughton, the FInCOM chief, finally said, “it’s better to leave the strategizing to the experts.” Laughton was a tall man, impeccably dressed, with every strand of his light brown hair perfectly in place. His blue eyes were cool, and he kept his emotions carefully hidden behind a poker face.

“In that case, Mr. Laughton,” Forrest said tartly, “Catalanotto should definitely be here. And if you paid close attention, sir, you might even learn a thing or two from him.”

“From a navy lieutenant?”

“Joe Cat is a Navy SEAL, mister,” Forrest said.

There was that word again. SEAL.

But Laughton didn’t look impressed. He looked put-upon. “I should’ve known this was going too smoothly,” he said tiredly. He turned to Forrest. “I’m sure you’re familiar with the expression, Admiral: Too many cooks spoil the broth?”

The admiral fixed the younger man with a decidedly fishlike stare. “This man is going to be your bait,” he said. “Can you honestly tell me that if your roles were reversed, you wouldn’t want in on the planning stages?”

“Yes,” Laughton replied. “I can.”

“Bulldinky.” Forrest stood. He snapped his fingers and one of his aides appeared. “Get Joe Cat down here,” he ordered.

The man fired off a crisp salute. “Yes, sir.” He turned sharply and disappeared.

Laughton was fuming. “You can’t pull rank on me. I’m FInCOM—”

“Trust me, son,” Forrest interrupted, sitting down again and rocking back in his chair. “See these do-hickeys on my uniform? They’re not just pretty buttons. They mean when I say ‘stop,’ you stop. And if you need that order clarified, I’d be more than happy to call Bill and have him explain it to you.”

Veronica bit the insides of her cheeks to keep from smiling. By Bill, the admiral was referring to the President. Of the United States. The look on Kevin Laughton’s face was not a happy one.

The admiral’s young aide returned and stood patiently at attention just behind Forrest’s chair. Forrest tipped his head to look up at him, giving him permission to speak with a nod.

“Lieutenant Catalanotto is unable to attend this meeting, sir,” the aide said. “He’s getting a tooth capped, and…something done with his hair, sir. I think.”

“Thank you, son,” Forrest said. He stood, pushing his chair back from the conference table. “In that case, I suggest we adjourn and resume in the morning, when Lieutenant Catalanotto can attend.”

“But—”

The admiral fixed Laughton with a single look. “Don’t make me make that phone call, mister,” he said. “I may have phrased it kind of casually, but my suggestion to adjourn was an order.” He straightened and picked up his cane. “I’m going to give you a little hint, Laughton, a hint that most folks usually learn the first day of basic training. When an officer gives an order, the correct response is, ‘Yes, sir. Right away, sir.’”

He glanced around the table, giving Veronica a quick wink before he headed toward the door.

She gathered up her papers and briefcase and followed, catching up with him in the corridor.

“Excuse me, Admiral,” she said. “I haven’t had time to do any research—I haven’t had time to think—and I was hoping you could clue me in. What exactly is a SEAL?”

Forrest’s leathery face crinkled into a smile. “Joe’s a SEAL,” he said.

Veronica shook her head. “Sir, that’s not what I meant.”

His smile became a grin. “I know,” he said. “You want me to tell you that a Navy SEAL is the toughest, smartest, deadliest warrior in all of the U.S. military. Okay. There you have it. A SEAL is the best of the best, and he’s trained to specialize in unconventional warfare.” His smile faded, giving his face a stern, craggy cast. “Let me give you an example. Lieutenant Catalanotto took six men and went one hundred miles behind the lines during the first night of Operation Desert Storm in order to rescue Tedric Cortere—who was too stupid to leave Baghdad when he was warned of the coming U.S. attack. Joe Cat and his Alpha Squad—they’re part of SEAL Team Ten—went in undetected, among all the bombs that were falling from U.S. planes, and pulled Cortere and three aides out without a single fatality.”

Admiral Forrest smiled again as he watched an expression of disbelief flit across Veronica’s face.

“How on earth…?” she asked.

“With a raftload of courage,” he answered. “And a whole hell of a lot of training and skill. Joe Cat’s an expert in explosives, you know, both on land and underwater. And he knows all there is to know about locks and security systems. He’s a top-notch mechanic. He understands engines in a way that’s almost spiritual. He’s also an expert marksman, a sharpshooter with damn near any ordnance he can get his hands on. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg, missy. If you want me to continue, then we’d better find a place to sit and get comfortable, because it’s going to take a while.”

Veronica tried hard to connect everything she’d just heard with the grimy, unkempt, seemingly uneducated man who had appeared in her hotel room. “I see,” she finally said.

“No, you don’t,” Forrest countered, a smile softening his words. “But you will. Best thing to do is go find Joe. And when he talks to you, really listen. You’ll know soon enough what being a SEAL means.”



Joe sat in the hairdresser’s portable chair, looking at himself in the hotel-room mirror.

He looked…different.

A dentist had come in and capped the tooth he’d chipped three years ago while on a training mission and had never had fixed.

Joe had stopped noticing it after a while. He’d had the rough edges filed down the day of the accident, but he’d never had the time or inclination to get the damn thing capped.

The capped tooth wasn’t the only thing different about him now. Joe’s short dark hair was about six inches longer—and no longer short—thanks to the hair extensions the tired-looking stylist had almost finished attaching.

It was odd, seeing himself with long hair like this.

Joe had grown his hair out before, when he’d had advance warning of covert operations. But he liked wearing his hair short. It wasn’t military-regulation short, just a comfortable length that was easy to deal with.

Long hair got in the way. It worked its way into his mouth, hung in his face, and got in his eyes at inopportune moments.

And it made him look like that cowardly idiot, Tedric Cortere.

Which was precisely the point, right now.

God help them, Joe vowed, if they expected him to wear those satin suits with the ruffles and metallic trim, and those garish rings on his fingers. No, God help him. This was a job, and if the powers that be wanted him to dress like an idiot, he was going to have to dress like an idiot. Like it or not.

Joe stared into the mirror at the opulence of the hotel room. This place gave him the creeps. He was nervous he might break something or spill something or touch something he wasn’t supposed to touch. And his nervousness really annoyed him. Why should he be nervous? Why should he feel intimidated? It was only a lousy hotel room, for Pete’s sake. The only difference between this room and the cheap motel rooms he stayed in when he traveled was that here the TV wasn’t chained down. Here there was a phone in the bathroom. And the towels were thick and plentiful. And the carpets were plush and clean. And the wallpaper wasn’t stained, and the curtains actually closed all the way, and the furniture wasn’t broken and mismatched. Oh yeah, and the price tag for a one-night stay—that was different, too.

Sheesh, this place was as different from the places he usually stayed as night was to day, Joe reminded himself.

But the truth was, he wished he was staying at a cheap motel. At least then he could lie on the bed and put his feet up without being afraid he’d ruin the bedspread. At least he wouldn’t feel so goddammed out of his league.

But he was stuck here until another assassination attempt was made or until the prince’s U.S. tour ended in five weeks.

Five weeks.

Five weeks of feeling out of place. Of being afraid to touch anything.

“Don’t touch!” he could still hear his mother say, when as a kid, he went along on her trips to Scarsdale, where she cleaned houses that were ten times the size of their tiny Jersey City apartment. “Don’t touch, or you’ll hear from your father when we get home.”

Except Joe didn’t have a father. He had a whole slew of stepfathers and “uncles,” but no father. Still, whoever was temporarily playing the part of dear old dad at home would have leaped at any excuse to kick Joe’s insolent butt into tomorrow.

Jeez, what was wrong with him? He hadn’t thought about those “happy” memories in years.

The hotel-room door opened with an almost-inaudible click and Joe tensed. He looked up, turning his head and making the hairdresser sigh melodramatically.

But Joe had been too well-trained to let someone come into the room without giving them the once-over. Not while he was looking more and more like a man who’d been an assassin’s target just this morning.

It was only the media consultant. Veronica St. John.

She posed no threat.

Joe turned his head, looking back into the mirror, waiting for the rush of relief, for the relaxation of the tension in his shoulders.

But it never came. Instead of relaxing, he felt as if all of his senses had gone on alert. As if he’d suddenly woken up. It was as if he were about to go into a combat situation. The colors in the wallpaper seemed sharper, clearer. The sounds of the hairdresser behind him seemed louder. And his sense of smell heightened to the point where he caught a whiff of Veronica St. John’s subtle perfume from all the way across the room.

“Good God,” she said in her crisp, faintly British-accented voice. “You look…amazing.”

“Well, thank you, sweetheart. You’re not so bad yourself.”

She’d moved to where he could see her behind him in the mirror, and he glanced up, briefly meeting her gaze.

Blue eyes. Oh, baby, those eyes were blue. Electric blue. Electric-shock blue.

Joe looked up at her again and realized that the current of awareness and attraction that had shot through him had gone through her, as well. She looked as surprised as he felt. Surprised, no doubt, that a guy from his side of the tracks could catch her eye.

Except he didn’t look like himself anymore. He looked like Prince Tedric.

It figured.

“I see you had the opportunity to take a shower,” she said, no longer meeting his eyes. “Did your clothes get taken down to the laundry?”

“I think so,” he said. “They were gone when I got out of the bathroom. I found this hotel robe…I’d appreciate it if you could ask Admiral Forrest to send over a uniform in the morning. And maybe some socks and shorts…?”

Veronica felt her cheeks start to heat. Lord, what was wrong with her? Since when did the mention of men’s underwear make her face turn as red as a schoolgirl’s?

Or maybe it wasn’t the mention of unmentionables that was making her blush. Maybe it was the thought that this very large, very charismatic, very handsome, and very, very dangerous man was sitting here, with absolutely nothing on underneath his white terry-cloth robe.

From the glint in his dark brown eyes, it was clear that he was able to read her mind.

She used every ounce of her British schooling to keep her voice sounding cool and detached. “There’s no need, Your Highness,” she said. “We go from here to your suite. A tailor will be arriving soon. He’ll provide you with all of the clothing you’ll need for the course of the next few weeks.”

“Whoa,” Joe said. “Whoa, whoa! Back up a sec, will ya?”

“A tailor,” Veronica repeated. “We’ll be meeting with him shortly. I realize it’s late, but if we don’t get started with—”

“No, no,” Joe said. “Before that. Did you just call me ‘Your Highness’?”

“I’m done here,” the hairdresser said. In a monotone, he quickly ran down a quick list of things Joe could and could not do with the extensions in his hair. “Swim—yes. Shower—yes. Run a comb through your hair—no. You have to be careful to comb only above and below the attachment.” He turned to Veronica. “You have my card if you need me again.”

“Find Mr. Laughton on your way out,” Veronica said as Joe stood and helped the man fold up his portable chair. “He’ll see that you get paid.”

She watched, waiting until the hairdresser had closed the hotel-room door tightly behind him. Then she turned back to Joe.

“Your Highness,” she said again. “And Your Excellency. You’ll have to get used to it. This is the way you’re going to be addressed.”

“Even by you?” Joe stood very still, his arms folded across his chest. It was as if he were afraid to touch anything. But that was ridiculous. From the little information Veronica had gleaned from Admiral Forrest, Joe Catalanotto, or Joe Cat as the admiral had called him, wasn’t afraid of anything.

She crossed the room and sat down in one of the easy chairs by the windows. “Yes, even by me.” Veronica gestured for him to sit across from her. “If we intend to pull off this charade—”

“You’re right,” Joe said, sitting down. “You’re absolutely right. We need to go the full distance or the shooters will smell that something’s not right.” He smiled wryly. “It’s just, after years of ‘Hey, you!’ or ‘Yo, paesan!’ ‘Your Highness’ is a little disconcerting.”

Veronica’s eyebrows moved upward a fraction of an inch. It figured she’d be surprised. She probably thought he didn’t know any four-syllable words.

Damn, what was it about her? She wasn’t pretty, but…at the same time, she was. Her hair was gorgeous—the kind of soft curls he loved to run his fingers through. Joe found his eyes drawn to her face, to her delicate, almost-pointed nose, and her beautifully shaped lips. And those eyes…

His gaze slid lower, to the dark blue blazer that covered her shoulders, tapering down to her slender waist. She wore a matching navy skirt that ended a few inches above her knees, yet still managed to scream of propriety. Her politely crossed legs were something else entirely. Not even the sturdy pumps she wore on her feet could hide the fact that her legs were long and graceful and sexy as hell—the kind of legs a man dreams about. This man, anyway.

Joe knew that she was well aware he was studying her. But she had turned away, pretending to look for something in her briefcase, purposely ignoring the attraction he knew was mutual.

And then the phone rang—a sudden shrill noise that broke the quiet.

“Excuse me for a moment, please,” Veronica said, gracefully standing and crossing the room to answer it.

“Hello?” she said, glancing back at Joe. As she watched, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes.

Thank goodness. He couldn’t undress her any further with eyes that were closed. And with his eyes closed, she didn’t have to be afraid that the warmth that spread throughout her entire body at his unmasked interest would somehow show. Heaven help her if this man got the idea that he could make her heart beat harder with a single look. She had enough to worry about without having to fight off some sailor’s amorous advances.

“The tailor has arrived,” one of Tedric’s aides told her. “May I ask how much longer you’ll be?”

“We’ll be up shortly,” Veronica said. “Please arrange to have coffee available. And something to eat. Doughnuts. Chocolate ones.” Lt. Joe Catalanotto looked the chocolate-doughnut type. They could all certainly use some extra sugar to keep them awake.

She hung up the phone and crossed back to Joe. His head was still back, and his eyes were closed. He’d slumped down in the chair as if he had no bones in his entire body.

He was totally, absolutely and quite soundly asleep.

Veronica sat down across from him and leaned forward, studying his face. He’d shaved and somehow managed to get all of the grease and dirt off in the shower. Even his hands were free of grime. His hair was clean and now, with the extensions, quite long. To the average eye, he might have looked quite a bit like Prince Tedric, but Veronica knew better.

Tedric had never been—and never would be—this handsome.

There was an edge to Joe Catalanotto’s good looks. A sharpness, a definition, an honesty that Tedric didn’t have. There was something vibrant about Joe. He was so very alive, so vital, as if he took each moment and lived it to its very fullest. Veronica had never met anyone quite like him before.

Imagine taking a squad of seven men deep behind enemy lines, she thought, with bombs falling, no less. Imagine having the courage and the confidence to risk not just one’s own life, but six other lives, as well. And then imagine actually enjoying the danger.

Veronica thought of the men she knew, the men she was used to working with. They tended to be so very…careful. Not that they weren’t risk takers—oftentimes they were. But the risks they took were financial or psychological, never physical. Not a single one would ever put himself into any real physical danger. A paper cut was the worst they could expect, and that usually required a great deal of hand-holding.

Most men looked softer, less imposing when asleep, but not Joe. His body may have been relaxed, but his jaw was tightly clenched, his lips pulled back in what was almost a snarl. Underneath his lids, his eyes jerked back and forth in REM sleep.

He slept ferociously, almost as if these five minutes of rest were all he’d get for the next few days.

It was strange. It was very strange. And it was stranger still when Veronica sighed.

It wasn’t a particularly weighty sigh, just a little one, really. Not even very loud.

Still, Joe’s eyes flew open and he sat up straight. He was instantly alert, without a hint of fatigue on his lean face.

He took a sip directly from a can of soda that was sitting on the glass-topped end table and looked at Veronica steadily, as if he hadn’t been fast asleep mere seconds earlier. “Time for the tailor?” he said.

She was fascinated. “How do you do that?” she asked, leaning forward slightly, searching his eyes for any sign of grogginess. “Wake up so quickly, I mean.”

Joe blinked and then smiled, clearly surprised at her interest. His smile was genuine, reaching his eyes and making the laugh lines around them deepen. Lord, he was even more attractive when he smiled that way. Veronica found herself smiling back, hypnotized by the warmth of his eyes.

“Training.” He leaned back in his chair and watched her. “SEALs take classes to study sleep patterns. We learn to catch catnaps whenever we can.”

“Really?” Joe could see the amusement in her eyes, the barely restrained laughter curving the corners of her mouth. Her natural expression was a smile, he realized. But she’d taught herself to put on that serious, businesslike facade she wore most of the time. “Classes to learn how to sleep and wake up?” she asked, letting a laugh slip out.

Was she laughing at him or with him? He honestly couldn’t tell, and he felt his own smile fade. Damn, what was it about this particular girl that he found so intimidating? With any other woman, he’d assume the joke was shared, and he’d feel glad that he was making her smile. But this one…

There was attraction in her eyes, all right. Genuine animal attraction. He saw it there every time she glanced in his direction. But there was also wariness. Maybe even fear. She didn’t want to be attracted to him.

She probably didn’t think he was good enough for her.

Damn it, he was a Navy SEAL. There was nobody better. If she wanted to ignore the fire that was ready to ignite between them, then so be it. Her loss.

He would find plenty of women to distract him during this way-too-simple operation, and—

With a hiss of silk, she crossed her long legs. Joe had to look away.

Her loss. It was her loss. Except every cell in his body was screaming that the loss was his.

Okay. So he’d seduce her. He’d ply her with wine—no, make that expensive champagne—and he’d wait until the heat he saw in her eyes started to burn out of control. It would be that easy. And then…Oh, baby. It didn’t take much to imagine his hands in her soft red hair, then sweeping up underneath the delicate silk of her blouse, finding the soft, sweet fullness of her breasts. He could picture one of those sexy legs wrapped around one of his legs, as she pressed herself tightly against him, her fingers reaching for the buckle of his belt as he plundered her beautiful mouth with his tongue and…

Sure, it might be that easy.

But then again, it might not.

He had no reason on earth to believe that a woman like this one would want anything to do with him. From the way she dressed and acted, Joe was willing to bet big bucks that she wouldn’t want any kind of permanent thing with a guy like him.

Veronica St. John—“Sinjin,” she pronounced it with that richer-than-God accent—could probably trace her bloodline back to Henry the Eighth. And Joe, he didn’t even know who the hell his father was. And wouldn’t that just make dicey dinner conversation. “Catalanotto…Italian name, isn’t it? Where exactly is your father from, Lieutenant?”

“Well, gee, I don’t know, Ronnie.” He wondered if anyone had ever called her Ronnie, probably not. “Mom says he was some sailor in port for a day or two. Catalanotto is her name. And where she came from is anyone’s guess. So is it really any wonder Mom drank as much as she did?”

Yeah, that would go over real well.

But he wasn’t talking about marriage here. He wasn’t talking about much more than quenching that sharp thirst he felt whenever he looked into Veronica St. John’s eyes. He was talking about one night, maybe two or three or four, depending on how long this operation lasted. He was talking short-term fling, hot affair—not a lot of conversation required.

It was true, he didn’t have a lot of experience with debutantes, but hell, her money and power were only on the surface. Peel the outer trappings away, and Veronica St. John was a woman. And Joe knew women. He knew what they liked, how to catch their eye, how to make them smile.

Usually women came to him. It had been a long while since he’d actively pursued one.

This could be fun.

“We trained to learn how to drop instantly into rapid-eye-movement sleep,” Joe said, evenly meeting the crystal blueness of Veronica’s eyes. “It comes in handy in a combat situation, or a covert op where there may be only brief stretches of time safe enough to catch some rest. It’s kept more than one SEAL alive on more than one occasion.”

“What else do SEALs learn how to do?” Veronica asked.

Oh, baby, what you don’t know…

“You name it, honey,” Joe said, “we can do it.”

“My name,” she declared in her cool English accent, sitting back in her chair and gazing at him steadily, “is Veronica St. John. Not honey. Not babe. Veronica. St. John. Please refrain from using terms of endearment. I don’t care for them.”

She was trying to look as chilly as her words sounded, but Joe saw heat when he looked into her eyes. She was trying to hide it, but it was back there. He knew, with a sudden odd certainty, that when they made love, it was going to be a near religious experience. Not if they made love, When. It was going to happen.

“It’s a habit that’s gonna be hard to break,” he said.

Veronica stood, briefcase in hand. “I’m sure you have a number of habits that will be a challenge to break,” she said. “So I suggest we not keep the tailor waiting a minute longer. We have plenty of work to do before we can get some sleep.”

But Joe didn’t move. “So what am I supposed to call you?” he asked. “Ronnie?”

Veronica looked up to find a glint of mischief in his dark eyes. He knew perfectly well that calling her “Ronnie” would not suit. He was smiling, and she was struck by the even whiteness of his teeth. He may have chipped one at one time, but the others were straight and well taken care of.

“I think Ms. St. John will do quite well, thank you,” she said. “That is how the prince addresses me.”

“I see,” Joe murmured, clearly amused.

“Shall we?” she prompted.

“Oh, yes, please,” Joe said overenthusiastically, then tried to look disappointed. “Oh…you mean shall we leave? I thought you meant…” But he was only pretending that he misunderstood. He couldn’t keep a smile from slipping out.

Veronica shook her head in exasperation. “Two days, Lieutenant,” she said. “We have two days to create a miracle, and you’re wasting time with sophomoric humor.”

Joe stood, stretching his arms above his head. His feet and legs were bare underneath his robe. So was the rest of him, but Veronica was determined not to think about that.

“I thought you were going to call me ‘Your Highness.’”

“Two days, Your Highness,” Veronica repeated.

“Two days is a breeze, Ronnie,” he said. “And I’ve decided if I’m the prince I can call you whatever I want, and I want to call you Ronnie.”

“No, you most certainly will not!”

“Why the hell not? I’m the prince,” Joe said. “It’s your choice—Ronnie or Honey. I don’t care.”

“My Lord, you’re almost as incorrigible as Tedric,” Veronica sputtered.

“’My Lord,’” Joe mused. “Yeah, you can call me that. Although I prefer ‘Your All-Powerful Mightiness.’ Hey, while I’m making royal decrees, why don’t you go ahead and give the serfs a day off.”

He was laughing at her. He was teasing her, and enjoying watching her squirm.

“You know, this is going to be a vacation for me, Ron,” he added. “Two days of prep is a cakewalk.”

Veronica laughed in disbelief. How dare he…? “Two days,” she said. “You’re going to have to completely relearn how to walk and talk and stand and sit and eat. Not to mention memorizing all the names and faces of the aides and ambassadors and government officials that the prince is acquainted with. And don’t forget all the rules and protocols you’ll have to learn, all of the Ustanzian customs and traditions…”

Joe spread his hands and shrugged. “How hard could it be? Give me a videotape of Tedric and half an hour, and you’ll think I’m the same guy,” he said. “I’ve gone on far tougher missions with way less prep time. Two days—forty-eight hours—is a luxury, sweetheart.”

How could he think that? Veronica was so stressed out by the rapidly approaching deadline she could barely breathe.

“Less than forty-eight hours,” she told him sharply. “You have to sleep some of that time.”

“Sleep?” Joe smiled. “I just did.”







Chapter Five

“And never, ever open the door yourself,” Veronica said. “Always wait for someone—a servant—to do it for you.”

Joe gazed at her across the top of his mug as he sat on the other side of the conference table in Tedric’s royal suite. “Never?” he said. He took a sip of coffee, still watching her, his dark eyes mysterious, unreadable. “Old Ted never opens the door for anyone?”

“If he were with a king or a queen, he might open the door,” Veronica said, glancing down at her notes. And away from those eyes. “But I doubt you’ll be running into any such personages on this tour.”

“What does Ted do when he’s all alone?” Joe started to put his mug down on the richly polished oak tabletop, but stopped as if he were afraid to mar the wood. He pulled one of Veronica’s file folders closer and set his mug down on top of the stiff manila. “Just stand there until a servant comes along to open the door? That could be a real drag if he’s in a rush to use the head.” He rested his chin in the palm of his hand, elbow on the table, as he continued to gaze at her.

“Your Highness, an Ustanzian prince never rests his elbows on the top of a table,” Veronica said with forced patience.

Joe smiled and didn’t move. He just watched her with half-closed bedroom eyes that exuded sexuality. They’d been working together all night, and not once had he let her forget that she was a woman and he was a man. “I’m not a Ustanzian prince,” he said. “Yet.”

Veronica folded her hands neatly on top of her notes. “And it’s not called a ‘head,’” she said. “Not john, not toilet, not bathroom. It’s a water closet. W.C. We went through this already, remember, Your Highness?”

“How about I call it the Little Prince’s Room?” Joe asked.

Veronica laughed despite her growing sense of doom. Or maybe because of it. What was she going to do about Joe Catalanotto’s thick New Jersey accent? And what was she going to do about the fact that this man didn’t, for even one single second, take anything they were doing seriously?

And to further frustrate her, she was ready to drop from exhaustion, while he looked ready to run laps.

“My mother’s name is Maria. She was an Italian countess before she met my father. My father is King Derrick the Fourth, his father was Derrick the Third,” Joe recited. “I was born in the capital city on January 7, 1961…You know, this would be a whole lot easier on both of us if you would just hand me your file on this guy, and give me a videotape so I can see firsthand the way he walks and stands and…”

“Excuse me, Lieutenant.” A FInCOM agent by the name of West stood politely to one side.

Joe looked up, an instant Naval Officer. He sat straighter and even looked as if he was paying attention. Now, why couldn’t Veronica get him to take her that seriously?

“At Admiral Forrest’s request, Mr. Laughton requires your consultation, sir, in planning the scheduling of the tour, and the strategy for your protection,” West continued. “That is, if you wish to have any input.”

Joe stood. “Damn straight I do,” he said. “Your security stinks. Fortunately those terrorists took the night off, or I’d already be dead.”

West stiffened. “The security we’ve provided has been top level—”

“What I’m saying is your so-called top-level security isn’t good enough, pal,” Joe countered. He looked back at Veronica. “What do you say you go take a nap, Ronnie, and we meet back at…” He glanced at his watch. “How’s eleven-hundred hours? Just over two hours.”

But Veronica stood, shaking her head. She wanted desperately to sleep, but unless she attended this meeting, the visit to Saint Mary’s would be removed from the tour schedule. She spoke directly to the FInCOM agent. “I’d like to have some input in this meeting, too, Mr. West,” she said coolly. “I’m sure Mr. Laughton—or Admiral Forrest—won’t mind if I sit in.”

Joe shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“Princes don’t shrug, Your Highness,” Veronica reminded him as they followed West out into the corridor and toward the conference room.

Joe rolled his eyes.

“And princes don’t roll their eyes,” she said.

“Sheesh,” he muttered.

“They don’t swear, either, Your Highness,” Veronica told him. “Not even those thinly veiled words you Americans use in place of the truly nasty ones.”

“So you’re not an American,” Joe said, walking backward so he could look at her. “Mac Forrest must’ve been mistaken. He told me, despite your fancy accent, that you were.”

Joe had talked about her with Admiral Forrest. Veronica felt a warm flash of pleasure that she instantly tried to squelch. So what if Joe had talked with the admiral about her. She’d talked to the admiral about Joe, simply to get some perspective on whom she’d be dealing with, who she’d be working closely with for the next few weeks.

“Oh, I’m American,” Veronica said. “I even say a full variety of those aforementioned nasty words upon occasion.”

Joe laughed. He had a nice laugh, rich and full. It made her want to smile. “That I won’t believe until I hear it.”

“Well, you won’t hear it, Your Highness. It wouldn’t be polite or proper.”

Her shoe caught in the thick carpeting, and she stumbled slightly. Joe caught and held her arm, stopping to make sure she had her balance.

Veronica looked really beat. She looked ready to fall on her face—which she just about did. Joe could feel the warmth of her arm, even through the sleeve of her jacket and blouse. He didn’t want to let her go, so he didn’t. They stood there in the hotel corridor, and FInCOM Agent West waited impatiently nearby.

Joe was playing with fire. He knew that he was playing with fire. But, hell. He was a demolitions expert. He was used to handling materials that could blow sky-high at any time.

Veronica looked down at his hand still on her arm, then lifted enormous blue eyes to his.

“I’m quite all right, Your Highness,” she said in that Julie Andrews accent.

“You’re tired as hell,” he countered bluntly. “Go get some sleep.”

“Believe it or not, I do have some information of importance to add to this scheduling meeting,” she said hotly, the crystal of her eyes turning suddenly to blue flame. “I’d truly appreciate it if you’d unhand me so we could continue on our way, Your Highness.”

“Wait,” Joe said. “Don’t tell me. A prince never offers a helping hand, is that it? A prince lets a lady fall on her face, right?”

“A prince doesn’t take advantage of a lady’s misfortune,” Veronica said tightly. “You helped me—thank you. Now let me go. Please. Your Excellency.”

Joe laughed. This time it was a low, dangerous sound. His hand tightened on her arm and he drew her even closer to him, so that their noses almost touched, so that Veronica could feel his body heat through the thin cotton shirt and dark slacks the tailor had left him with after the early-morning fitting.

“Babe, if you think this is taking advantage, you’ve never been taken advantage of.” He lowered his voice and dropped his head down so he was speaking directly into her ear. “If you want, I’ll demonstrate the differences. With pleasure.”

She could feel the warmth of his breath on her neck as he waited for her to react. He was expecting her to run, screaming, away from him. He was expecting her to be outraged, upset, angry, offended.

But all she could think about was how utterly delicious he smelled.

What would he say, what would he do if she moved her head a fraction of an inch to the right and pressed her cheek against the roughness of his chin. What would he do if she lifted her head to whisper into his ear, “Oh, yes”?

It wouldn’t be the response he was expecting, that was certain.

But the truth was, this wasn’t about sex, it was about power. Veronica had played hardball with the big boys long enough to know that.

It wasn’t that he wasn’t interested—he’d made that more than clear in the way he’d looked at her all night long. But Veronica was willing to bet that right now Joe was bluffing. And while she wasn’t going to call his bluff, she was going to let him know that merely because he was bigger and stronger than she, that didn’t mean he’d automatically win.

So she lifted her head and, keeping her voice cool, almost chilly, said, “One would think that a Navy SEAL might be aware of the dangers of standing too long in a public corridor, considering someone out there wants Tedric—whom, by the way, you look quite a bit like these days—dead.”

Joe laughed.

Not exactly the response she was expecting after her verbal attack. Another man might have been annoyed that his bluff hadn’t worked. Another man might have pouted or glowered. Joe laughed.

“I don’t know, Ron,” he said, letting her go. His dark eyes were genuinely amused, but there was something else there, too. Could it possibly be respect? “You sound so…proper, but I don’t think you really are, are you? I think it’s all an act. I think you go home from work, and you take off the Margaret Thatcher costume, and let down your hair and put on some little black sequined number with stiletto heels, and you go out and mambo in some Latin nightclub until dawn.”

Veronica crossed her arms. “You forgot my gigolo,” she said crisply. “I go pick up my current gigolo and then we mambo till dawn.”

“Let me know when there’s an opening, honey,” Joe said. “I’d love to apply for the job.”

All humor had gone from his eyes. He was dead serious. Veronica turned away, afraid he’d see just from looking at her how appealing she found the thought of dancing with him until dawn, their bodies clasped together, moving to the pulsing beat of Latin drums.

“We’d best not keep Mr. Laughton waiting,” she said.

“Your Excellency.”

“Damn,” Joe said. “Margaret Thatcher’s back.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Veronica murmured as they went into the secret-service agents’ suite. “But she never left.”



“Saint Mary’s, right here in Washington,” Veronica said from her seat next to Joe at the big conference table. “Someone keeps taking Saint Mary’s off the schedule.”

“It’s unnecessary,” Kevin Laughton said in his flat, almost-bored-sounding Midwestern accent.

“I disagree.” Veronica spoke softly but firmly.

“Look, Ronnie,” Senator McKinley said, and Veronica briefly shut her eyes. Lord, but Joe Catalanotto had all of them calling her Ronnie now. “Maybe you don’t understand this, dear, but Saint Mary’s doesn’t do us any good. The building is too small, too well protected, and too difficult for the assassins to penetrate. Besides, it’s not a public event. The assassins are going to want news coverage. They’re going to want to make sure millions of people are watching when they kill the prince. Besides, there’s no clear targeting area going into and out of the structure. It’s a waste of our time.”

“This visit’s been scheduled for months,” Veronica said quietly. “It’s been scheduled since the Ustanzian secretary of press announced Prince Tedric’s American tour. I think we can take one hour from one day to fulfill a promise the prince made.”

Henri Freder, the Ustanzian ambassador to the United States, shifted in his seat. “Surely Prince Tedric can visit this Saint Mary’s at the end of the tour, after the Alaskan cruise, on his way back home.”

“That will be too late,” Veronica said.

“Cruise?” Joe repeated. “If the assassins haven’t been apprehended before the cruise to Alaska is scheduled, there’s no way in hell we’re getting on that loveboat.” He looked around the table. “A cruise ship’s too isolated. It’s a natural target for tangos.”

He smiled at their blank expressions. “Tangos,” Joe repeated. “T’s. Terrorists. The bad guys with guns.”

Ah. There was understanding all around.

“Unless, of course, we’re ready and waiting for ‘em,” Joe continued. “And maybe that’s not such a bad idea. Replace the ship’s personnel and passenger list with platoons of SEALs and—”

“No way,” Laughton said. “FInCOM is handling this. It isn’t some military operation. SEALs have no place in it.”

“Terrorists are involved,” Joe countered. “SEAL Team Ten has had extensive counterterrorist training. My men are prepared for—”

“War,” Laughton finished for him. “Your men are prepared and trained for war. This is not a war, Lieutenant.”

Joe pointed to the cellular phone on the table in front of Laughton. “Then you’d better call the terrorists. Call the Cloud of Death, call up Diosdado. Call him up and tell him that this is not a war. Because he sure as hell thinks it’s one.”

“Please,” Veronica interjected. “Before we continue, may we all agree to keep Saint Mary’s on the schedule?”

McKinley frowned down at the papers in front of him. “I see from the previous list that there weren’t going to be any media present at the event at Saint Mary’s.”

“Not all of the events scheduled were for the benefit of the news cameras, Senator,” Veronica said evenly. She glanced around the table. “Gentlemen. This rescheduling means hours and hours of extra work for all of us. I’m trying my best to cooperate, as I’m sure you are, too. But I happen to know that this appearance at Saint Mary’s was of utmost importance to Prince Tedric.” She widened her eyes innocently. “If necessary, I’ll ring up the prince and ask for his input and—”

“No need to do that,” Senator McKinley said hastily.

Getting self-centered Prince Tedric in on this scheduling nightmare was the last thing anyone wanted, Veronica included. His so-called “input” would slow this process down to a crawl. But she was prepared to do whatever she had to do to keep the visit to Saint Mary’s on the schedule.

McKinley looked around the table. “I think we can keep Saint Mary’s on the list.” There was a murmur of agreement.

Joe watched Veronica. Her red curls were up in some kind of feminine arrangement on the top of her head. With her delicate features and innocent blue eyes, she looked every inch the demure, cool English lady; and again, Joe was struck by the feeling that her outward appearance was only an act. She wasn’t demure or cool, and if his gut feelings were right, she could probably outmanipulate the entire tableful of them. Hell, she just had. But she’d done it so subtly that no one was even aware they’d been manipulated.

“About the Alaskan cruise,” Senator McKinley said.

“That’s not until later in the tour.” Joe leaned back in his chair. “Let’s keep it off the public schedule for now. We don’t want the T’s—terrorists—choosing that opportunity above everything else. We want ’em to strike early on. But still, we can start making arrangements with the SEAL teams, start getting ’em prepped for a potential operation aboard ship.”

“No SEALs,” Kevin Laughton said tersely.

Joe gave the FInCOM agent a disbelieving look. “You want high casualties? Is that your goal here?”

“Of course not—”

“We’re all on the same team, pal,” Joe said. “We all work for the U.S. Government. Just because I’m Navy and you’re Fink—”

“No SEALs.” Laughton turned to an aide. “Release this schedule to the news media ASAP, keeping the cruise information off the list.” He stood. “My men will start scouting each of these sites.”

Joe stood up, too. “You should start right here in this hotel,” he said. “If you’re serious about making the royal suite secure, you’re understaffed. And the sliding door to the balcony in the bedroom doesn’t lock. What kind of security is that?”

Laughton stared at him. “You’re on the tenth floor.”

“Terrorists sometimes know how to climb,” Joe said.

“I can assure you you’re quite safe,” Laughton said.

“And I can assure you that I’m not. If security stays as is, if Diosdado and his gang decide to come into this hotel to rid the world of Prince Tedric, then I’m as good as dead.”

“I can understand your concern,” Laughton said. “But—”

“Then you won’t have any objection to bringing the rest of my Alpha Squad out here,” Joe interrupted. “You’re obviously undermanned, and I’d feel a whole hell of a lot better if—”

“No,” Laughton said. “Absolutely not. A squad of Navy SEALs? Utter chaos. My men won’t stand for it. I won’t have it.”

“I’m going to be standing around, wearing a damned shooting target on my chest,” Joe retorted. “I want my own guys nearby, watching my back, plugging the holes in FInCOM’s security net. I can tell you right now, they won’t get in your boys’ way.”

“No,” Laughton said again. “I’m in charge of security, and I say no. This meeting is adjourned.”

Joe watched the FInCOM chief leave the room, then glanced up to find Veronica’s eyes on him.

“I guess we’re going to have to do this the hard way,” he said.



The man known only as Diosdado looked up from his desk as Salustiano Vargas was shown into the room.

“Ah, old friend,” Vargas greeted him with relief. “Why did your men not say it was you they were bringing me to see?”

Diosdado was silent, just looking at the other man as he thoughtfully stroked his beard.

Vargas threw himself down into a chair across from the desk and casually stretched his legs out in front of him. “It has been too long, no?” he said. “What have you been up to, man?”

“Not as much as you have, apparently.” Diosdado smiled, but it was a mere shadow of his normally wide, toothy grin.

Vargas’s own smile was twisted. “Eh, you heard about that, huh?” His smile turned to a scowl. “I would have drilled the bastard through the heart if that damned woman hadn’t pushed him out of the way.”

Diosdado stood. “You are lucky—very, very lucky—that your bullet missed Tedric Cortere,” he said harshly.

Vargas stared at him in surprise. “But—”

“If you had kept in touch, you would have been aware of what I have spent months planning.” Diosdado didn’t raise his voice when he was angry. He lowered it. Right now, it was very, very quiet.

Vargas opened his mouth to speak, to protest, but he wisely shut it tightly instead.

“The Cloud of Death intended to take Cortere hostage,” Diosdado said. “Intends,” he corrected himself. “We still intend to take him.” He began to pace—a halting, shuffling process as he dragged his bad leg behind him. “Of course, now that you have intervened, the prince’s security has been strengthened. FInCOM is involved, and my contacts tell me that the U.S. Navy is even playing some part in Cortere’s protection.”

Vargas stared at him.

“So what,” Diosdado continued, turning to face Salustiano Vargas, “do you suggest we do to bring this high level of security and protection back to where it was before you fouled things up?”

Vargas swallowed, knowing what the other man was going to tell him, and knowing that he wasn’t going to like what he heard.

“They are all waiting for another assassination attempt,” Diosdado said. “Until they get another assassination attempt, security will be too tight. Do you know what you are going to do, my old friend Salustiano?”

Vargas knew. He knew, and he didn’t like it. “Diosdado,” he said. “Please. We’re friends. I saved your life—”

“You will go back,” Diosdado said very, very softly, “and you will make another attempt on the prince’s life. You will fail, and you will be apprehended. Dead or alive—your choice.”

Vargas sat in silence as Diosdado limped, shuffling, from the room.



“Tell me what it is about Navy SEALs that makes Kevin Laughton so upset, Your Highness,” Veronica said as she and Joe were delivered safely back to Prince Tedric’s hotel suite. “Why doesn’t he want your Alpha Squad around?”

“He knows his guys would give him problems if my guys were brought in to do their job,” Joe said. “It’s a slap in the face. It implies I don’t think FInCOM can get the job done.”

“But obviously, you don’t think they can.”

Joe shook his head and sat down heavily in one of the plush easy chairs in the royal living room. “I think they’re probably top-notch at mid-level protection,” he said. “But my life’s on the line here, and the bad guys aren’t street punks or crazy people with guns. They’re professionals. Diosdado runs a top-notch military organization. He’s a formidable opponent. He could get through this kind of security without blinking. But he couldn’t get through the Alpha Squad. I know my SEALs are the best of the best. SEAL Team Ten is elite, and the Alpha Squad is made up of the best men in Team Ten. I want them here, even if I have to step on some toes or offend some FInCOM agents. The end result is I stay alive. Are you following me?”

Veronica nodded, sitting down on the sofa and resting her briefcase on a long wooden coffee table.

The sofa felt so comfortable, so soft. It would be so easy to let her head fall back and her eyes close…

“Maybe we should take a break,” Joe said. “You can barely keep your eyes open.”

“No, there’s so much more you need to learn,” Veronica said. She made herself sit up straight. If he could stay awake, she could, too. “The history of Ustanzia. The names of Ustanzian officials.” She pulled a file from her briefcase and opened it. “I have fifty-seven pictures of people you will come into contact with, Your Highness. I need you to memorize these faces and names, and—Lord, if there were only another way to do this.”

“Earphone,” Joe said, flipping through the file.

“Excuse me?”

He looked up at her. “I wear a concealed earphone,” he said. “And you have a mic. We set up a video camera so that you can see and hear everything I’m doing while you’re some safe distance away—maybe even out in a surveillance truck. When someone comes up to shake my hand, you feed me his name and title and any other pertinent info I might need.” He flipped through the photos and handed them back to Veronica. “Pick out the top ten and I’ll look ’em over. The others I don’t need to know.”

Veronica fixed him with a look, suddenly feeling extremely awake. What did he mean, the others he didn’t need to know? “All fifty-seven of these people are diplomats Tedric knows quite well. You could run into any one of these people at any time during the course of this tour,” she said. “The original file had over three hundred faces and names.”

Joe shook his head. “I don’t have time to memorize faces and names,” he said. “With the high-tech equipment we have access to—”

“You don’t have time?” Veronica repeated, eyebrows lifted. “We’re all running out of time, Lieutenant. It’s my task to prepare you. Let me decide what there is and isn’t time for.”

Joe leaned forward. “Look, Ronnie, no offense, but I’m used to preparing for an operation at my own speed,” he said. “I appreciate everything you’re trying to do, but in all honesty, the way that Ted walks and talks is the least of my concerns. I’ve got this security thing to straighten out and—”

“That’s Kevin Laughton’s job,” she interrupted. “Not yours.”

“But it’s my ass that’s on the line,” he said flatly. “FInCOM’s going to change their security plans, or this operation is not going to happen.”

Veronica tapped her fingernails on the legal pad she was holding. “And if you don’t look and act enough like Prince Tedric,” she said tartly, “this operation is not going to happen, either.”

“Get me a tape,” Joe countered. “Get me a videotape and an audiotape of the guy, and I promise you, I swear to you, I will look and act and sound exactly like Ted.”

Veronica’s teeth were clenched tightly together in annoyance. “Details,” she said tightly. “How will you learn the details? Assuming, of course, that you are able to miraculously transform yourself into European royalty simply by viewing a videotape?”

“Write ’em down,” Joe said without hesitation. “I retain written information better, anyway.” The telephone rang and he paused briefly, listening while West answered it. “Lieutenant, it’s for you,” the FInCOM agent said.

Joe reached for the extension. “Yo. Catalanotto here.”

Yo. The man answered the phone with “Yo” and Veronica was supposed to believe he’d be able to pass himself off as the prince, with little or no instruction from her?

“Mac,” Joe said into the telephone. It was Admiral Forrest on the other end. “Great. Thanks for calling me back. What’s the word on getting Alpha Squad out here?”

How did a lieutenant get away with calling an admiral by his first name, anyway? Veronica had heard that Forrest had been a SEAL himself at one time in his long navy career. And from what little she knew about SEALs so far, she suspected they were unconventional in more than just their warfare tactics.

Joe’s jaw was tight and the muscles in the side of his face were working as he listened to Forrest speak. He swore sharply, not bothering to try to disguise his bad language. As Veronica watched, he rubbed his forehead—the first sign he’d given all day that he was weary.

“FInCOM has raised hell before,” he said. “That hasn’t stopped us in the past.” There was a pause and he added hotly, “Their security is lax, sir. Damn, you know that as well as I do.” Another pause. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to do that.”

Joe glanced up and into Veronica’s watching eyes. She looked away, suddenly self-conscious about the fact that she was openly eavesdropping. As she shuffled through the file of photographs, she was aware of his gaze still on her.

“Before you go, sir,” he said into the telephone. “I need another favor. I need audio- and videotapes of Tedric sent to my room ASAP.”

Veronica looked up at that, and directly into Joe’s eyes. “Thanks, Admiral,” he said and hung up the phone. “He’ll have ’em sent right over,” he said to Veronica as he stood.

He looked as if he were about to leave, to go somewhere. But she didn’t even get a chance to question him.

“FInCOM’s having a briefing about the tour locations here in D.C.,” Joe said. “I need to be there.”

“But—”

“Why don’t you take a nap?” Joe said. He looked at his watch, and Veronica automatically glanced at hers. It was nearly five o’clock in the evening. “We’ll meet back here at twenty-one hundred hours.”

Veronica quickly counted on her fingers. Nine o’clock. “No,” she said, standing. “That’s too long. I can give you an hour break, but—”

“This briefing’s important,” Joe said. “It’ll be over at twenty-hundred, but I’ll need an extra hour.”

Veronica shook her head in exasperation. “Kevin Laughton doesn’t even want you there,” she said. “You’ll spend the entire time arguing—”

“Damn straight, I’m going to argue,” Joe said. “If FInCOM insists on assuming the tangos are going to mosey on up to the front door and ring the bell before they strike, then I’ve got to be there, arguing to keep the back door protected.”

Joe was already heading toward the door. West and Freeman scrambled to their feet, following him.

“Put those details you were talking about in writing,” Joe suggested. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

Veronica all but stamped her foot. “You’re supposed to be working with me,” she said. “You can’t just…leave…”

But he was gone.

Veronica threw her pad and pen onto the table in frustration. Time was running out.







Chapter Six

Veronica woke up from her nap at seven-thirty, still exhausted but too worried to sleep. How was Joe going to learn to act like Prince Tedric if he wouldn’t give her any time to properly teach him?

She’d made lists and more lists of details and information Joe had no way of knowing—things like, the prince was right-handed. That was normally not a problem, except she’d noticed that Joe was a lefty. She’d written down trivial information such as the fact that Tedric always twirled the signet ring he wore on his right hand when he was thinking.

Veronica got up from the table and started to pace, alternately worried, frustrated and angry with Joe. Who in blazes actually cared what Tedric did with his jewelry? Who, truly, would notice? And why was she making lists of details when basic things such as Tedric’s walk and ramrod-straight posture were being ignored?

Restless, Veronica pawed through the clothes in her suitcase, searching for a pair of bike shorts and her exercise bra. It was time to try to release some of this nervous energy. She dug down farther and found her favorite tape. Smiling grimly, she crossed to the expensive stereo system built into the wall and put the tape into the tape deck. She pushed Play and music came on. She cranked the volume.

The tape contained an assorted collection of her favorite songs—loud, fast songs with pulsating beats. It was good music, familiar music, loud music.

Her sneakers were on the floor of the closet near the bathroom. As Veronica sat on the floor to slip them onto her feet and tie them tightly, she let the music wash over her. Already she felt better.

She scrambled up and into the center of the living room, pushing the furniture back and away, clearing the floor, giving herself some space to move.

With the furniture out of the way, Veronica started slowly, stretching out her tired muscles. When she was properly warmed up, she closed her eyes and let the music embrace her.

And then she began to dance.

Halfway through the tape, it came to her—the answer to her frustration and impotent anger. She had been hired to teach Joe to act like the prince. With his cooperation, the task was formidable. Without his cooperation, it was impossible. If he failed to cooperate, she would have to threaten to withdraw.

Yes, that was exactly what she had to do. At nine o’clock, when she went down the hall to the royal suite, she would march right up to Joe and look him in the eye and—

A man wearing all black was standing just inside her balcony doorway, leaning against the wall, watching her dance.

Veronica leaped backward, her body reacting to the unannounced presence of a large intruder before her brain registered the fact that it was Joe Catalanotto.

Heart pounding, chest heaving, she tried to catch her breath as she stared at him. How in God’s name had Joe gotten into her room?

Joe stared, too, caught in the ocean-blueness of Veronica’s eyes as the music pounded around them. She looked frightened, like a wild animal, uncertain whether to freeze or flee.

Turning suddenly, she reached for the stereo and switched the music off. The silence was abrupt and jarring.

Her red curls swung and bounced around her shoulders as she turned rapidly back to look at him again. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Proving a point,” he replied. His voice sounded strained and hoarse to his own ears. There was no mystery as to why that was. Seeing her like this had made his blood pressure rise, as well as other things.

“I don’t understand,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she studied his face, searching for an answer. “How did you get in? My door was locked.”

Joe gestured to the sliding door that led to the balcony. “No, it wasn’t. In fact, it was open. Warm night. If you breathe deeply, you can almost smell the cherry blossoms.”

Veronica was staring at him, struggling to reconcile his words with the truth as she knew it. This room was on the tenth floor. Ten stories up, off the ground. Visitors didn’t simply stroll in through the balcony door.

Joe couldn’t keep his gaze from sliding down her body. Man, she was one hot package. In those skintight purple-and-turquoise patterned shorts and that tight, black, racer-backed top that exposed a firm, creamy midriff, with all those beautiful red curls loose around her pale shoulders, she looked positively steamy. She was slender, but not skinny as he’d thought. Her waist was small, her stomach flat, flaring out to softly curving hips and a firm, round rear end. Her legs were incredible, but he’d already known that. Still, in those tight shorts, her shapely legs seemed to go on and on and on forever, leading his eyes to her derriere. Her breasts were full, every curve, every detail intimately outlined by the stretchy fabric of her top.

And, God, the way she’d been dancing when he’d first climbed onto the balcony had exuded a raw sensuality, a barely contained passion. He’d been right about her. She had been hiding something underneath those boxy, conservative suits and that cool, distant attitude. Who would have guessed she would spend her personal time dancing like some vision on MTV?

She was still breathing hard from dancing. Or maybe—and more likely—she was breathing hard from the sudden shock he’d given her. He’d actually been standing inside the balcony door for about ten minutes before she looked up. He’d been in no hurry to interrupt. He could have stayed there, quite happily, and watched her dance all night.

Well, maybe not all night…

Veronica took a step back, away from him, as if she could see his every thought in his eyes. Her own eyes were very wide and incredibly, brilliantly blue. “You came in…from the balcony?”

Joe nodded and held something out to her. It was a flower, Veronica realized. He was holding a rather tired and bruised purple-and-gold pansy, its petals curled up for the night. She’d seen flowers just like it growing in flower beds outside the hotel.

“First I climbed down to the ground and got this,” Joe said, his husky voice soft and seductive, warmly intimate. “It’s proof I was actually there.”

He was still holding the flower out to her, but Veronica couldn’t move, her mind barely registering the words he spoke. A black band was across his forehead, holding his long hair in place. He was wearing black pants and a long-sleeved black turtleneck, with some kind of equipment vest over it, even though the spring night was quite warm. Oddly enough, his feet were bare. He wasn’t smiling, and his face looked harsh and unforgiving. And dangerous. Very, very dangerous.

Veronica gazed at him, her heart in her throat. As he stepped closer and pressed the flower into her hand, she was pulled into the depths of his eyes. The fire she saw there became molten. His mouth was hard and hungry as his gaze raked her body.

And then his meaning cut through.

He’d climbed down to the ground…? And back up again? Ten stories?

“You climbed up the outside of the hotel and no one stopped you?” Veronica looked down at the flower, hoping he wouldn’t notice the trembling in her voice.

He crossed to the sliding door and pulled the curtain shut. Was that for safety’s sake, or for privacy? Veronica wondered as she turned away. She was afraid he might see his unconcealed desire echoed in her own eyes.

Desire? What was wrong with her? It was true, Joe Catalanotto was outrageously good-looking. But despite his obvious physical attributes, he was rude, tactless and disrespectful, rough in his manners and appearance. In fact, he was about as far from being a prince as any man she’d ever known. They’d barely even exchanged a civil conversation. All they did was fight. So why on earth could she think of nothing but the touch of his hands on her skin, his lips on hers, his body…?

“No one saw me climbing down or up,” Joe said, his voice surrounding her like soft, rich velvet. “There are no guards posted on this side of the building. The FInCOM agents don’t see the balcony for what it is—a back door. An accessible and obvious back door.”

“It’s so far from the ground,” she countered in disbelief.

“It was an easy climb. Under an hour.”

Under an hour. This is what he’d been doing with his time, Veronica realized suddenly. He should have been working with her, learning how to act like Tedric, and instead he was climbing up and down the outside of the hotel like some misguided superhero. Anger flooded through her.

Joe took a step forward, closing the small gap between them. The urge to touch her hair, to skim the softness of her cheek with his knuckle, was overpowering.

This was not the scenario he’d imagined when he’d climbed up the side of the hotel and onto her balcony. He’d expected to find Veronica hard at work, scribbling furiously away on the legal pad she always carried, or typing frantically into her laptop computer. He’d expected her to be wearing something that hid her curves and disguised her femininity. He’d expected her hair to be pinned up off her neck. He’d expected her to look up at him, gasping in startled surprise, as he walked into the room.

And, yeah, he’d expected her to be impressed when he told her he’d scaled the side of the hotel in order to prove that FInCOM’s security stank.

Instead, finally over her initial shock at seeing him there, Veronica folded her arms across her delicious-looking breasts and glared at him. “I can’t believe this,” she said. “I’m supposed to be teaching you how to fool the bloody world into thinking you’re Prince Tedric and you’re off playing commando games and climbing ten stories up the outside of this hotel?”

“I’m not a commando, I’m a SEAL,” Joe said, feeling his own temper rise. “There’s a difference. And I’m not playing games. FInCOM’s security stinks.”

“The President of the United States hasn’t had any qualms about FInCOM’s ability to protect him,” Veronica said tersely.

“The President of the United States is followed around by fifteen Finks, ready to jump into the line of fire and take a bullet for him if necessary,” Joe countered. He broke away, pulling off the headband and running his fingers through his sweat-dampened hair. “Look, Ronnie, I didn’t come here to fight with you.”

“Is that supposed to be an apology?”

It wasn’t, and she knew it as well as he did. “No.”

Veronica laughed in disbelief at his blunt candor. “No,” she repeated. “Of course not. Silly me. Whatever could I have been thinking?”

“I can’t apologize,” Joe said tightly. “Because I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“You’ve wasted time,” Veronica told him. “My time. Maybe you don’t understand, but we now have less than twenty-four hours to make this charade work.”

“I’m well aware of the time we have left,” Joe said. “I’ve looked at those videotapes Mac Forrest sent over. This is not going to be hard. In fact, it’s going to be a piece of cake. I can pose as the prince, no problem. You’ve gotta relax and trust me.” He turned and picked up the telephone from one of the end tables Veronica had pushed aside to clear the living-room floor of furniture. “I need you to make a phone call for me, okay?”

Veronica took the receiver from his hand and hung the phone back up. “No,” she said, icily. “I need you to stop being so bloody patronizing, to stop patting my hand and telling me to relax. I need you to take me seriously for one damned minute.”

Joe laughed. He couldn’t help himself. She was standing there, looking like some kind of hot, steamed-up-windows dream, yet sounding, even in anger, as if she was trying to freeze him to death.

“Ah, you find this funny, do you?” Her eyes were blue ice. “I assure you, Lieutenant, you can’t do this without me, and I am very close to walking out the bloody door.”

She was madder than hell, and Joe knew the one thing he shouldn’t do was keep laughing. But damned if he couldn’t stop. “Ronnie,” he said, pretending he was coughing instead of laughing. Still, he couldn’t hide his smile. “Ronnie, Ronnie, I do take you seriously, honey. Honest.”

Her hands were on her hips now, her mouth slightly open in disbelief. “You are such a…a jerk!” she said. “Tell me, is your real intention to…to…foul this up so royally that you won’t have to place yourself in danger by posing as the prince?”

Joe’s smile was wiped instantly off his face, and Veronica knew with deadly certainty that she’d gone too far.

He took a step toward her, and she took a step back, away from him. He was very tall, very broad and very angry.

“I volunteered for this job, babe,” he told her, biting off each word. “I’m not here for my health, or for a paycheck, or for fame and fortune or for whatever the hell you’re here for. And I’m sure as hell not here to be some kind of lousy martyr. If I end up taking a bullet for Prince Tedric, it’s going to be despite the fact that I’ve done everything humanly possible to prevent it. Not because some pencil-pushing agency like FInCOM let the ball drop on standard security procedures years ago.”

Veronica was silent. What could she possibly say? He was right. If security wasn’t tight enough, he could very well be killed. She couldn’t fault him for wanting to be sure of his own safety. And she didn’t want to feel this odd jolt of fear and worry she felt, thinking about all of the opportunities the terrorists would have to train their gunsights on Joe’s head. He was brave to have volunteered for this mission—particularly since she knew he had no love for Tedric Cortere. She shouldn’t have implied otherwise.

“I’m sorry,” Veronica murmured. She looked down at the carpet, unable to meet his eyes.

“And as for taking you seriously…” Joe reached out and with one finger underneath her chin, he lifted her head so that she was forced to look up into his eyes. “You’re wrong. I take you very seriously.”

The connection was there between them—instant and hot. The look in Joe’s eyes was mesmerizing. It erased everything, everything between them—all the angry words and mistrust, all the frustration and misunderstandings—and left only this basic, almost primitive attraction, this simplest of equations. Man plus woman.

It would be so easy to simply give in. Veronica felt her body sway toward him as if pulled by the tides, ancient and unquestioning. All she had to do was let go, and there would be only desire, consuming and overpowering. It would surround them, possess them. It would take them on a flight to paradise.

But that flight was a round trip. When it ended, when they lay spent and exhausted, they’d be right here—right back where they’d started.

And then reality would return. Veronica would be embarrassed at having been intimate with a man she barely knew. Joe would no doubt be smug.

And they would have wasted yet another hour or two of their precious preparation time.

Joe was obviously thinking along the exact same lines. He ran his thumb lightly across her lips. “What do you think, Ronnie?” he asked, his voice husky. “Do you think we could stop after just one kiss?”

Veronica pulled away, her heart pounding even harder. If he kissed her, she would be lost. “Don’t be foolish,” she said, working hard to keep her voice from shaking.

“When I make love to you,” he said, his voice low and dangerous and very certain, “I’m going to take my sweet time.”

She turned to face him with a bravado she didn’t quite feel. “When?” she said. “Of all the macho, he-man audacity! Not if, but when I make love to you…Don’t hold your breath, Lieutenant, because it’s not going to happen.”

He smiled a very small, very infuriating smile and let his eyes wander down her body. “Yes, it is.”

“Ever hear the expression ‘cold day in hell’?” Veronica asked sweetly. She crossed the room toward her suitcase, found a sweatshirt and pulled it over her head. She was still perspiring and was still much too warm, but she would have done damn near anything to cover herself from the heat of his gaze.

He picked up the telephone again. “Look, Ronnie, I need you to call my room and ask to speak to me.”

“But you’re not there.”

“That’s the point,” he said. “The boys from FInCOM think I’m napping, nestled all snug in my bed. It’s time to shake them up.”

Careful to keep her distance, careful not to let their fingers touch, Veronica took the phone from Joe and dialed the number for the royal suite. West picked up the phone.

“This is Ms. St. John,” she said. “I need to speak to Lieutenant Catalanotto.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” West replied. “He’s asleep.”

“This is urgent, Mr. West,” she said, glancing up at Joe, who nodded encouragingly. “Please wake him.”

“Hang on.”

There was silence on the other end, and then shouting, as if from a distance. Veronica met Joe’s eyes again. “I think they’re shaken up,” she said.

“Hang up,” he said, and she dropped the receiver into the cradle.

He picked up the phone then, and dialed. “Do you have a pair of sweats or some jeans to pull on over those shorts?” he asked Veronica.

“Yes,” she said. “Why?”

“Because in about thirty seconds, fifty FInCOM agents are going to be pounding on your door—Hello? Yeah. Kevin Laughton, please.” Joe covered the mouthpiece with his hand and looked at Veronica who was standing, staring at him. “Better hurry.” He uncovered the phone. “Yeah, I’m still here.”

Veronica scrambled for her suitcase, yanking out the one pair of blue jeans she’d packed for this trip.

“He is?” she heard Joe say into the telephone. “Well, maybe you should interrupt him.”

She kicked off her sneakers and pulled the jeans on, hopping into them one leg at a time.

“Why don’t you tell him Joe Catalanotto’s on the line. Catalanotto.” He sighed in exasperation. “Just say Joe Cat, okay? He’ll know who I am.”

Veronica pulled the jeans up and over her hips, aware that Joe was watching her dress. She buttoned the waistband and drew up the zipper, not daring to look in his direction. When I make love to you…Not if, when. As if their intimate joining were already a given—indisputable and destined to take place.

“Yo, Laughton,” Joe said into the telephone. “How’s it going, pal?” He laughed. “Yeah, I thought I’d give you a little firsthand demonstration, and identify FInCOM’s security weak spots. How do you like it so far?” He pulled the receiver away from his ear. “That good, huh? Yeah, I went for a little walk down in the gardens.” He met Veronica’s eyes and grinned, clearly amused. “Yeah, I was struck by the beauty of the flowers, so I brought one with me up to Ms. St. John’s room to share with her, and—”

He looked at the receiver, suddenly gone dead in his hands, and then at Veronica.

“I guess they’re on their way,” he said.







Chapter Seven

“I need more coffee,” Veronica said. How could Joe be so awake? She hadn’t seen him yawn even once as they’d worked through the night. “I think my laryngitis idea might work—after all, we’ve been giving the news media reports that Prince Tedric is ill. You wouldn’t have to speak and—”

“You know, I’m not a half-bad mimic,” Joe insisted. “If I work on it more, I can do a decent imitation of Prince Tedric.”

Veronica closed her eyes. “No offense, Joe, but I seriously doubt you can imitate Tedric’s accent just from listening to a tape,” she said. “We have better things to do with your time.”

Joe stood and Veronica opened her eyes, gazing up at him.

“I’m getting you that coffee,” he said. “You’re slipping. You just called me ‘Joe.’”

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” she murmured.

But he didn’t smile. He just looked down at her, the expression in his eyes unreadable. “I like Joe better,” he finally said.

“This isn’t going to work, is it?” she asked quietly. She met his eyes steadily, ready to accept defeat.

Except he wasn’t defeated. Not by any means. He’d been watching videotapes and listening to audiotapes of Prince Tedric in all of his spare moments. It was true that he hadn’t had all that many spare moments, but he was well on his way to understanding the way Tedric moved and spoke.

“I can do this,” Joe said. “Hell, I look just like the guy. Every time I catch my reflection and see my hair this way, I see Ted looking back at me and it scares me to death. If it can fool me, it can fool everyone else. The tailor’s delivering the clothes he’s altered sometime tomorrow. It’ll be easier for me to pretend I’m Tedric if I’m dressed for the part.”

Veronica gave him a wan smile. Still, it was a smile. She was so tired, she could barely keep her eyes open. She’d changed out of her jeans and back into her professional clothes hours ago. Her hair was up off her shoulders once again. “We’ve got to work on Tedric’s walk. He’s got this rather peculiar, rolling gait that—”

“He walks like he’s got a fireplace poker in his pants,” Joe interrupted her.

Veronica’s musical laughter echoed throughout the quiet room. One of the FInCOM agents glanced up from his position guarding the balcony entrance.

“Yes,” she said to Joe. “You’re right. He does. Although I doubt anyone’s described it quite that way before.”

“I can walk that way,” Joe said. He stood, and as Veronica watched, he marched stiffly across the room. “See?” He turned back to look at her.

She had her face in her hands and her shoulders were shaking, and Joe was positive for one heart-stopping moment that she was crying. He started toward her, and knelt in front of her and—She was laughing. She was laughing so hard, tears were rolling down her face.

“Hey,” Joe said, faintly insulted. “It wasn’t that bad.”

She tried to answer, but could get no words out. Instead, she just waved her hand futilely at him and kept on laughing.

Her laughter was infectious, and before long, Joe started to chuckle and then laugh, too.

“Do it again,” she gasped, and he stood and walked, like Prince Tedric, across the room and back.

Veronica laughed even harder, doubling over on the couch.

The FInCOM agent was watching them both as if they were crazy or hysterical—which probably wasn’t that far from the truth.

Veronica wiped at her face, trying to catch her breath. “Oh, Lord,” she said. “Oh, God, I haven’t laughed this hard in years.” Her eyelashes were wet with her tears of laughter, and her eyes sparkled as, still giggling, she looked up at Joe. “I don’t suppose I can talk you into doing that again?”

“No way,” Joe said, grinning back at her. “I draw the line at being humiliated more than twice in a row.”

“I wasn’t laughing at you,” she said, but her giggles intensified. “Yes, I was,” she corrected herself. “I was laughing at you. I’m so sorry. You must think I’m frightfully rude.” She covered her mouth with her hand, but still couldn’t stop laughing—at least not entirely.

“I think I only looked funny because I’m not dressed like the prince,” Joe argued. “I think if I were wearing some sequined suit and walking that way, you wouldn’t be able to tell the two of us apart.”

“And I think,” Veronica said. “I think…I think it’s hopeless. I think it’s time to give up.” Her eyes suddenly welled with real tears, and all traces of her laughter vanished. “Oh, damn…” She turned away, but she could neither stop nor hide her sudden flow of tears.

She heard Joe’s voice, murmuring a command to the FInCOM agents, and then she felt him sit next to her on the sofa.

“Hey,” he said softly. “Hey, come on, Veronica. It’s not that bad.”

She felt his arms go around her and she stiffened only slightly before giving in. She let him pull her back against his chest, let him tuck her head in to his shoulder. He was so warm, so solid. And he smelled so wonderfully good…

He just held her, rocking slightly, and let her cry. He didn’t try to stop her. He just held her.

Veronica was getting his shirt wet, but she couldn’t seem to stop, and he didn’t seem to mind. She could feel his hand in her hair, gently stroking, calming, soothing.

When he spoke, his voice was quiet. She could hear it rumble slightly in his chest.

“You know, this guy we’re after?” Joe said. “The terrorist? His name’s Diosdado. One name. Kind of like Cher or Madonna, but not so much fun. Still, I bet he’s as much of a celebrity in Peru, where he’s from. He’s the leader of an organization with a name that roughly translates as ‘The Cloud of Death.’ He and a friend of his—a man named Salustiano Vargas—have claimed responsibility for more than twelve hundred deaths. Diosdado’s signature was on the bomb that blew up that passenger flight from London to New York three years ago. Two hundred and fifty-four people died. Remember that one?”

Veronica nodded. She most certainly did. The plane had gone down halfway across the Atlantic. There were no survivors. Her tears slowed as she listened to him talk.

“Diosdado and his pal Vargas took out an entire busload of U.S. sailors that same year,” Joe said. “Thirty-two kids—the oldest was twenty-one years old.” He was quiet for a moment. “Mac Forrest’s son was on that bus.”

Veronica closed her eyes. “Oh, God…”

“Johnny Forrest. He was a good kid. Smart, too. He looked like Mac. Same smile, same easygoing attitude, same tenacity. I met him when he was eight. He was the little brother I never had.” Joe’s voice was husky with emotion. He cleared his throat. “He was nineteen when Diosdado blew him to pieces.”

Joe fell silent, just stroking Veronica’s hair. He cleared his throat again, but when he spoke, his voice was still tight. “Those two bombings put Diosdado and The Cloud of Death onto the Most Wanted list. Intel dug deep and came up with a number of interesting facts. Diosdado had a last name, and it was Perez. He was born in 1951, the youngest son in a wealthy family. His name means, literally, ‘God’s gift.’” Joe laughed a short burst of disgusted air. “He wasn’t God’s gift to Mac Forrest, or any of the other families of those dead sailors. Intel also found out that the sonuvabitch had a faction of his group right here in D.C. But when the CIA went to investigate, something went wrong. It turned into a firefight, and when it was over, three agents and ten members of The Cloud of Death were dead. Seven more terrorists were taken prisoner, but Diosdado and Salustiano Vargas were gone. The two men we’d wanted the most got away. They went deep underground. Rumor was Diosdado had been shot and badly hurt. He was quiet for years—no sign of him at all—until a few days ago, when apparently Vargas took a shot at Prince Tedric.”

Joe was quiet again for another moment. “So there it is,” he said. “The reason we can’t just quit. The reason this operation is going to work. We’re going to stop those bastards for good, one way or another.”

Veronica wiped her face with the back of her hand. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried like this. It must have been the stress getting to her. The stress and the fatigue. Still, to burst into tears like that and…

She sat up, pulling away from Joe and glancing around the room, alarmed, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. She’d lost it. She’d absolutely lost it—and right in front of Joe and all those FInCOM agents. But the FInCOM agents were gone.

“They’re outside the door,” Joe said, correctly reading her thoughts. “I figured you’d appreciate the privacy.”

“Thank you,” Veronica murmured.

She was blushing, and the tip of her nose was pink from crying. She looked exhausted and fragile. Joe wanted to wrap her back in his arms and hold her close. He wanted to hold her as she closed her eyes and fell asleep. He wanted to keep her warm and safe from harm, and to convince her that everything was going to be all right.

She glanced at him, embarrassment lighting her crystal blue eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to—”

“You’re tired.” He gave her an easy excuse and a gentle smile.

They were alone. They were alone in the room. As Joe held her gaze, he knew she was aware of that, too.

Her hair was starting to come free from its restraints, and strands curled around her face.

He couldn’t stop himself from reaching out and lightly brushing the last of her tears from her cheek. Her skin was so soft and warm. She didn’t flinch, didn’t pull away, didn’t even move. She just gazed at him, her eyes blue and wide and so damned innocent.

Joe couldn’t remember ever wanting to kiss a woman more in his entire life. Slowly, so slowly, he leaned forward, searching her eyes for any protest, alert for any sign that he was taking this moment of truce too far.

Her eyes flickered and he saw her desire. She wanted him to kiss her, too. But he also saw doubt and a flash of fear. She was afraid.

Afraid of what? Of him? Of herself? Or maybe she was afraid that the overwhelming attraction they both felt would ignite in a violent, nearly unstoppable explosion of need.

Joe almost pulled back.

But then her lips parted slightly, and he couldn’t resist. He wanted a taste—just a taste—of her sweetness.

So he kissed her. Slowly, gently pressing his lips to hers.

A rush of desire hit him low in the gut and it took every ounce of control to keep from giving in to his need and pulling her hard into his arms, kissing her savagely, and running his hands along the curves of her body. Instead, he made himself slow down.

Gently, so gently, he ran his tongue across her lips, slowly gaining passage to the softness of her mouth. He closed his eyes, forcing himself to move still more slowly, even slower now. She tasted of strawberries and coffee—an enticing combination of flavors. He caressed her tongue with his own and when she responded, when she opened her mouth to him, granting him access and deepening their kiss, he felt dizzy with pleasure.

This was, absolutely, the sweetest kiss he’d ever shared.

Slowly, still slowly, he explored the warmth of her mouth, the softness of her lips. He touched only her mouth with his, and the side of her face with the tips of his fingers. She wasn’t locked in his arms, their bodies weren’t pressed tightly together. Still, with this gentle, purest of kisses, she had the power to make his blood surge through his veins, to make his heart pound in a wild, frantic rhythm.

He wanted her desperately. His body was straining to become joined with hers. And yet…

This kiss was enough. It was exhilarating, and it made him feel incredibly happy. Happy in a way he’d never been even while making love to the other women he’d had relationships with—women he’d been attracted to and slept with, but hadn’t particularly cared for.

He felt a tightness in his chest, a weight of emotion he’d never felt before as, beneath his fingers, Veronica trembled.

He pulled back then, and she looked away, unable to meet his eyes.

“Well,” she said. “My word.”

“Yeah,” Joe agreed. He hadn’t intended to whisper, but he couldn’t seem to speak any louder.

“That was…unexpected.”

He couldn’t entirely agree. He’d been expecting to kiss her ever since their eyes first met and the raw attraction sparked between them. What was unexpected was this odd sense of caring, this emotional noose that had somehow curled itself around his chest. It was faintly uncomfortable, and it hadn’t disappeared even when he’d ended their kiss.

She glanced at him. “Maybe we should get back to work.”

Joe shook his head. “No,” he said. “I need a break, and you do, too.” He stood, holding out his hand to her. “Come on, I’ll walk you to your room. You can take a nap. I’ll meet you back here in a few hours.”

Veronica didn’t take his hand. She simply gazed up at him.

“Come on,” he said again. “Cut yourself some slack.”

But she shook her head. “There’s no time.”

He gently touched her hair. “Yes, there is. There’s definitely time for an hour of shut-eye,” he said. “Trust me, Ronnie, you’re gonna need it to concentrate.”

Joe could see indecision on her face. “How about forty minutes?” he added. “Forty winks. You can crash right here on the couch. I’ll order some coffee and wake you up at—” he glanced at his watch “—oh-six-twenty.”

Slowly she nodded. “All right.”

He bent down and briefly brushed her lips with his. “Sleep tight,” he said.

She stopped him, touching the side of his face. “You’re so sweet,” she said, surprise in her voice.

He had to laugh. He’d been called a lot of things in his life, and “sweet” wasn’t one of them. “Oh, no, I’m not.”

Veronica’s lips curved into a smile. “I didn’t mean that to be an insult.” Her smile faded and she looked away, suddenly awkward. “Joe, I have to be honest with you,” she said quietly. “I think that kiss…was a mistake. I’m so tired, and I wasn’t thinking clearly and, well, I hope you don’t think that I…Well, right now it’s not…We’re not…It’s a mistake. Don’t you think?”

Joe straightened. The noose around his chest was so damn tight he could hardly breathe. A mistake. Veronica thought kissing him had been a mistake. He shook his head slowly, hiding his disappointment behind a tight smile. “No, and I’m sorry you think that,” he replied. “I thought maybe we had something there.”

“Something?” Veronica echoed, glancing up at him.

This time it was Joe who looked away. He sat down next to her on the couch, suddenly tired. How could he explain what he meant, when he didn’t even know himself? Damn, he’d already said too much. What if she thought by “something” he meant he was falling in love with her?

He pushed his hair back with one hand and glanced at Veronica.

Yeah, she wanted him to fall in love with her about as much as she wanted a hole in the head. In the space of a heartbeat, he could picture her dismay, picture her imagining the restraining order she’d have to get to keep him away from her. He was rough and uncultured, blue-collar through and through. She hung out with royalty. It would be embarrassing and inconvenient for her to have some crazy, rough-edged, lovesick sailor following her around.

Gazing into her eyes, he could see her trepidation.

So he gave her a cocky smile and prayed that she couldn’t somehow sense the tightness in his chest. “I thought we had something great between us,” he said, leaning forward and putting his hand on her thigh.

Veronica moved back on the couch, away from him. His hand fell aside.

“Ah, yes,” she said. “Sex. Exactly what I thought you meant.”

Joe stood. “Too bad.”

She glanced at him but didn’t meet his gaze for more than a fraction of a second. “Yes, it is.”

He turned away, heading for the bedroom and his bed. Maybe some sleep would make this pressure in his chest lighten up or—please, God—even make it go away.

“Please, don’t forget to wake me,” Veronica called.

“Right,” he said shortly and closed the door behind him.



The knock on the door came quickly, no less than five minutes after Joe had called room service for coffee. Man, he thought, people really hopped to it when they thought a guy had blue blood.

West and the other FInCOM agent, Freeman, both drew their guns, motioning for Joe to move away from the door. It was an odd sensation. He was the one who usually did the protecting.

The door opened, and it was the room-service waiter. West and Freeman handed Joe two steaming mugs of fragrant coffee. Joe carried them to the coffee table and set them down.

Veronica was still asleep. She’d slid down on the couch so that her head was resting on the seat cushion. She clutched a legal pad to her chest.

She looked incredibly beautiful. Her skin was so smooth and soft looking, it was all he could do not to reach out with one knuckle to touch her cheek.

Veronica St. John.

Who would have guessed he would have a thing for a prim-and-proper society girl named Veronica St. John? “Sinjin,” for Pete’s sake.

But she wasn’t interested in him. That incredible, perfect kiss they’d shared had been “a mistake.”

Like hell it had.

Joe had had to force himself to fall asleep. Only his extensive training had kept him from lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling and expending his energy by playing their kiss over and over and over again in his mind. He’d spent enough time doing that while he was in the shower, after he woke up. Each time he played that kiss over in his head, he tried to figure out what he’d done wrong, and each time, he came up blank. Finally he’d had to admit it—he’d done nothing wrong. That kiss had been perfect, not a mistake.

Now all he had to do was convince Veronica of that fact.

Yeah, right. She was stubborn as hell. He’d have a better chance of convincing the Mississippi River to flow north.

The hell of it was, Joe found himself actually liking the girl, trying to make her smile. He wanted to get another look behind her so-very-proper British facade. Except he wasn’t sure exactly where the facade ended and the real girl began. So far, he’d seen two very conflicting images—Veronica in her prim-and-proper work clothes, and Veronica dressed down to dance. He was willing to bet that the real woman was hidden somewhere in the middle. He was also willing to bet that she would never willingly reveal her true self. Especially not to him.

Joe had more than just a suspicion that Veronica considered him substandard. He was the son of a servant, while she was a daughter of the ruling class. If she had a relationship with him, it would be a lark, a kick. She’d be slumming.

Slumming.

God, it was an ugly word. But, so what? So she’d be slumming. Big deal. What was he going to do if she approached him? Was he going to turn her down? Yeah, right. Like hell he’d turn her down.

He could just picture the scenario.

Veronica knocks on his door in the middle of the night and he says, “Sorry, babe, I’m not into being used by curious debutantes who want a peek at the way the lower half lives and loves.”

Yeah, right.

If she knocked on his door, he’d fling it open wide. Let her go slumming. Just let him be the one she was slumming with.

Veronica stirred slightly, shifting to get more comfortable on the couch, and the legal pad she’d been holding fell out of her arms. Joe moved quickly and caught it before it hit the floor.

Her hair was starting to come undone, and soft red wisps curled around her face. Her lips were slightly parted. They were so soft and delicate and delicious. He knew that firsthand.

It didn’t take much to imagine her lifting those exquisite lips to his for another perfect kiss—for a deep, demanding, soulful kiss that would rapidly escalate into more. Way more.

And then what?

Then they’d be lovers until she got tired of him, or he got tired of her. It would be no different from any of the other relationships he’d had.

But so far, everything about this was different. Veronica St. John wasn’t some woman he’d met in a bar. She hadn’t approached him, handed him the keys to her car or her motel room and asked if he was busy for the next twenty-four hours. She hadn’t even approached him at all.

She wasn’t his type. She was too high-strung, too uptight.

But something he’d seen in her eyes promised a paradise the likes of which he’d never known. Hell, it was a paradise he was probably better off never knowing.

Because what if he never got tired of her?

There it was. Right out in the open. The big, ugly question he’d been trying to avoid. What if this noose that had tightened around his chest never went away?

But that would never happen, right?

He couldn’t let Veronica’s wealth and high-class manners throw him off. She was just a woman. All those differences he’d imagined were just that—imagined.

So how come he was standing there like an idiot, staring at the girl? Why was he too damned chicken to touch her, to wake her up, to see her sleepy blue eyes gazing up at him?

The answer was clear—because even if the impossible happened, and Joe actually did something as idiotically stupid as fall in love with Veronica St. John, she would never, not in a million years, fall in love with him. Sure, she might find him amusing for a few weeks or even months, but eventually she’d come to her senses and trade him in for a more expensive model.

And somehow the thought of that stung. Even now. Even though there was absolutely nothing between them. Nothing, that is, but one perfect kiss and its promise of paradise.

“Yo, Ronnie,” Joe said, hoping she’d wake up without him touching her. But she didn’t stir.

He bent down and spoke directly into her ear. “Coffee’s here. Time to wake up.”

Nothing.

He touched her shoulder, shaking her very slightly.

Nothing.

He shook her harder, and she stirred, but her eyes stayed tightly shut.

“Go away,” she mumbled.

Joe pulled her up into a sitting position. Her head lolled against the back of the couch. “Come on, babe,” he said. “If I don’t wake you up, you’re going to be madder than hell at me.” He gently touched the side of her face. “Come on, Ronnie. Look at me. Open your eyes.”

She opened them. They were astonishingly blue and very sleepy. “Be a dear, Jules, and ring the office. Tell them I’ll be a few hours late. I’m bushed. Out too late last night.” She smiled and blew a kiss into the air near his face. “Thanks, luv.” Then she tucked her perfect knees primly up underneath her skirt, put her head back down on the seat cushions and tightly closed her eyes.

Jules?

Who the hell was Jules?

“Come on, Veronica,” Joe said almost desperately. He had no right to want to hog-tie this Jules, whoever the hell he was. No right at all. “You wanted me to wake you up. Besides, you can’t sleep on the couch. You’ll wake up with one hell of a backache.”

She didn’t open her eyes again, didn’t sigh, didn’t move.

She was fast asleep, and not likely to wake up until she was good and ready.

Gritting his teeth, Joe picked Veronica up and carried her into the bedroom. He set her gently down on the bed, trying to ignore the way she fit so perfectly in his arms. For half a second, he actually considered climbing in under the covers next to her. But he didn’t have time. He had work to do. Besides, when he got in bed with Veronica St. John, it was going to be at her invitation.

Joe took off her remaining shoe and put it on the floor, then covered her with the blankets.

She didn’t move, didn’t wake up again. He didn’t give in to the desire to smooth her hair back from her face. He just stared down at her for another brief moment, knowing that the smart thing to do would be to stay far, far away from this woman. He knew that she was trouble, the likes of which he’d never known.

He turned away, needing a stiff drink. He settled for black coffee and set to work.







Chapter Eight

Veronica sat bolt upright in the bed.

Dear Lord in heaven, she wasn’t supposed to be asleep, she was supposed to be working and—

What time was it?

Her watch read twelve twenty-four. Oh, no, she’d lost the entire morning. But she must have been exhausted. She couldn’t even remember coming back here to her own room and—

Oh, Lord! She realized she wasn’t in her own room. She was in the prince’s bedroom, in the prince’s bed. No, not the prince’s. Joe’s. Joe’s bed.

With a dizzying flash, Veronica remembered Joe pulling her into his arms and kissing her so slowly, so sensuously that every bone in her body seemed to melt. He had rid them of their clothes like a seasoned professional and…

But…she was still dressed. Right down to her hose, which were twisted and uncomfortable. She’d only dreamed about Joe Catalanotto and his seductive eyes and surprisingly gentle hands.

The kiss had been real, though; and achingly, shockingly tender. It figured. Joe would know exactly how to kiss her to make her the most vulnerable, to affect her in the strongest possible way.

She’d expected him to kiss her almost roughly—an echo of the sexual hunger she’d seen in his eyes. She could have handled that. She would have known what to say and do.

Instead, Joe had given her a kiss that was more gentle than passionate, although the passion had been there, indeed. But Veronica was still surprised by the restraint he’d shown, by the sweetness of his mouth against hers, by the slow, lingering sensuality of his lips. She could very well have kissed him that way until the end of time.

Time. Lord! She’d wasted so much time.

Veronica swung her legs out of bed.

She’d told Joe to wake her up. Obviously, he hadn’t. Instead of waking her, he’d carried her here, into his bedroom.

She found one of her shoes on the floor, and searched to no avail for the other. Perfect. One shoe off and one shoe on, having slept away most of the day, her dignity in shreds, she’d have to go out into the living room where the FInCOM agents were parked. She’d have to endure their knowing smirks.

She was a wimp. She’d fallen asleep—and stayed asleep for hours—while on the job.

And Joe…Joe hadn’t kept his promise to wake her up.

She’d been starting to…like him. She’d been attracted from the start, but this was different. She actually, genuinely liked him, despite the fact that he came from an entirely different world, despite the fact that they seemed to argue almost constantly. She even liked him despite the fact that he clearly wanted to make their relationship sexual. Despite all that, she’d thought he had been starting to like her, too.

Her disappointment flashed quickly into anger. How dare he just let her sleep the day away? The bastard…

Veronica fumed as she tucked her blouse back into the top of her skirt and straightened her jacket, thankful her suit was permanent-press and wrinkle-proof.

Her hair wasn’t quite so easy to fix, but she was determined not to emerge from the bedroom with it down and flowing around her shoulders. It was bad enough that she’d been sleeping in Joe’s bed. She didn’t want it to look as if he’d been in there with her.

Finally, she took a deep breath and, single shoe in her hand and head held high, she went into the living room.

If the FInCOM agents smirked condescendingly, Veronica refused to notice. All she knew was, Joe was not in the room. Good thing, or she might have lost even more of her dignity by throwing her shoe directly at his head.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” she said briskly to West and Freeman as she gathered up her briefcase. Ah, good. There was her missing shoe, on the floor in front of the sofa. She slipped them both onto her feet. “Might I ask where the lieutenant has gone?”

“He’s up in the exercise room,” one of them answered.

“Thanks so very much,” Veronica said and breezed out the door.



Joe had already run seven miles on the treadmill when Veronica walked into the hotel’s luxuriously equipped exercise room. She looked a whole lot better. She’d showered and changed her clothes. But glory hallelujah, instead of putting on another of those Margaret Thatcher suits, she was wearing a plain blue dress. It was nothing fancy, obviously designed to deemphasize her femininity, yet somehow, on Veronica, it hugged her slender figure and made her look like a million bucks. Her shoes were still on the clunky side, but oh, baby, those legs…

Joe wiped a trickle of sweat that ran down the side of his face. When had it gotten so hot in here?

But her greeting to him was anything but warm.

“I’d like to have a word with you,” Veronica said icily, without even a hello to start. “At your convenience, of course.”

“Did you have a good nap?” Joe asked.

“Will you be much longer?” she asked, staring somewhere off to his left.

That good, huh? Something had ticked her off, and Joe was willing to bet that that something was him. He’d let her sleep. Correction—he’d been unable to wake her up. It wasn’t his fault, but now he was going to pay.

“Can you give me five more minutes?” he countered. “I like to do ten miles without stopping.”

Joe wasn’t even out of breath. Veronica could see from the computerized numbers lit up on the treadmill’s controls, that he’d already run nine miles. But he didn’t sound winded.

He was sweating, though. His shorts were soaking wet. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his smooth, tanned skin was slick as his muscles worked. And, dear Lord, he had so many muscles. Beautifully sculpted, perfect muscles. He was gorgeous.

He was watching her in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors that covered the walls of the exercise room. Veronica leaned against the wall near the door and tried not to look at Joe, but everywhere she turned, she saw his reflection. She found herself staring in fascination at the rippling muscles in his back and thighs and arms, and then she started thinking about their kiss. Their fabulous, heart-stoppingly romantic kiss. Despite his nonchalant attitude, that kiss had been laced with tenderness and laden with emotion. It was unlike any kiss she’d experienced ever before.

Veronica had been well aware that Joe had been holding back when he kissed her that way. She’d felt his restraint and the power of his control. She had seen the heat of desire in his eyes and known he wanted more than just a simple, gentle kiss.

Veronica couldn’t forget how he’d searched her eyes as he’d leaned toward her and…

Excellent. Here she was, standing there reliving Joe’s kiss while staring at his perfect buttocks. Veronica glanced up to find his amused dark eyes watching her watch his rear end. No doubt he could read her mind. Of course the fact that she’d been nearly drooling made it all the easier for him to know what she’d been thinking.

She might as well give in, Veronica admitted to herself. She might as well sleep with the man and get it over with. After all, he was so bloody positive that it was going to happen. And after their kiss, despite her best intentions, all Veronica could think about was “When was he going to kiss her again?” Except he hadn’t woken her up, which meant that he probably didn’t even like her, and now she was mad as hell at him. Yes, kissing him had been a royal mistake. Although at the time, when she’d said those words, she’d meant another kind of mistake entirely. She’d meant their timing had been wrong. She’d meant it had been a mistake to add a romantic distraction to all of the other distractions already driving her half mad.

Then, of course, he’d said what he’d said, and…

The fact that Joe saw their growing relationship as one based purely on sex only added to Veronica’s confusion. She knew that a man like Joe Catalanotto, a man accustomed to intrigue and high adventure, would never have any kind of long-term interest in a woman who worked her hardest to be steady and responsible and, well, quite frankly, boring. And even if that wasn’t the case, even if by some miracle Joe fell madly and permanently in love with her, how on earth would she handle his leaving on dangerous, top-secret missions? How could she simply wave goodbye, knowing she might never again see him alive?

No, thank you very much.

So maybe this pure sex thing didn’t add to her confusion. Maybe it simplified things. Maybe it took it all down to the simplest, most basic level.

Lord knew, she was wildly attracted to him. And so what if she was watching him?

Veronica met Joe’s gaze almost defiantly, her chin held high. One couldn’t have a body like that and expect people not to look. And watching Joe run was like watching a dancer. He was graceful and surefooted, his motion fluid and effortless. She wondered if he could dance. She wondered—not for the first time—what it would feel like to be held in his arms, dancing with him.

As Veronica watched, Joe focused on his running, increasing his speed, his arms and legs churning, pumping. The treadmill was starting to whine, and just when Veronica was sure Joe was going to start to slow, when she was positive he couldn’t keep up the pace a moment longer, he went even faster.

His teeth were clenched, his face a picture of concentration and stamina. He looked like something savage, something wild. An untamed man-creature from the distant past. A ferocious, barbaric warrior come to shake up the civility of Veronica’s carefully polite twentieth-century world.

“Hoo-yah!” someone called out, and Joe’s face broke into a wide smile as he looked up at three men, standing near the weight machine in the corner of the room. As quickly as his smile appeared, the barbarian was gone.

Odd, Veronica hadn’t noticed the other men before this. She’d been aware of the FInCOM agents lurking near her, but not these three men dressed in workout clothes. They seemed to know Joe. SEALs, Veronica guessed. They had to be the men Joe had asked Admiral Forrest to send.

Joe slowed at last, returning the treadmill to a walking speed as he caught his breath. He stepped off and grabbed a towel, using it to mop his face as he came toward Veronica.

“What’s up?”

Joe was steaming. There was literally visible heat rising from his smooth, powerful shoulders. He stopped about six feet away from her, clearly not wanting to offend her by standing too close.

His friends came and surrounded him, and Veronica was momentarily silenced by three additional pairs of eyes appraising her with frank male appreciation. Joe’s eyes alone were difficult enough to handle.

Joe glanced at the other men. “Get lost,” he said. “This is a private conversation.”

“Not anymore,” said one of them with a Western twang. He was almost as tall as Joe, but probably weighed forty pounds less. He held out his hand to Veronica. “I’m Cowboy, ma’am.”

She shook Cowboy’s hand, and he held on to hers far longer than necessary, until Joe gave him a dark look.

“All right, quick introductions,” Joe said. “Lieutenant McCoy, my XO—executive officer—and Chief Becker and Ensign Jones. Also known as Blue, Harvard and Cowboy. Miss Veronica St. John. For you illiterates, it’s spelled Saint and John, two words, but pronounced Sinjin. She’s Prince Tedric’s media consultant, and she’s on the scheduling team for this op.”

Lt. Blue McCoy looked to be about Joe’s age—somewhere in his early thirties. He was shorter and smaller than the other men, with the build of a long-distance runner and the blue eyes, wavy, thick blond hair and handsome face of a Hollywood star.

Harvard—Chief Becker—was a large black man with steady, intelligent brown eyes and a smoothly shaven head. Cowboy’s hair was even longer than Blue McCoy’s, and he wore it pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. His eyes were green and sparkling, and his smile boyishly winsome. He looked like Kevin Costner’s younger brother, and he knew it. He kept winking at her.

“Pleased to meet you,” Veronica said, shaking hands with both Blue and Harvard. She was afraid if she offered Cowboy her hand again, she might never get it back.

“The pleasure’s all ours, ma’am,” Cowboy said. “I love what you’ve done with the captain’s hair.”

“Captain?” Veronica looked at Joe. “I thought you were a Lieutenant.”

“It’s a term of endearment, ma’am,” Blue said. He, too, had a thick accent, but his was from the Deep South. “Cat’s in command, so sometimes he gets called Captain.”

“It’s better than some of the other things they call me,” Joe said.

Cat.

Admiral Forrest had also called Joe by that nickname. Cat. It fit. As Joe ran on the treadmill, he looked like a giant cat, so graceful and fluid. The nickname, while really just a shortened form of Catalanotto, wasn’t too far off.

“Okay, great,” Joe said. “We’ve made nice. Now you boys get lost. Finish your PT, and let the grown-ups talk.”

Lt. McCoy took the other two men by the arms and pulled them toward weight-lifting equipment. Harvard began to bench-press heavy-looking weights while Cowboy spotted him, one eye still on Joe and Veronica.

“Now let’s try this one more time,” Joe said with a smile. “What’s up? You look like you want to court-martial me.”

“Only if the punishment for mutiny is still execution,” Veronica said, smiling tightly.

Joe looped his towel around his neck. “Mutiny,” he said. “That’s a serious charge—especially considering I did my damnedest to wake you up.”

Veronica crossed her arms. “Oh, and I suppose your ‘damnedest’ included putting me in a nice soft bed, where I’d be sure to sleep away most of the day?” she said. She glanced around, at both the FInCOM agents and the other SEALs, and lowered her voice. “I might also point out that it was hardly proper for me to sleep in your bed. It surely looked bad, and it implied…certain things.”

“Whoa, Ronnie.” Joe shook his head. “That wasn’t my intention. I thought you’d be more comfortable, that’s all. I wasn’t trying to—”

“I’m an unmarried woman, Lieutenant,” Veronica interrupted. “Regardless of what you intended, it is not in my best interests to take a nap in any man’s bed.”

Joe laughed. “I think maybe you’re overreacting just a teeny little bit. This isn’t the 1890s. I don’t see how your reputation could be tarnished simply from napping in my bed. If I were in there with you, it’d be an entirely different matter. But if you want to know the truth, I’d be willing to bet no one even noticed where you were sleeping this morning, or even that you were asleep. And if they did, that’s their problem.”

“No, it’s my problem,” Veronica said sharply, her temper flaring. “Tell me, Lieutenant, are there many women in the SEALs?”

“No,” Joe said. “There’re none. We don’t allow women in the units.”

“Aha,” Veronica retorted. “In other words, you’re not familiar with sexual discrimination, because your organization is based on sexual discrimination. That’s just perfect.”

“Look, if you want to preach feminism, fine,” Joe said, his patience disintegrating, “but do me a favor—hand me a pamphlet to read on the subject and be done with it. Right now, I’m going to take a shower.”

By now they had the full, unconcealed attention of the three other SEALs and the FInCOM agents, but Veronica was long past caring. She was angry—angry that he had let her sleep, angry that he was so macho, angry that he had kissed her—and particularly angry that she had liked his kiss so damn much.

She blocked Joe’s way, stabbing at his broad chest with one finger. “Don’t you dare run away from me, Lieutenant,” she said, her voice rising with each word. “You’re operating in my world now, and I will not have you jeopardizing my career through your own stupid ignorance.”

He flinched as if she’d slapped him in the face and turned away, but not before she saw the flash of hurt in his eyes. Hurt that was rapidly replaced by anger.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Joe said through clenched teeth. “I was only trying to be nice. I thought sleeping on the couch would screw up your back, but forget it. From now on, I won’t bother, okay? From now on, we’ll go by the book.”

He pushed past her and went into the locker room. The FInCOM agents and the three other SEALs followed, leaving Veronica alone in the exercise room. Her reflection gazed back at her from all angles.

Perfect. She’d handled that just perfectly.

Veronica had come down here to find out why he’d let her sleep so long, and wound up in a fierce argument about sexual discrimination and her pristine reputation. That wasn’t the real issue at all. It had just been something to shout about, because Lord knew she couldn’t walk up to him and shout that his kiss had turned her entire world upside down and now she was totally, utterly and quite thoroughly off-balance.

Instead, she had called him names. Stupid. Ignorant. Words that had clearly cut deep, despite the fact that he was anything but stupid and far from ignorant.

What Veronica had done was take out all her anger and frustration on the man.

But if anyone was to blame here, it was herself. After all, she was the one foolish enough to have fallen asleep in the first place.



“Hey, Cat!” Cowboy called loudly as he showered in the locker room. “Tell me more about fair Veronica ‘Sinjin.’”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Joe answered evenly. He glanced up to find Blue watching him.

Damn. Blue could read his mind. Joe’s connection to Blue was so tight, there were few thoughts that appeared in Joe’s head that Blue wasn’t instantly aware of. But what would Blue make of the thoughts Joe was having right now? What would he make of the sick, nauseous feeling Joe had in the pit of his stomach?

Stupid. Ignorant.

Well, that about summed it all up, didn’t it? Joe certainly knew now exactly what Veronica St. John thought of him, didn’t he? He certainly knew why she’d thought that kiss was a mistake.

Cowboy shut off the water. Dripping, he came out of the stall and into the room. “You sure there’s nothing you can tell us about Veronica, Cat? Oh, come on, buddy, I can think of a thing or two,” he said, taking a towel from a pile of clean ones and giving himself a perfunctory swipe. “Like, are you and she doing the nightly naked two-step?”

“No,” Joe replied flatly, pulling on his pants.

“You planning on it?” Cowboy asked. He slipped into one of the plush hotel robes that were hanging on the wall.

“Back off, Jones,” Blue said warningly.

“No.” Joe answered Cowboy tersely as he yanked his T-shirt over his head and thrust his arms into the sleeves of his shirt.

“Cool,” Cowboy said. “Then you don’t mind if I give her a try—”

Joe spun and grabbed the younger man by the lapels of his robe, slamming him up against a row of metal lockers with a crash. “Stay the hell away from her,” he snapped. He let go of Cowboy, and turned to include Blue and Harvard in his glare. “All of you. Is that clear?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He turned and stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

The noise echoed as Cowboy stared at Harvard and Blue.

“Shoot,” he finally said. “Anybody have any idea what the hell’s going on?”







Chapter Nine

Room service arrived at the royal suite before Joe did.

“Set it out on the table, please,” Veronica instructed the waiter.

She’d ordered a full-course meal, from appetizers to dessert, complete with three different wines.

This afternoon’s lesson was food—or more precisely, eating food. There was a hundred-dollar-a-plate charity luncheon in Boston, Massachusetts, that had been left on the prince’s tour schedule. Both the location and the visibility of the event were right for a possible assassination attempt, but it was more than a hi-and-bye appearance. It would involve more than Joe’s ability to stand and wave as if he were Prince Tedric.

The hotel-suite door opened, and Joe came inside, followed by three FInCOM agents. His shirt was unbuttoned, revealing his T-shirt underneath, and he met Veronica’s eyes only briefly before turning to the laden dining table. It was quite clear that he was still upset with her.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“This is practice for the Boston charity luncheon,” Veronica replied. “I hope you’re hungry.”

Joe stared at the table. It was loaded with dishes covered with plate-warmers. It was set for two, with a full array of cutlery and three different wineglasses at each setting. What, didn’t Miss High-and-Mighty think he knew how to eat with a fork? Didn’t she know he dined with admirals and four-star generals at the Officers’ Club?

Stupid. Ignorant.

Joe nodded slowly, wishing he was still pissed off, wishing he was still nursing the slow burn he’d felt upstairs in the exercise room. But he wasn’t. He was too tired to be angry now. He was too tired to feel anything but disappointment and hurt. Damn, it made him feel so vulnerable.

The room-service waiter was standing next to the table, looking down his snotty nose at Joe’s unbuttoned shirt. Gee, maybe the waiter and Veronica had had a good laugh about Joe before he’d arrived.

“This is unnecessary,” he said, turning back to look at Veronica. Man, she looked pretty in that blue dress. Her hair was tied back with some kind of ribbon, and—Forget about her, he told himself harshly. She was just some rich girl who’d made it more than clear that they lived in two different worlds, and there was no crossing the border. He was stupid and ignorant, and kissing him had been a mistake. “Believe it or not, I already know which fork is for the salad and which fork is for the dessert. It might come as a shock to you, but I also know how to use a napkin and drink from a glass.”

Veronica actually looked surprised, her blue eyes growing even wider. “Oh,” she said. “No. No, I knew that. That’s not what this is.” She let a nervous laugh escape. “You actually thought I thought I’d need to teach you how to eat?”

Joe was not amused. “Yeah.”

My God, he was serious. He was standing there, his powerful arms folded across his broad chest, staring at her with those mystifying dark eyes. Veronica remembered that flash of hurt in Joe’s eyes when they’d argued in the exercise room. What had she said? She’d called him stupid and ignorant. Oh, Lord. She still couldn’t believe those words had come out of her mouth.

“I’m so sorry,” she said.

His eyes narrowed slightly, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“I owe you an apology,” Veronica explained. “I was very angry this afternoon, and I said some things I didn’t mean. The truth is, I was frustrated and angry with myself. I was the one who fell asleep. It was all my fault, and I tried to take it out on you. I shouldn’t have. I am sorry.”

Joe looked at the waiter and then at the FInCOM agents who were sitting on the sofa, listening to every word. He crossed to the door and opened it invitingly. “You guys mind stepping outside for a sec?”

The FInCOM agents looked at each other and shrugged. Rising to their feet, they crossed to the door and filed out into the corridor. Joe turned to the waiter. “You, too, pal.” He gestured toward the open door. “Take a hike.”

He waited until the waiter was outside, then closed the door tightly and crossed back to Veronica. “You know, these guys will give you privacy if you ask for it,” he said.

She nodded. “I know,” she said. She lifted her chin slightly, steadily meeting his gaze. “It’s just…I was rude to you in public, I felt I should apologize to you in public, too.”

Joe nodded, too. “Okay,” he said. “Yeah. That sounds fair.” He looked at her, and there was something very close to admiration in his eyes. “That sounds really fair.”

Veronica felt her own eyes flood with tears. Oh, damn, she was going to cry. If she started to cry, she was going to feel once more just how gentle Joe’s hard-as-steel arms could be. And Lord, she didn’t want to be reminded of that. “I am sorry,” she said, blinking back the tears.

Oh, damn, Veronica was going to cry, Joe thought as he took a step toward her, then stopped himself. No, she was trying hard to hide it. It was better if he played along, if he pretended he didn’t notice. But, man, the sight of those blue eyes swimming in tears made his chest ache, reminding him of this morning, when he’d held her in his arms. Reminding him of that unbelievable kiss…

Veronica forced a smile and held out her hand to him. “Still friends?” she asked.

Friends, huh? Joe had never had a friend before that he wanted to pull into his arms and kiss the living daylights out of. As he gazed into her eyes, the attraction between them seemed to crackle and snap, like some living thing.

Veronica was okay. She was a decent person—the fact that she’d apologized proved that. But she came from miles on the other side of the railroad tracks. If their relationship became intimate, she’d still be slumming. And he’d be…

He’d be dreaming about her every night for the rest of his life.

Joe let go of Veronica’s hand as if he’d been stung. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, where had that thought come from…?

“Are you all right?” The concern in her eyes was genuine.

Joe stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Yeah. Sorry. I guess I’m…After we do this dining thing, I’m going to take another short nap.”

“A three-minute nap this time?” Veronica asked. “Or maybe you’ll splurge, and sleep for five whole minutes…?”

Joe smiled, and she gave him an answering smile. Their gazes met and held. And held and held and held.

With another woman, Joe would have closed the gap between them. With another woman, Joe would have taken two short steps and brought them face to face. He would have brushed those stray flame-colored curls from the side of her beautiful face, then lifted her chin and lowered his mouth to meet hers.

He had tasted her lips before. He knew how amazing kissing Veronica could be.

But she wasn’t another woman. She was Veronica St. John. And she’d already made it clear that sex wasn’t on their agenda. Hell, if a kiss was a mistake, then making love would be an error of unbelievable magnitude. And the truth was, Joe didn’t want to face that kind of rejection.

So Joe didn’t move. He just gazed at her.

“Well,” she said, slightly breathlessly, “perhaps we should get to work.”

But she didn’t cross toward the dining table, she just gazed up at him, as if she, too, were caught in some kind of force field and unable to move.

Veronica was beautiful. And rich. And smart. But more than just book smart. She was people smart, too. Joe had seen her manipulate a tableful of high-ranking officials. She couldn’t have done that on an Ivy League diploma alone.

He didn’t know the first thing about her, Joe realized. He didn’t know where she came from, or how she’d gotten here, to Washington, D.C. He didn’t know how she’d come to work for the crown prince of Ustanzia. He didn’t know why she’d remained, even after the assassination attempt, when most civilians would have headed for the hills and safety.

“What’s your angle?” Joe asked.

Veronica blinked. “Excuse me?”

He reworded the question. “Why are you here? I mean, I’m here to help catch Diosdado, but what are you getting out of this?”

She looked out the window at the afternoon view of the capital city. When she glanced back at Joe, her smile was rueful. “Beats me,” she said. “I’m not getting paid nearly half enough, although it could be argued that working for royalty is a solid career boost. Of course, it all depends on whether we can successfully pass you off as Prince Tedric.”

She sank down onto the couch and looked up at him, elbow on her knee, chin in her hand. “We have less than six hours before the committee makes a decision.” She shook her head and laughed humorlessly. “Instead of becoming more like Tedric, you seem more different from him than when we started. I look at you, Joe, and you don’t even look like the prince anymore.”

Joe smiled as he sat next to her on the couch. “Lucky for us, most people won’t look beneath the surface. They’ll expect to see Ted, so…they’ll see Ted.”

“I need this thing to work,” Veronica said, smoothing her skirt over her knees. “If this doesn’t work…”

“Why?” Joe asked. “Mortgage payment coming due on the castle?”

Veronica turned and looked at him. “Very funny.”

“Sorry.”

“You don’t really want to hear this.”

Joe was watching her, studying her face. His dark eyes were fathomless, and as mysterious as the deepest ocean. “Yes, I do.”

“Tedric’s sister has been my best friend since boarding school,” Veronica said. “Even though Tedric is unconcerned with Ustanzia’s financial state, Wila has been working hard to make her country more solvent. It matters to her—so it matters to me.” She smiled. “When oil was discovered, Wila actually did cartwheels right across the Capital lawn. I thought poor Jules was going to have a heart attack. But then she found out how much it would cost to drill. She’s counting on getting U.S. aid.”

Jules.

Be a dear, Jules, and ring the office. Veronica had murmured those words in her sleep, and since then, Joe had been wondering, not without a sliver of jealousy, exactly who this Jules was.

“Who’s Jules?” Joe asked.

“Jules,” Veronica repeated. “My brother. He conveniently married my best friend. It’s quite cozy, really, and very sweet. They’re expecting a baby any moment.”

Her brother. Jules was her brother. Why did that make Joe feel so damned good? He and Veronica were going to be friends, nothing more, so why should he care whether Jules was her brother or her lover or her pet monkey?

But he did care, damn it.

Joe leaned forward. “So that’s why Wila didn’t come on this tour instead of Brain-dead Ted? Because she’s pregnant?”

Veronica tried not to smile, but failed. “Don’t call Prince Tedric that,” she said.

He smiled at her, struck by the way her eyes were the exact shade of blue as her dress. “You know, you look pretty in blue.”

Her smile vanished and she stood. “We should really get started,” she said, crossing to the dining table. “The food’s getting cold.”

Joe didn’t move. “So where did you and Jules grow up? London?”

Veronica turned to look back at him. “No,” she replied. “At first we traveled with our parents, and when we were old enough, we went away to school. The closest thing we had to a permanent home was Huntsgate Manor, where our Great-Aunt Rosamond lived.”

“Huntsgate Manor,” Joe mused. “It sounds like something out of a fairy tale.”

Veronica’s eyes grew dreamy and out of focus as she gazed out the window. “It was so wonderful. This big, old, moldy, ancient house with gardens and grounds that went on forever and ever and ever.” She looked up at Joe with a spark of humor in her eyes. “Not really,” she added. “I think the property is only about four or five acres, but when we were little, it seemed to go to the edge of the world and back.”

Night and day, Joe thought. Their two upbringings were as different as night and day. He wondered what she would do, how she would react if she knew about the rock he’d crawled out from under.

Veronica laughed, embarrassed. “I don’t know why I just told you all that,” she said. “It’s hardly interesting.”

But it was interesting. It was fascinating. As fascinating as those gigantic houses he’d gone into with his mother, the houses that she’d cleaned when he was a kid. Veronica’s words were another porthole to that same world of “Look but don’t touch.” It was fascinating. And depressing as hell. Veronica had been raised like a little princess. No doubt she’d only be content to spend her life “happily ever after,” with a prince.

And he sure as hell didn’t fit that bill.

Except, what was he doing, thinking about things like happily ever after?

“How about you, Joe?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts. “Where did you grow up?”

“Near New York City. We really should get to work,” he said, half hoping she’d let the subject of his childhood drop—and half hoping that she wouldn’t.

She wouldn’t. “New York City,” she said. “I’ve never lived there, I’ve only visited. I remember the first time I was there as a child. It all seemed to be lights and music and Broadway plays and marvelous food and…people, people everywhere.”

“I didn’t see any plays on Broadway,” Joe said dryly. “Although when I was ten, I snuck out of the house at night and hung around the theater district, trying to spot celebrities. I’d get their autograph and then sell it, make a quick buck.”

“Your parents probably loved that,” Veronica said. “A ten-year-old, all alone in New York City…?”

“My mother was usually too drunk to notice I was gone,” Joe said. “And even if she had, she wouldn’t have given a damn.”

Veronica looked away from him, down at the floor. “Oh,” she said.

“Yeah,” Joe said. “Oh.”

She fiddled with her hair for a moment, and then she surprised him. She looked up and directly into his eyes and smiled—a smile not without sorrow for the boy he’d once been. “I guess that’s where you learned to be so self-reliant. And self-confident.”

“Self-reliant, maybe. But I grew up with everyone always telling me I wasn’t good enough,” Joe said. “No, that’s not true. Not everyone. Not Frank O’Riley.” He shook his head and laughed. “He was this mean old guy who lived in this grungy basement apartment in one of the tenements over by the river. He had a wooden leg and a glass eye and his arms were covered with tattoos and all the kids were scared sh—Scared to death of him. Except me, because I was the toughest, coolest kid in the neighborhood—at least among the under-twelve set.

“O’Riley had this garden—really just a patch of land. It couldn’t have been more than twelve by four feet. He always had something growing—flowers, vegetables—it was always something. So I went in there, over his rusty fence, just to prove I wasn’t scared of the old man.

“I’d been planning to trample his flowers, but once I got into the garden, I couldn’t do it,” Joe said. “They were just too damn pretty. All those colors. Shades I’d never even imagined. Instead, I sat down and just looked at them.

“Old Frank came out and told me he’d loaded his gun and was ready to shoot me in my sorry butt, but since I was obviously another nature lover, he’d brought me a glass of lemonade instead.”

Why was he telling her this? Blue was the only person he’d ever mentioned Frank O’Riley to, and never in such detail. Joe’s friendship with Old Man O’Riley was the single good memory he carried from his childhood. Chief Frank O’Riley, U.S.N., retired, and his barely habitable basement apartment had been Joe’s refuge, his escape when life at home became unbearable.

And suddenly he knew why he was telling Veronica about Frank, his one childhood friend, his single positive role model. He wanted this woman to know where he came from, who he really was. And he wanted to see her reaction; see whether she would recognize the importance old Frank had played in his life, or whether she would shrug it off, uncaring, uninterested.

“Frank was a sailor,” Joe told Veronica. “Tough as nails, and with one hell of a foul mouth. He could swear like no one I’ve ever known. He fought in the Pacific in World War Two, as a frogman, one of the early members of the UDTs, the underwater demolition teams that later became the SEALs. He was rough and crude, but he never turned me away from his door. I helped him pull weeds in his garden in return for the stories he told.”

Veronica was listening intently, so he went on.

“When everyone else I knew told me I was going to end up in jail or worse, Frank O’Riley told me I was destined to become a Navy SEAL—because both they and I were the best of the best.”

“He was right,” Veronica murmured. “He must be very, very proud of you.”

“He’s dead,” Joe said. He watched her eyes fill with compassion, and the noose around his chest grew tighter. He was in big trouble here. “He died when I was fifteen.”

“Oh, no,” she whispered.

“Frank had one hell of a powerful spirit,” Joe continued, resisting the urge to pull her into his arms and comfort her because his friend had died more than fifteen years ago. “Wherever I went and whatever I did for the three years after he died, he was there, whispering into my ear, keeping me in line, reminding me about those Navy SEALs that he’d admired so much. On the day I turned eighteen, I walked into that navy recruitment office and I could almost feel his sigh of relief.”

He smiled at her and Veronica smiled back, gazing into his eyes. Again, time seemed to stand totally still. Again, it was the perfect opportunity to kiss her, and again, Joe didn’t allow himself to move.

“I’m glad you’ve forgiven me, Joe,” she said quietly.

“Hey, what happened to ‘Your Highness’?” Joe asked, trying desperately to return to a more lighthearted, teasing tone. She was getting serious on him. Serious meant being honest, and in all honesty, Joe did not want to be friends with this woman. He wanted to be lovers. He was dying to be her lover. He wanted to touch her in ways she’d never been touched before. He wanted to hear her cry out his name and—

Veronica looked surprised. “I’ve forgotten to call you that, haven’t I?”

“You’ve been calling me Joe lately,” he said. “Which is fine—I like it better. I was just curious.”

“You’re nothing like the real prince,” she said honestly.

“I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult.”

She smiled. “Believe me, it’s a compliment.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Joe said. “But I wasn’t sure exactly where you stood.”

“Prince Tedric…isn’t very nice,” Veronica said diplomatically.

“He’s a coward and a flaming idiot,” Joe stated flatly.

“I guess you don’t like him very much, either.”

“Understatement of the year, Ronnie. If I end up taking a bullet for him, I’m gonna be really upset.” He smiled grimly. “That is, if you can be upset and dead at the same time.”

Veronica stared at Joe. If he ended up taking a bullet…

For the first time, the reality of what Joe was doing hit her squarely in the stomach. He was risking his life to catch a terrorist. While Tedric spent the next few weeks in the comfort of a safe house, Joe would be out in public. Joe would be the target of the terrorists’ guns.

What if something went wrong? What if the terrorists succeeded, and killed Joe? After all, they’d already managed to kill hundreds and hundreds of people.

Joe suddenly looked so tired. Were his thoughts following the same path? Was he afraid he’d be killed, too? But then he glanced up at Veronica and tried to smile.

“Mind if we skip lunch?” he asked. “Or just postpone it for a half hour?”

Veronica nodded. “We can postpone it,” she said.

Joe stood, heading toward the bedroom. “Great, I’ve gotta crash. I’ll see you in about thirty minutes, okay?”

“Do you want me to wake you?” she asked.

Joe shook his head, no. “Thanks, but…”

Oh, baby, he could just imagine her coming into his darkened bedroom to wake him up. He could just imagine coming out of a deep REM sleep to see that face, those eyes looking down at him. He could imagine reaching for her, pulling her down on top of him, covering her mouth with his…

“No, thanks,” he said again, reaching up with one hand to loosen the tight muscles in his neck and shoulders. “I’ll set the alarm.”

Veronica watched as he closed the bedroom door behind him.

They were running out of time. Despite his reassurances, Veronica didn’t believe that Joe could pull it off.

But those weren’t the only doubts she was having.

Posing as Prince Tedric could very easily get Joe killed.

Were they doing the right thing? Was catching these terrorists worth risking a man’s life? Was it fair to ask Joe to take those risks when Tedric so very clearly wouldn’t?

But out of all those doubts, Veronica knew one thing for certain. She did not want Lieutenant Joe Catalanotto to die.







Chapter Ten

Veronica was ready nearly thirty minutes before the meeting was set to start.

She checked herself in the mirror for the seven thousandth time. Her jacket and skirt were a dark olive green. Her silk blouse was the same color, but a subtle shade lighter. The color was a perfect contrast for her flaming-red hair, but the suit was boxy and the jacket cut to hide her curves.

Joe would call it a Margaret Thatcher suit. And he was right. It made her look no-nonsense and reliable, dependable and businesslike.

So, all right, it wasn’t the height of fashion. But she was sending out a clear message to the world. Veronica St. John could get the job done.

Except, in a few minutes, Veronica was going to have to walk out the hotel-room door and head down the corridor to the private conference room attached to Senator McKinley’s suite. She was going to go into the meeting and sit down at the table without the slightest clue whether or not she had actually gotten this particular job done.

She honestly didn’t know whether or not she’d been able to pull off the task of turning Joe Catalanotto into a dead ringer for Prince Tedric.

Dead ringer. What a horrible expression. And if the security team of FInCOM agents didn’t protect Joe, that’s exactly what he’d be. Dead. Joe, with his dancing eyes and wide, infectious smile…All it would take was one bullet and he would be a thing of the past, a memory.

Veronica turned from the mirror and began to pace.

She’d worked with Joe all afternoon, going over and over rules and protocols and Ustanzian history. She had shown him the strange way Prince Tedric held a spoon and the odd habit the prince had of leaving behind at least one bite of every food on his plate when eating.

She had tried to show Joe again how to walk, how to stand, how to hold his head at a royal angle. Just when she thought that maybe, just maybe he might be getting it, he’d slouch or shrug or lean against the wall. Or make a joke and flash her one of those five-thousand-watt smiles that were so different from any facial expression Prince Tedric had ever worn.

“Don’t worry, Ronnie. This is not a problem,” he’d said in his atrocious New Jersey accent. “I’ll get it. When the time comes, I’ll do it right.”

But Veronica wasn’t sure what she should be worrying about. Was she worried Joe wouldn’t be able to pass for Prince Tedric, or was she worried that he would?

If Joe looked and acted like the prince, then he’d be at risk. And damn it, why should Joe have to risk his life? Why not let the prince risk his own life? After all, Prince Tedric was the one the terrorists wanted to kill.

Veronica had actually brought up her concerns to Joe before they’d parted to get ready for this meeting. He’d laughed when she’d said she thought it might be for the best if he couldn’t pass for Tedric—it was too dangerous.

“I’ve been in dangerous situations before,” Joe had told her. “And this one doesn’t even come close.” He’d told her about the plans and preparations he was arranging with both Kevin Laughton’s FInCOM agents and the SEALs from his Alpha Squad. He’d told her he’d wear a bulletproof vest at all times. He’d told her that wherever he went, there would be shielded areas where he could easily drop to cover. He’d reminded her that this operation had minuscule risks compared to most other ops he’d been on.

All Veronica knew was, the better she came to know Joe, the more she worried about his safety. Frankly, this situation scared her to death. And if this wasn’t dangerous, she didn’t want to know what dangerous meant.

But danger was part of Joe’s life. Danger was what he did best. No wonder he wasn’t married. What kind of woman would put up with a husband who risked his life as a matter of course?

Not Veronica, that was for sure.

Although it wasn’t as if Joe Catalanotto had dropped to his knees and begged her to marry him, was it? And he wasn’t likely to, either. Despite the incredible kiss they’d shared, a man like Joe, a man used to living on the edge, wasn’t very likely to be interested in anything long-term or permanent. Permanent probably wasn’t even in his vocabulary.

Veronica shook her head, amazed at the course her thoughts had taken. Permanent wasn’t in her vocabulary, either. At least not right now. And certainly not when attached to the words relationship and Joe Catalanotto. At least fifty percent of the time, the man infuriated her. Of course, the rest of the time he made her laugh, or he touched her with his gentle sweetness, or he burned her with that look in his eyes that promised a sexual experience the likes of which she’d never known before.

Either Veronica was fighting with Joe, or fighting the urge to throw herself into his arms.

There’d been one or two…or three or so times—certainly no more than six or eight, at any rate—this afternoon, when Veronica had found herself smiling foolishly into Joe’s deep brown eyes, marveling at the length of his eyelashes, and finding her gaze drawn to his straight, white teeth and his rather elegantly shaped lips.

In all honesty, once or twice, Veronica had actually thought about kissing Joe again. Well, maybe more than once or twice.

So, all right, she admitted to herself. He was rather unbearably handsome. And funny. Yes, he was undeniably funny. He always knew exactly what to say to make her damn near choke with laughter on her tea. He was blunt and to the point. Often tactless at times—most of the time. But he was always honest. It was refreshing. And despite his rough language and unrefined speech, Joe was clearly intelligent. He hadn’t had the best of educations, that much was true, but he seemed well-read and certainly able to think on his own, which was more than Veronica could say for Prince Tedric.

So, okay. Maybe now that she and Joe had had a chance to really talk, maybe now he didn’t infuriate her fifty percent of the time. Maybe he only infuriated her, say, twenty percent of the time. But spending twenty percent of her time angry or annoyed or worrying about him was still too much—even for the kind of casual, sexual relationship Joe wanted.

Obviously, Veronica had to continue to keep her distance. Squaring her shoulders, she resolved to do precisely that. She’d stay far, far away from Joe Catalanotto. No more kisses. No more lingering looks. No more long talks about her personal life. From now on, her relationship with Joe would be strictly business.

Still a few minutes early, Veronica took her purse and briefcase and locked her hotel room door behind her. Down at the end of the corridor, she could see FInCOM agents standing outside the royal suite where Joe was getting dressed. More agents were farther down the hall, outside the conference room.

The conference-room door was ajar, so Veronica went in.

This was it. Tonight they would decide whether or not they could successfully pass a Navy SEAL off on the American public as Prince Tedric of Ustanzia.

If the answer was yes, Veronica’s friend Wila would be one step closer to getting her American funding, and Joe would be one step closer to catching Diosdado, the terrorist.

She sat down at the empty oval conference table and crossed her legs.

If the answer was no, Joe would return to wherever it was Navy SEALs went between missions, and Veronica would sleep easier at night, knowing that assassins weren’t trying to end his life.

Except, if Joe wasn’t on this mission, he’d probably be on some other, what he considered truly dangerous mission. So really, whatever happened, Veronica was going to end up worrying, wasn’t she?

Veronica frowned. She was certainly expending a bit of energy thinking about a man she had decided most definitely to stay away from.

Besides, after this meeting, she probably wasn’t ever going to see Joe Catalanotto again. And the pang of remorse she felt was surely only because she’d failed at her assignment. It wouldn’t be long before Veronica had trouble remembering Joe’s name. And he certainly wouldn’t give her a second thought.

Senator McKinley came into the room, followed by his aides and the Ustanzian ambassador and his aides. Both men nodded a greeting, but Veronica’s attention was pulled away by a young woman taking orders for coffee or tea.

“Earl Grey,” Veronica murmured, smiling her thanks.

When she looked up, Kevin Laughton and some of his FInCOM security team had come into the room, along with Admiral Forrest.

The older man caught Veronica’s eye and winked a hello. He came around the oval table and pulled out the seat next to hers. “Where’s Joe?” he asked.

Veronica shook her head, glancing around the room again. Even in a crowd like this, Joe would have stood out. He was bigger than most men, taller and broader. Unless he was crawling across the rug on his hands and knees, he hadn’t yet arrived.

“Still getting changed, I guess,” she said to Mac Forrest.

“How’s the transformation going?” Forrest asked. “You got him eating lady fingers with his pinky sticking out yet?”

Veronica snorted and gave him a disbelieving look.

“It’s going that well, huh? Hmm.” The admiral didn’t seem disappointed. In fact, he gave her a downright cheerful smile. “He’ll get it. Did he tell you, he’s a pretty darn good mimic? He’s got a real ear for language, Joe Cat does.”

An ear for language? With his thick accent? Oh, come on…Veronica didn’t want to offend the admiral by rolling her eyes—at least not outwardly.

“Joe’s a good man,” Forrest told her. “A little too intense sometimes, but that’s what makes him a good commander. You win his loyalty, and he’ll be loyal to the end. He demands loyalty in return—and gets it. His men would follow him to hell and back.” He chuckled. “And they have, on more than one occasion.”

Veronica turned toward him. “Joe doesn’t think this operation is dangerous,” she said. “If that’s true, what exactly is dangerous?”

“To a SEAL?” Forrest mused. “Let’s see.…Breaking into a hostile high-security military installation to track down a pilfered nuclear warhead might be considered dangerous.”

“Might be?”

“Depends on the location of the military installation, and how well-trained that hostile military organization actually is,” he said. “Another dangerous op might be to make a HAHO jump from a plane—”

“A what?”

“HAHO,” Forrest repeated. “A high-altitude high-opening parachute jump. It’s when you get the green light to jump from the plane at about thirty thousand feet—way up high where the bad guys can’t hear the sound of your airplane approaching. You yank the cord, the chute opens and you and your squad parasail silently to the landing zone. And maybe, when you get there, you rescue fifteen hostages—all children—from a bunch of tangos who wouldn’t bat an eye over spilling the blood of innocent kids. And maybe before you can pull the kids out of there, the op goes from covert to full firefight. So you rock and roll with your HK, knowing that your body is the only thing shielding a nine-year-old from the enemy’s bullets.”

Veronica frowned. “Would you mind repeating that last bit in English? Before you can pull the kids out of there…what?”

Forrest grinned, a twinkle in his blue eyes. “The terrorists become aware of your presence and open fire. You’ve got an instant battlefield—a full firefight. You return fire with your HK—your submachine gun—scared to death because there’s a tiny little girl standing directly behind you.”

Veronica nodded. “I thought that was what you said.” She studied Admiral Forrest’s weathered face. “Are these actual operations you’re describing or merely hypothetical scenarios?”

“That’s classified information,” the old man said. “Of course, you’re a smart girl. You can probably figure out they wouldn’t be classified if they were hypothetical, right?”

Veronica was silent, digesting all he had said.

“Heads up, missy,” Forrest whispered. “Looks like this meeting’s about to start.”

“Let’s get this show on the road,” Senator McKinley said, his voice cutting above the other conversations from his seat at the head of the table. “Where the hell is Catalanotto?”

McKinley was looking directly at Veronica, as were most of the other people at the table. They honestly expected her to provide them with an answer.

“He said he’d be here,” she said calmly. “He’ll be here.” She glanced at her watch. “He’s only a few minutes late.”

Just then, West, one of the FInCOM agents, stepped through the door. “Crown Prince Tedric of Ustanzia,” he announced.

Aha. That was why Joe was late. He was coming to this meeting dressed in the prince’s clothes. The tailor had dropped off several large garment bags late this afternoon. No doubt Joe had wanted to wear one of the resplendent suits to make him look more like Tedric.

Any minute now he’d saunter into the room, wearing a garish sequined jacket and a sheepish grin.

But West stepped back and a figure appeared in the doorway.

He was dressed in gleaming white pants and a short white jacket that clung to his broad shoulders and ended at his waist. There were no sequins in sight, but plenty of medals covered his chest, along with a row of golden buttons decorated with the royal Ustanzian shield. The shield also glittered from the bejeweled ring he wore on his right hand. His gleaming black hair was combed directly back from his face.

It was Joe. It had to be Joe, didn’t it?

Veronica searched his eyes, looking for the now quite-familiar differences between Joe’s and Prince Tedric’s faces. But with his shoulders back, his head held at that haughty angle, and no sign of a smile curving his lips, Veronica wasn’t sure exactly who was standing in the doorway.

And then he spoke. “I greet you with the timeless honor and tradition of the Ustanzian flag,” he said in the prince’s unmistakable faintly British, faintly French accent, “which is woven, as well, into my heart.”







Chapter Eleven

Nobody moved.

Everyone stared at Prince Tedric. It was Prince Tedric, not Joe. That voice, that accent…Except, what was the real prince doing here, away from the safety of his secure room on the other side of town? It didn’t make sense. And his shoulders seemed so broad…

As Veronica watched, the prince took several steps into the room with his peculiar, stiff royal gait. He walked like he had a fireplace poker in his pants, as Joe had so inelegantly described. Veronica fought the urge to giggle. This had to be the prince, indeed. About half-a-dozen dark-suited FInCOM agents followed him inside, and one of them closed the door tightly behind them.

One royal eyebrow lifted a fraction of an inch at the people still sitting at the conference table, and the Ustanzian ambassador scrambled to his feet.

“Your Highness!” he said. “I didn’t realize you’d be attending…”

McKinley stood, too. The rest of the table followed suit.

Still, as Veronica rose to her feet, she stared. This man wasn’t Joe. Or was it? Tedric had never seemed so tall, so imposing. But this couldn’t be Joe. That voice had been Tedric’s. And that walk. And that haughty look.

The prince’s gaze swept around the table. His eyes passed over Veronica without the slightest hint of familiarity, without the tiniest bit of recognition or warmth. He looked through her, not at her. No, it wasn’t Joe. Joe would have winked or smiled. And yet…

He held out a hand decorated with a huge gold and jeweled ring for the Ustanzian ambassador to bow over.

Senator McKinley cleared his throat. “Your Excellency,” he said. “It was dangerous for you to come here. I should have been informed.” He glanced at his chief aide and hissed, “Why wasn’t I informed?”

The prince affixed the senator with a very displeased stare. “I am not used to asking permission to leave my room,” he said.

He was the prince. Veronica tried to tell herself that she was now convinced of that fact, yet doubt lingered.

“But, Your Highness,” Kevin Laughton chimed in. “It’s just not safe.” He looked over at the FInCOM agents who had arrived with the prince. “I must be told of any movement.” He looked more closely at the men and a funny look crossed his face. Veronica tried to follow his gaze, to see what he saw, but he quickly looked back at the prince, his face once again expressionless.

“If there was something you needed,” Henri Freder, the Ustanzian ambassador, interjected, “all you had to do was ask, Your Highness. We will provide you with all your requests, I can assure you.”

“Sit, please, sit. Sit, sit,” the prince said impatiently.

Everyone sat. Except the prince. He stood pointedly next to Senator McKinley’s seat at the head of the table.

Rather belatedly, McKinley realized his mistake. He hastily stood and offered the prince his chair, moving around to one of the empty seats on the side of the oval table.

On the other side of the room, one of the FInCOM agents coughed. When Veronica glanced at him, he gave her a quick wink. It was Cowboy—one of the SEALs from Joe’s Alpha Squad. At least, she thought it was. She did a double take, but when she looked again, he was gone.

She turned and stared at the man who was settling himself in the now vacant chair at the head of the table. “I’ll need something to write on and a pen,” he announced to no one in particular. “And a glass of water.”

Had she imagined Cowboy standing there? Was this really Joe, or was it Prince Tedric? Veronica honestly did not know.

Around her, all of the aides and assistants were scrambling. One of them provided the prince with a smooth white pad of paper, another with a plastic ballpoint pen that the prince simply looked at in disdain. Yes, he had to be the real prince. No one could possibly imitate that disgusted look, could they? Another assistant produced a gold-plated fountain pen, which the prince took with a nod, and yet another presented him with a tall, ice-filled glass of water.

“Thank you,” he said, and Veronica sat up.

Thank you? Those words weren’t in Tedric’s vocabulary. At least, Veronica had never heard him say them before.

Senator McKinley was giving the prince a detailed report on all that had been done over the past several days, and on the changes to the scheduled tour.

Veronica stared down the table at the man now sitting at its head. Prince Tedric never said thank-you. This man was Joe. It had to be Joe. But…he didn’t look or act or sound anything like the Joe she was starting to know so well.

The prince took a sip of his water, removed the cap from his pen.

This would prove it. Joe was left-handed; the prince only used his right.

The prince took the pen in his right hand and jotted a quick note on his pad of paper.

Oh, my God, it wasn’t Joe. It was the prince. Unless…

As the senator continued to talk, the prince tore the piece of paper from the pad and folded it neatly in half. He glanced over his shoulder and one of the aides was instantly behind him. He handed the aide the piece of paper and whispered a few words into the young man’s ear before turning back to Senator McKinley.

Veronica watched as the aide came around the table, directly toward her. The young man handed her the folded piece of paper.

“From Prince Tedric,” the aide whispered almost soundlessly in her ear.

She glanced down the table toward the prince, but he wasn’t paying her the slightest attention. He was absently twisting his ring as he listened to McKinley.

Why would Prince Tedric write her a note?

Hardly daring to breathe, she unfolded the paper.

“Hey, Ronnie,” she read, printed in big, childish block letters. “How’m I doing? Love, Prince Joe.”

Veronica laughed. Aloud. McKinley stopped talking midsentence. The entire table turned and looked at her. Including Joe, who gave her a withering look, identical to those she’d received from Prince Tedric in the past. “It’s Joe,” she said.

Nobody understood. They all just stared at her as if she’d gone mad—except Kevin Laughton, who was nodding, a small smile on his face, and Admiral Forrest, who was rocking back in his seat and chuckling.

Veronica gestured down toward the head of the table, toward Joe. “This is not Prince Tedric,” she explained. “It’s Lieutenant Catalanotto. Gentlemen, he’s fooled us all.”

Everyone started talking all at once.

The prince’s haughty expression turned into a slow, friendly smile as he gazed down the table at Veronica. His cold eyes turned warm. Oh, yes, this was definitely Joe.

“You’re amazing,” she mouthed to him. She knew he wouldn’t be able to hear her over the din, but she had no doubt he could read her lips. She wouldn’t be surprised to find there was nothing Joe Catalanotto couldn’t do, and do well.

He shrugged. “I’m a SEAL,” he mouthed back, as if that explained everything.

“I knew it was the lieutenant,” Veronica heard Kevin Laughton say. “But only because I knew three of the men who came in with him weren’t on my staff.”

“I knew it was him, too,” Senator McKinley’s loud voice boomed. “I was waiting to see when y’all would catch on.”

Still, Veronica gazed into Joe’s dark eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she silently asked.

“I did,” he answered.

And he was right. He had told her. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it,” he’d said. “I’m a pretty good mimic.”

Pretty good?

Veronica laughed. He was amazing.

Joe smiled back at her as everyone around them continued to talk at once. But they might have been alone in this room, for all the attention she paid anyone else.

That was admiration he could see in Veronica’s blue eyes. Admiration and respect. She wasn’t trying to hide it. She was sending him a message with her eyes as clear as the one she’d sent with her lips.

Joe could also see traces of the attraction she was never really able to conceal. It was always back there, lurking, waiting patiently for the moment when her defenses were down, waiting for her to temporarily forget that he wasn’t a regular of the country-club set.

And, God, he was waiting, too.

Except she wasn’t going to forget. It was only at times like this, when they were safely across the room from each other, that Veronica gazed into his eyes. It was only when she was safely out of reach that she let him drown in the swirling ocean-blueness of her eyes.

It didn’t take much to imagine what being Veronica St. John’s lover would be like, to see her with her red curls tumbled down her back, dressed only in the skimpiest of satin and lace, desire turning her sea-colored eyes to blue flames. As Joe gazed into her eyes, he felt himself going under for the third and final time.

He wanted her so desperately, he was nearly dizzy with desire. Somehow, some way, he was going to change her mind, break through that flimsy wall she’d thrown up between them.

Admiral Forrest raised his voice to be heard over the noise. “I think this meeting can be adjourned,” he said. “We can announce to the press that Prince Tedric’s tour will resume as of oh-eight-hundred hours tomorrow. Are we in agreement?”

Veronica reluctantly pulled her eyes away from the molten lava of Joe’s gaze. Her heart was pounding. Good Lord, the way that man looked at her! If they had been alone, he would have kissed her again. Or if he hadn’t, maybe she would have kissed him!

Lord save her from herself.

She shuffled the papers in front of her, attempting to regain her equilibrium as the room slowly cleared.

Senator McKinley shook her hand briefly, commending her on a job well-done before he rushed off to another appointment.

Veronica could feel Joe’s eyes still on her as he stood and talked to Admiral Forrest. The FInCOM men tried to escort them out of the room, but Joe hung back, clearly waiting for her.

Taking a deep breath, she gathered her briefcase and went to join them.

Joe was looking down at the ring on his hand. “Did you know this ring is worth more than a new car?” he mused. “And did you know old Ted has about twenty of ‘em?”

Mac Forrest grinned at Veronica, slapping Joe on the back one more time as they walked down the hotel corridor. “You couldn’t tell it was Joe, could you?” Forrest asked her.

Veronica glanced up at Joe. She wasn’t prepared for the jolt of warmth and energy that surrounded her as she met his dark eyes. He was smiling at her, and she found herself smiling foolishly back, until she realized the Admiral had asked her a question. She tore her eyes away.

“No, sir, I couldn’t,” she answered hoping that she didn’t sound as breathless as she felt. “Except…”

“What?” Joe asked.

She looked up at him, bracing herself before meeting his hypnotizing eyes again. “You said ‘Thank you,’” she replied. “Tedric wouldn’t dream of thanking a servant.”

“Well, maybe ol’ Ted’s been reading up on the American version of Miss Manners,” Joe said. “Because for the next five weeks, he’s going to be saying ‘thank you’ to all the lowly servants. And maybe even ‘please,’ every now and then.”

“That’s fine with me. I think everyone should say thank-you. I think it’s rude not to,” Veronica said.

“The equipment you ordered is coming in late tonight,” Admiral Forrest said to Joe. “It’ll be ready for tomorrow.”

“We leave the hotel at oh-eight-hundred?” Joe asked.

Veronica dug into her briefcase and checked the schedule. “That’s right,” she said. “There’re a number of public appearances—just visual things—a chance for the news reporters to get footage of you climbing in and out of limousines and waving. Tomorrow night there’s an optional embassy function, if you feel up to it. There will be people there who know Tedric quite well, though. You’ll have to be ready to recognize them.”

“Can you recognize them?” Joe asked.

“Well, yes,” Veronica said. “Of course. But—”

“Then I’m ready,” he said with a grin.

“We’ve ordered a surveillance van,” Admiral Forrest said to her. “You’ll have the seat of honor at the main mike. Joe will wear an earphone and a microphone so the communication can go both ways. He’ll hear you and you’ll hear him. And we’ll have miniature video cameras set up, so you’ll be able to see both Joe and from Joe’s point of view.”

They stopped outside the royal suite, waiting while West went inside to make a quick security sweep. “All clear,” he said, coming back out. The entire group moved into the room.

Admiral Forrest clasped Joe’s hand again. “Good job, son.” He nodded at Veronica. “You, too, missy.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to make some status reports.” As Mac turned to leave, he shook his finger at Joe. “No more unauthorized field trips down the outside of the building,” he admonished. “No more games.” He turned to the other SEALs, Blue, Cowboy and Harvard, who were standing by the door with the FInCOM agents. “You’re on the same side as security now,” he said to them. “You make sure Lieutenant Catalanotto stays secure. Have I made myself clear?”

“I gave them liberty tonight, Admiral,” Joe interjected. “I figured—”

“You figured wrong,” Forrest said. “As of thirty minutes ago, this operation has started.”

Cowboy clearly wasn’t happy about that.

The admiral opened the door to the hallway. “As a matter of fact, I need to see this security team in the corridor, pronto.”

“But, sir—” Cowboy started.

“That was an order, Ensign,” Forrest barked.

Still, the three SEALs didn’t move until Joe gave them an almost-imperceptible nod.

The door closed behind them and the room was suddenly silent.

“What was that about?” Veronica asked Joe, suddenly aware of how close they were standing, of how delicious he smelled, of how he managed to make even that ridiculous white jacket look good.

He gave her one of his familiar sheepish smiles as he sat on the arm of the sofa. “I think Mac’s realized that Diosdado could get lucky and take me out,” he said. “He doesn’t want to lose the commanding officer of the Alpha Squad.”

“He doesn’t want to lose a friend,” Veronica corrected him.

“He’s not going to,” Joe said. “I have no intention of dying.” It was a fact. His quiet statement combined with the certainty in his eyes and on his face convinced Veronica that it was, indeed, a fact. He looked hard and invincible, and quite possibly immortal.

But he wasn’t immortal. He was human. He was flesh and blood, and starting tomorrow morning, he was going to be a target. When he stepped out the hotel door dressed as Prince Tedric, there could be an assassin’s gun trained on him.

By tomorrow at this time, Joe could very well have been shot. He could be seriously injured. Or worse. He could be dead.

Permanently dead.

Joe might be able to disregard the danger, but Veronica couldn’t. He was going to be out in public with a security team that wasn’t up to par. Sure, the odds were better now that the three SEALs from the Alpha Squad had joined FInCOM’s team, but there were no guarantees.

Veronica was going to be safely tucked away in some surveillance vehicle where, if the terrorists did get through the security force, she’d have a front-row seat to watch Joe die.

He was sitting there watching her, and she was struck by his casual bravery, his unassuming heroism. He was doing this for Admiral Forrest, for the admiral’s dead son, and for all of the other U.S. sailors who’d been killed at Diosdado’s hands. And for all the people, sailors and civilians, who would be hurt or killed by the terrorists if they were not stopped here and now.

Yes, there was a chance that he might die. But in Joe’s eyes, it was obviously a risk worth taking if it meant they’d catch these killers. But what a tremendous risk, an incredible sacrifice. He’d be risking his life, his precious, irreplaceable life. It was the most he could possibly give. And to Joe, it was also the least he could do.

“Has anyone bothered to thank you for what you’re doing?” Veronica asked, her throat feeling unnaturally tight as she gazed into Joe’s eyes.

He shrugged, a loose casual move, echoed in his easygoing smile. “If it all works out, I’ll probably get the Ustanzian Medal of Honor.” He glanced down at the rows of Prince Tedric’s medals on his chest and made a face. “Considering Ted’s got four, I’m not sure I want one,” he added. “Even if I can talk ’em out of giving me one, there’ll be some kind of ceremony, and I’ll have to smile for the cameras and shake Ted’s sweaty hand.”

“And if it doesn’t work out…?” Her voice trembled.

He shrugged and his smile became a grin. “Then I won’t have to shake Ted’s hand, right?”

“Joe.”

He stood up. “Ronnie,” he said, mimicking her intensity. “Lighten up, all right?”

But she couldn’t. How could she lighten up when tomorrow he might very well be dead? Veronica glanced around the room, aware once again that they were alone. They were alone, and she might never have another chance to hold him in her arms.

Despite her resolve to stay away from Joe, Veronica stepped toward him, closing the gap between them, slipping her arms around his waist and holding him tightly, resting her head against his shoulder.

He was shocked. She’d seen the surprise in his eyes. She still felt it in the stiffness and tension in his entire body. Never in a million years had he expected her to put her arms around him.

As she started to pull back, she lifted her head and she could see a vulnerability deep in his eyes, a flash of almost childlike wonder. But it was gone so quickly, she was left wondering if she hadn’t imagined it.

He almost didn’t react. Almost didn’t. But before she pulled away, he encircled her with his arms, holding her gently but quite firmly in place. He sighed very softly as he allowed his body to relax against hers.

Joe couldn’t make himself release her. Veronica was in his arms, and he was damned if he was going to let her go. She fit next to him so perfectly, they might have been made for each other. She was soft in all the right places, and firm in all the others. Holding her like this was heaven.

Veronica stared up at him, her ocean blue eyes wide.

There were few things he wanted right this moment as much as he wanted to kiss her. He wanted to plunder her soft, sweet mouth with his tongue. To kiss her deeply, savagely, until she clung to him, dizzy from desire. He wanted to sweep her into his arms and carry her into the bedroom, where he’d undress her with his teeth and kiss every inch of her smooth, supple body before driving himself into her sweet, welcoming warmth.

He felt nearly delirious just thinking about it—the sheer bliss. And it would start with one small kiss…

He slowly lowered his head to kiss her.

Veronica gazed up into his eyes, transfixed, lips slightly parted.

He was a fraction of a second from paradise, and…she turned her head.

Joe’s mouth landed on her cheek as she quickly pulled free of his arms.

Frustration made every muscle in his body tighten. Damn it. What had just happened here? Hell, she’d made the first move. She was the one who’d put her arms around him. And then…

“Veronica,” he said, reaching for her.

But she stepped away from him, out of reach, as the door opened and the FInCOM agents and SEALs came back inside.

“I gotta run, Cat,” Admiral Forrest called out, waving briefly through the open door. “We’ll talk tomorrow. Be good.”

“Well,” Veronica said, her voice intentionally light as she collected her briefcase. “I’ll see you in the morning, Lieutenant.”

That was it? She was going to not kiss him and then just walk away?

She wouldn’t meet his eyes as she made a beeline for the door, and short of running after her and tackling her, there was little that Joe could do to stop her.

“Thanks again,” Veronica added, and she was out the door.

“Walk her to her room,” Joe ordered West, suddenly afraid for her, walking alone in the hotel corridor, even the short distance to her own room.

The man nodded and followed Veronica, closing the door behind him.

“Thanks again?” Cowboy echoed her departing words. He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively at Joe. “Something happen in here we should know about?”

Joe shot him one long look. “Stop,” he said.

Cowboy started to say something else, but wisely kept his mouth shut.

Thanks again.

Veronica’s words echoed in Joe’s head. Thanks again.

She had been thanking him. Of course. When she had put her arms around him, she wasn’t giving in to the attraction that simmered between them. No way. She was thanking him. She was being the generous aristocrat thanking the lowly servant. Damn, he was such a fool.

Joe had to sit down.

“Everything all right, Cat?” Blue asked softly in his gentle Southern accent.

Joe stood again and headed for the bedroom. “Fine,” he answered shortly, keeping his head turned away so his friend wouldn’t see the hurt he knew was showing in his eyes.







Chapter Twelve

When the embassy party started at nine—twenty-one-hundred hours according to Joe—Veronica was feeling an old pro at handling the equipment in the surveillance van.

She wore a lightweight wireless headset with an attached microphone positioned directly under her lips. Joe could hear every word she spoke through a miniature receiver hidden in his right ear. And Veronica could hear him quite clearly, too. His wireless mike was disguised as a pin he wore in the lapel of his jacket.

She could see Joe, too, on a TV screen built into the side panel of the van. Another screen showed a different angle—Joe’s point of view. Both views were courtesy of miniaturized video cameras discreetly held by several FInCOM agents. So far, Veronica hadn’t had much use for the TV screen that showed the world from Joe’s eyes. It would come in handy tonight, though.

The three SEALs from Alpha Squad were also wearing microphones and earphones patched into the same frequency that Veronica and Joe were using. It was easy to tell Blue’s, Cowboy’s and Harvard’s voices apart, and of course, she would recognize Joe’s voice anywhere.

More often than not, the SEALs used some kind of abbreviated lingo, using phrases like “LZ” and “recon” and “sneak and peek.” They talked about the “T’s” or “tangos,” which Veronica knew to mean terrorists. But for every word she recognized, they used four others whose meanings were mysterious. It was like listening to another language.

Throughout the day, Veronica had reminded Joe when to bow and when to wave, when to ignore the news cameras, and when to look directly into their lenses and smile. She’d warned him when his smile became a bit too broad—too Joe-like—and he’d adjusted instantly in order to seem more like the real prince.

The high-tech equipment made the process infinitely easier than any other job she’d ever done.

What she was never going to get used to, however, was the slightly sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as she watched Joe on the video cameras and wondered when the assassins were going to strike.

“Okay,” came the word from Kevin Laughton, who was also in the surveillance van. “The limo is approaching the embassy.”

“Got it,” West said over the van’s speakers. “I see them coming up the drive.” FInCOM was using a different frequency for their radio communication. Joe’s earphone had been modified to maintain a direct link with them, too. If someone—SEAL or Fink—so much as breathed a warning, he wanted to hear it.

“Check, check,” Veronica heard Joe say into his mike. “Am I on?”

“We’re reading you,” Laughton said. “Do you copy?”

“Gotcha,” Joe said. “Ronnie, you with me?”

“I’m here,” Veronica said, purposely keeping her voice low and calm. Her heart was beating a mile a minute at the thought of Joe walking into the Ustanzian Embassy and actually relying on her for the information he needed to pull off his masquerade as Prince Tedric. And if she was on edge, he must be incredibly nervous. He not only had to think about successfully portraying Tedric, but he also had to worry about not getting killed.

“Cameras are on,” a FInCOM agent’s voice reported. “Surveillance van, do you have picture?”

“Roger that, FInCOM,” Veronica said, and Joe laughed, just as she’d known he would.

“What, are you getting into this?” he asked her.

“Absolutely,” she said smoothly. “I don’t know the last time I’ve so looked forward to an embassy party. I get to sit out here in comfort instead of tippy-toeing around all those dignitaries and celebrities, eating overcooked hors d’oeuvres and smiling until my face hurts.”

Joe leaned across the limousine, closer to the camera. “Overcooked hors d’oeuvres?” he said, making a face. “That’s what I have to look forward to here?”

“Ready to open the limo doors,” West’s voice announced. “Everyone in position?”

“Joe, be careful,” Veronica murmured quickly.

He touched his ear briefly, giving her the signal that he heard her. She saw something flicker in his eyes before he looked away from the video camera.

What was he thinking? Was he thinking of last night, of the way he’d almost kissed her? He would have kissed her again, and she probably would have kissed him, too, if she hadn’t heard the hotel-room door start to open.

Probably? Definitely—despite her better judgment. She should be grateful they had been interrupted when they were. She knew she was grateful that she’d heard the sound of the doorknob turning. How awful would it have been to have three FInCOM agents, three SEALs and one navy admiral open the door to find her locked in Joe’s embrace.

Joe had been oddly distant this morning—no doubt a direct result of her rapid flight from his hotel room last night. Veronica felt guilty about running away. But if she’d stayed, and if he’d pursued her, she would have ended up in his arms again. And, quite probably, she would have ended up in his bed.

She had thought maybe a little time and a little distance would take the edge off the attraction she felt for this man. But when she had walked out of her room this morning, Joe had been dressed in one of Tedric’s least flashy dark suits and was already waiting with the FInCOM agents in the corridor. She’d looked at him, their eyes had met, and that attraction had sparked again.

No, time and distance had done nothing. She’d wanted to kiss Joe as much this morning as she had wanted to kiss him last night. Maybe even more so.

The security team had led him down the hallway to the elevators and she’d followed a step or two behind. Once downstairs, they’d gone immediately to work.

Admiral Forrest had explained the array of equipment in the van, and Joe had stared unsmiling into the cameras as the screens and relays were checked and double-checked. She’d talked to him over her headset, and although his replies had started out terse and to the point, over the course of the long day, he’d warmed up to his usual self, with his usual sardonic humor.

“Doors are opening,” West announced now, and the pictures on the TV screens jumped as the agents holding the cameras scrambled out of the limo.

The paparazzi’s flashbulbs went off crazily as Joe stepped out of the long white car, and Veronica held her breath. If someone was going to shoot him, it would happen now, as he was walking from the car to the embassy. Inside the building, security was very tight. He would still be in some danger, but not half as much as out here in the open.

The FInCOM agents surrounded him and hustled him inside, one of them roughly pushing Joe’s head down, out of target range.

“Well, that was fun,” Veronica heard Joe say as the embassy doors closed behind them. “Warn me next time you decide to put me in a half nelson, would you, guys?”

“We’re inside,” West’s voice said.

On Veronica’s video screen, the Ustanzian ambassador approached Joe, followed by an entourage of guests and celebrities. Joe instantly snapped into character, shoulders back, expression haughty.

“Henri Freder, Ustanzian ambassador to the United States,” Veronica told Joe. “He knows who you are. He was at the meeting last night, and he’s available to help you.”

“Your Highness.” Freder gave Joe a sweeping bow. “It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to the Ustanzian Embassy.”

Joe nodded in return, just a very slight inclination of his head. Veronica smiled. Joe had Tedric’s royal attitude down cold.

“The man to Freder’s left is Marshall Owen,” Veronica said to Joe, calling up additional background on Owen on the computer. “Owen’s a businessman from…Atlanta, Georgia, who owns quite a bit of real estate in Europe, Ustanzia included. He’s a friend of your father’s. You’ve only met him three or four times—once in Paris. You played racketball. You won, but he probably threw the game. Shake his hand and address him as ‘Mr. Owen’—Daddy owes him quite a bit of money.”

On-screen, Joe shook Marshall Owen’s hand. “Mr. Owen,” he said in Tedric’s unmistakable accent. “A pleasure to see you again, sir. Will you be in town long? Perhaps you can come to the hotel for a visit? There are racketball courts next to the weight room, I believe.”

“Excellent,” Veronica murmured.

With this equipment and Joe’s ability to mimic, it was going to be—what was that expression of Joe’s?—a piece of cake.



Joe sat on the couch in the royal suite, drinking beer from the bottle and trying to depressurize.

There was a soft knock on the hotel-room door, and West moved to answer it, opening it only slightly. The FInCOM agent opened it wider and Veronica slipped inside.

She smiled when she saw Joe. “You were great today.”

He felt his face relaxing as he smiled back at her. “You weren’t so shabby yourself.” He started to stand, but she waved him back into his seat. “Want a beer? Or something to eat? We could order up…?”

Jesus, Mary and Joseph, could he sound any more eager for her company?

She shook her head, still smiling at him. “No, thank you,” she said. “I really just wanted to stop in and tell you what a good job you did.”

Joe had tried to keep his distance all day long. He’d tried to act cool and disinterested. Tried. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, after last night, after he realized Veronica had only put her arms around him as a gesture of thanks, he should have had no problem staying away from her. He should have known better. Even after she’d apologized for her angry outburst, for calling him stupid and ignorant, he should have known that just because she’d apologized for saying those things, it didn’t mean that she didn’t think they were true.

Veronica had told him that she wanted to be friends—yeah, probably the way she would befriend a stray dog.

But all day long, he’d found himself playing to the hidden video cameras, knowing she was watching him, enjoying the sound of her voice speaking so intimately into his ear.

It didn’t matter that they were dozens, sometimes even hundreds of yards apart. Veronica was his main link to the surveillance van. Hers was the voice Joe heard most often over his miniaturized earphone. He had to depend on her and trust her implicitly when she gave him information and instructions. Whether she knew it or not, their relationship had become an intimate one.

And Joe suspected that she knew it.

He was staring at her again, he realized. Her eyes were so blue and wide as she gazed back at him.

He looked away first. Who was he kidding? What was he trying to do? Weren’t two rejections enough? What did he want, three for three?

“It’s getting late,” he said gruffly, wanting her either in his arms or gone.

“Well,” she said, clearly flustered. “I’m sorry. I’m…” She shook her head and fished for a moment in her briefcase. “Here is tomorrow’s schedule,” she added, handing him a sheet of paper. “Good night, then.” She moved gracefully toward the door.

“Saint Mary’s,” Joe said aloud, his eyes catching the name halfway down the schedule.

Veronica stopped and turned back toward him. “Yes, that’s right,” she said. “I meant to ask you to wear something…special.”

“What? My giant chicken suit?”

She laughed. “Not exactly what I had in mind.”

“Then maybe you should be more specific.”

“Blue jacket, red sash, black pants,” Veronica instructed. “I think of it as Tedric’s Prince Charming outfit. Didn’t you get fitted for something like that?”

“I did and I’ll wear it tomorrow.” Joe bowed. “Your wish is my command.”







Chapter Thirteen

Veronica rode to Saint Mary’s in the limousine with Joe.

He was wearing the Prince Charming-like suit she’d asked him to wear, and he looked almost ridiculously handsome.

“This is going to be a difficult one,” she said, doing some last-minute work on her laptop computer.

“Are you kidding?” Joe said. “No media, no fanfare—how hard could it be?”

“I’m going in with you this time,” Veronica said, as if she hadn’t heard him.

“Oh, no, you’re not,” he countered. “I don’t want you within ten feet of me.”

She looked up from her computer screen. “There’s no danger,” she said. “Saint Mary’s wasn’t on the schedule we released to the press.”

“There’s always danger,” Joe insisted. “There’s always a possibility that we’re being followed.”

Veronica looked out the rear window. Three other limos, plus the surveillance van, were trailing behind them. “Goodness gracious,” she said in mock surprise. “You’re right! We’re being followed by three very suspicious-looking limousines and—”

“Knock off the comedy routine, St. John,” Joe muttered. “You’re not going in there, and that’s final.”

“You don’t want me to get hurt.” Veronica closed her computer and slid it back into its carrying case. “That’s so sweet.”

“That’s me,” Joe said. “Prince Sweetie-Pie.”

“But I need to go in.”

“Ronnie—”

“Saint Mary’s is a hospice, Joe,” Veronica said quietly. “For children with cancer.”

Joe was silent.

“There’s a little girl named Cindy Kaye who is staying at Saint Mary’s,” she continued, her voice low and even. “She wrote a letter to Tedric, asking him to stop and visit her during his tour of the United States. She’d like to meet a real prince before—well—before she dies.” She cleared her throat. “Cindy has an inoperable brain tumor. She’s been writing to Tedric for months—not that he bothers to read the letters. But I’ve read them. Every single one. She’s incredibly bright and charming. And she’s going to die in a matter of weeks.”

Joe made a low, pain-filled sound. He rubbed his forehead with one hand, shielding his eyes from her view.

“I spoke to her mother on the phone this morning,” Veronica said. “Apparently Cindy’s taken a turn for the worse. She’s been practicing her curtsy for months, but as of last night, she’s…” She cleared her throat again. “The tumor’s affecting more and more of her motor functions, and she’s now unable to get out of bed.”

Joe swore, long and loud, as the limo pulled up outside the hospice.

It was a clean, white building, with lots of windows, and beautiful flowers growing in the neatly tended gardens outside. There was a statue of the Madonna, also gleaming white, in among the flowers. It was lovely to look at, so peaceful and serene. But inside…Inside were children, all dying of cancer.

“What am I supposed to say to a kid who’s dying?” Joe asked, his voice hoarse.

“I don’t know,” Veronica admitted. “I’ll come with you—”

“No way.” Joe shook his head.

“Joe—”

“I said, no. I’m not risking your life, goddammit!”

Veronica put her hand on his arm and waited until he looked up at her. “Some things are worth the risk.”



Cindy Kaye was tiny, so skinny and frail. She looked more like a malnourished six-year-old than the ten-year-old Veronica knew her to be. Her long brown hair was clean and she wore a pink ribbon in it. She was lying on top of her bedspread, wearing a frilly pink dress with lots of flounces and lace. Her legs, covered in white tights, looked like two slender sticks. She wore white ballet slippers on her narrow feet.

The little girl’s brown eyes filled with tears, tears that spilled down her cheeks, as Joe came into the room and gave her his most royal of bows.

“Milady,” he said in Tedric’s unmistakable accent. He approached Cindy and the vast array of tubes and IVs and medical equipment that surrounded her without the slightest hesitation. He sat on the edge of Cindy’s bed and lifted her skeletal hand to his lips. “It is a great honor to meet you at last. Your letters have brought great joy and sunshine to my life.”

“I wanted to curtsy for you,” Cindy said. Her voice was trembling, her speech slurred.

“When my sister, the Princess Wila, was twelve,” Joe said, leaning forward as if he were sharing a secret with her, “she injured her back and neck in a skiing accident, and was confined to her bed, much the way you are now. Our great-aunt, the Duchess of Milan, taught her the proper social etiquette for such a situation. The duchess taught her the ‘eyelid curtsy.’”

Cindy waited silently for him to continue.

“Close your eyes,” Joe commanded the little girl, “count to three, then open them.”

Cindy did just that.

“Excellent,” Joe said. “You must have royal blood in your veins to be able to do the eyelid curtsy so elegantly your very first time.”

Cindy shook her head, the corners of her mouth finally curving upward.

“No royal blood? I don’t believe it,” Joe said, smiling back at her. “Your dress is very beautiful, Cindy.”

“I picked it out just for you,” she said.

Joe had to lean close to understand. He looked up to meet the eyes of the woman seated beside the bed—Cindy’s mother. She gave him such a sweet, sorrowful, thankful smile, he had to look away. Her daughter, her precious, beautiful daughter, was dying. Joe had always believed he was a strong man, but he wasn’t sure he would have the strength to sit by the bedside of his own dying child, day after day, hiding all his frustration and helplessness and deep, burning anger, offering only comforting smiles and peaceful, quiet, reassuring love.

He felt some of that frustration and rage form a tornado inside him, making his stomach churn. Somehow, he kept smiling. “I’m honored,” he said to Cindy.

“Do you speak Ustanzian?” Cindy asked.

Joe shook his head. “In Ustanzia we speak French,” he said.

“Je parle un peu français,” Cindy said, her words almost unrecognizable.

Oh, God, thought Veronica. Now what?

“Très bien,” Joe said smoothly. “Very good.”

Veronica relaxed. Joe knew a bit of French, too. Thank goodness. That might have been a real disaster. Imagine the child’s disappointment to find that her prince was an imposter…

“I would love to see your country,” Cindy said, in her stilted schoolgirl French.

Oh, dear. Veronica stood. “Cindy, I’m sure Prince Tedric would love for you to see his country, too, but he should really practice his English, now that he’s visiting America.”

Joe looked up at her. “It’s all right,” he murmured, then turned back to Cindy. “I know a way you can see my country,” Joe replied in perfect French. His accent was impeccable—he spoke like a native Parisian. “Close your eyes, and I will tell you all about my beautiful Ustanzia, and you will see it as if you are there.”

Veronica’s mouth was hanging open. Joe spoke French? Joe spoke French? She pulled her mouth shut and listened in silence as he described Ustanzia’s mountains and valleys and plains in almost poetic language—both in French and English, as he translated the too-difficult words for the little girl.

“It sounds wonderful,” Cindy said with a sigh.

“It is,” Joe replied. He smiled again. “Do you know some people in my country also speak Russian?” He then repeated his question in flawless Russian.

Veronica had to sit down. Russian? What other languages did he speak? Or maybe she should wonder what languages didn’t he speak…

“Do you speak Russian?” Joe asked the little girl.

She shook her head.

“Say ‘da,’” Joe said.

“Da,” she said.

“That’s Russian for ‘yes,’” he told her, and smiled—a big, wide, warm Joe smile, not one of Tedric’s pinched smiles. “Now you speak Russian.”

“Da,” she said again, with a brilliant smile in return.

A FInCOM agent appeared in the doorway. When Joe looked up, the man touched his watch.

“I have to go now,” Joe said. “I’m sorry I can’t stay longer.”

“That’s okay,” Cindy said, but once again her eyes filled with tears.

Joe felt his heart clench. He’d been there, visiting Cindy, for only thirty minutes. When they’d set up the schedule for the tour, McKinley had wanted to allot only five minutes for Saint Mary’s, but Veronica had been adamant that they take a full half hour. But now, even a half hour didn’t seem long enough.

“I’m so glad I got to meet you,” Joe said, leaning forward to kiss her on the forehead as he stood.

“Your Highness…?”

“Yes, milady?”

“I heard on the news that there are lots of kids hungry in Ustanzia right now,” Cindy said, laboring over the words.

Joe nodded seriously. “Yes,” he said. “That news report was right. My family is trying to fix that.”

“I don’t like it when kids are hungry,” she said.

“I don’t either,” Joe said, his voice husky. The tornado inside him was growing again. How could this child think of others’ troubles and pain, when her own pain was so great?

“Why don’t you share your food with them?” Cindy said.

“It’s not always that easy,” Joe said. But she already knew that. Surely she, of all people, knew that.

“It should be,” she said.

He nodded. “You’re right. It should be.”

She closed her eyes briefly—an eyelid curtsy.

Joe bowed. What could he say now? Stay well? That would be little more than a cruel joke. I’ll see you soon? An untruth. Both he and the child knew they would never meet again. His rage and frustration swelled up into his throat, making it difficult to speak. “Goodbye, Cindy,” he managed to say, then moved toward the door.

“I love you, Prince,” Cindy said.

Joe stopped, and turned back to her, fighting hard to smile. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll treasure this day, Cindy—always—and carry you forever in my heart.”

The little girl smiled, made happy by such a small thing, such a small pleasure.

Somehow Joe kept the smile on his face until he was outside the room. Somehow he managed to walk down the hall without putting his fist through a wall. Somehow he managed to keep walking—until the burning rage in his stomach and throat and behind his eyes grew too intense, and his feet wouldn’t carry him another step forward.

He turned toward the wall—the same wall he hadn’t put his fist through—and leaned his arms against it, burying his face in the crook of his elbow, hoping, praying that the pain that was burning him would soon let up.

But why should it? The pain Cindy was in wasn’t going to let up. She was going to die, probably in a matter of days. The injustice of it all was like a knee to his groin. Bile filled his mouth and he wanted to shake his fist at the sky and curse the God who could let this happen.

“Joe.”

Ronnie was there, then. Leading him down the hall, she pulled him into the semiprivacy of a tiny chapel. Warm and soft, she put her arms around him and held him tightly.

“Oh, God,” he said, fighting the hot rush of tears to his eyes. “Oh, God!”

“I know,” she said. “I know. But you were so good. You made her smile. You made her happy.”

Joe pulled back to look at Veronica. Light filtered in through the stained-glass windows, glowing red and blue and gold on the tile floor. “I’m not even a real prince,” he said harshly. “It was all just a lie.”

Veronica shook her head. “Tedric would’ve disappointed her horribly,” she said. “You’ve given her something good to dream about.”

Joe laughed, but it came out sounding more like a sob. He stared up at the crucifix on the wall behind the altar. “Yeah, but for how long?”

“For as long as she needs good dreams,” Veronica said quietly.

Joe felt his eyes fill with tears again. He tried to blink them back, but one or two escaped, rolling down his face. He was crying. God, he hadn’t cried since he was fifteen years old. Embarrassed, he wiped at his face with the back of one hand. “This is why you insisted that Saint Mary’s stay on the schedule,” he said gruffly. “You’re really the one responsible for making that little girl happy.”

“I think it was teamwork,” Veronica said, smiling at him through her own tears.

He’d never seen her look more beautiful. Nearly everything she’d done up to this point, he realized, she’d done for the sake of one little dying girl. Sure, she wanted to help catch the terrorists. And she wanted to help her friend, the princess of Ustanzia. But what really had driven her to make sure Joe could pass as Prince Tedric, was the little sick kid back in that bed.

He knew that as sure as he knew his heart was beating.

The noose around Joe’s chest drew so tight, for one heart-stopping moment he was sure he’d never be able to breathe again. But then something snapped—not the noose, but something in his head—and a little voice said, “You’re in love with this woman, you flaming idiot,” and he knew it was true.

She was wonderful. And he was crazy in love with her.

Her smile faded and there was only warmth in her eyes, warmth and that ever-present flame of desire. She moved back into his arms, and lifted her mouth to his and…

God, he was kissing her. He was actually kissing her.

He took her lips hungrily, pulling her lithe body closer to him. He wanted to inhale her, devour her, become one with her. He kissed her again and again, his tongue sweeping fiercely past any pretense of civility, as he savagely claimed her mouth.

He could feel her arms around his neck, feel her pressing herself even tighter against him as she kissed him with equal abandon.

It was so right. It was so utterly, perfectly right. This woman, his arms around her, their two hearts beating—pounding—in unison. Two souls intertwined. Two minds so different, yet alike.

Joe knew with sudden frightening clarity what he’d been fighting and denying to himself for days now.

He wanted.

Ronnie St. John.

Permanently.

As in “till death do us part.”

He wanted to make love to her, to possess her, to own her heart as completely as she owned his. He wanted to see her eyes widen in pleasure, hear her cry his name as he filled her, totally, absolutely, in a perfect act of total and binding love.

For the first time in his life, Joe understood the concept of happily ever after. It was a promise he’d never allowed himself before, an impossible rank he’d never thought to achieve.

But it was right there, staring him in the face whenever Veronica walked into the room. It was in the way she stood, the way she tilted her head very slightly as she listened to him talk, the way she tried so ineffectually to tuck her wild curls back up into her bun, the way her blue eyes danced as she laughed. And it was in the way she was kissing him, as if she, too, wanted to wrap her gorgeous mile-long legs around his waist and feel him inside her forever and ever and ever and ever.

But then, as suddenly as the kiss had started, it stopped.

Veronica pulled away, as if she suddenly realized that they were standing in the middle of the hospice chapel, surrounded by stained glass and soothing dark wood and candles, with a FInCOM agent watching them from the doorway. A nun knelt quietly before the altar. They’d been standing there, kissing, in front of a nun, for crying out loud…

Veronica’s cheeks flushed pink as Joe looked into her eyes, trying to see what she was thinking. Was this just another “mistake”? Or was this simply a more emotional thank-you? Or was it more than that? Please, God, he wanted it to be more. He wanted it to mean she was feeling all of the things that he felt. But they weren’t alone, and he couldn’t ask. He couldn’t even speak. All he could do was hope.

She looked away from him, the expression in her eyes unreadable as she murmured an apology.

An apology. Mistakes and accidents required apologies.

Joe’s heart sank as the FInCOM agents quickly led them both back to the waiting limos. And when Kevin Laughton hustled Veronica into a different limousine and she didn’t even glance in Joe’s direction before getting inside, his heart shattered.

He had his answer. That kiss had been another mistake.



Joe was quiet on the charter flight to Boston. Even his friends from the Alpha Squad knew enough to stay away from him.

Veronica slipped into the seat next to his, and he glanced up, his eyes wary.

“Are you all right?” she asked quietly.

He smiled tightly. “Why wouldn’t I be all right?”

Veronica wasn’t sure how to answer that question. Because you just spent time with a dying child. Because you talked to her and you didn’t try to pretend that she had a future, that she wasn’t dying. Because it hurts like hell to know that there’s nothing you or anyone else can do for that little girl, except make her smile a few more times…

And because you kissed me as if your world were crumbling beneath your very feet, and when I pulled away, you looked at me as if I were ripping the heart from your chest…

Joe shook his head. “You know, that’s the problem when big, mean guys like me show we actually have a soul,” he complained. “Everyone gets all worried, like, he lost it once, now he’s gonna burst into tears every time someone says ‘Boo.’ Well, forget about it. I’m fine.”

Veronica nodded, not daring to comment, certainly not daring to mention the kiss. Not yet. They sat for a moment in silence, and then she turned back to look at him. “I had no idea you spoke French,” she said, tackling a much safer subject, hoping he’d be the one to bring up the topic of the kiss they’d shared. “And Russian?”

Joe shrugged. “I’m a language specialist,” he said, shortly. “It’s no big deal.”

“How many languages do you speak?”

“Eight,” he said.

“Eight,” Veronica repeated. The way he said it, it was nothing. She spoke English and French and a very small bit of Spanish, and that hadn’t been nothing. In fact, it had been a great deal of work.

“Someone in the team has to be able to communicate with the locals,” he said, as if that explained everything. His SEAL Team needed him to speak eight different languages, so he’d learned eight different languages.

“What else do you specialize in?” she asked.

Joe shrugged. “The usual SEAL tricks.”

“Balancing beach balls on your nose and barking like a dog?”

He finally smiled. “Not quite,” he said.

“I assume some kind of swimming is involved,” Veronica said. “Or else you wouldn’t be called SEALs.”

“Yeah, swimming,” he said. “And scuba diving. Skydiving. Parasailing.” He started ticking the list off on his fingers. “Explosives, underwater and on land. Weapons and other high-tech war toys. Martial arts and some less conventional hand-to-hand techniques. Computers. Locks. Alarm systems. And so on.”

“Admiral Forrest said you were a sharpshooter,” Veronica said. “An expert marksman.”

“Everyone in SEAL Team Ten is,” he replied, shrugging it off.

“Besides languages, what else do you specialize in?” Veronica asked.

He gazed at her for several long seconds. “I know a little more than the other guys when it comes to the high-tech war toys,” he finally said. “I’m also a classified expert in jungle, desert and arctic survival. You know about the languages and my…ability to mimic. Comes in handy at times. I can fly any type of aircraft, from a chopper to a Stealth.” He smiled, but it lacked the wattage of his usual grins. “Hell, I could probably handle the space shuttle if I had to. And I’m an expert mechanic. I could fix it if it breaks. There’s some other stuff that you don’t want to know, and some that I can’t tell you.”

Veronica nodded slowly. Admiral Forrest had told her much of this before, but she hadn’t believed it. She probably still wouldn’t believe it if she hadn’t heard Joe speaking perfect French. He could do all those incredible things, superhuman things, and yet it was his humanity—his compassion and kindness for a dying child—that had moved her the most. Moved her profoundly.

She looked down at her hands, folded nervously in her lap. “Joe, about this morning,” she started to say.

“It’s okay, Ronnie. You can forget about it,” he interrupted, knowing that she was talking about their kiss. His eyes were guarded as he glanced at her again. He looked away, out the window of the jet. “It was…something we both needed right then. But, it…didn’t mean anything, and I know you’re not going to let it happen again. No more mistakes, right? So we don’t need to talk about it. In fact, I’d rather not talk about it.”

“But…”

“Please,” he said, turning to look at her again.

It didn’t mean anything. His words suddenly penetrated, and Veronica stared at him, her mouth slightly open. She closed her mouth, and looked back down at her hands.

She sat there in silence, afraid to move, afraid to breathe, afraid to think, because she was afraid of what she’d feel.

It didn’t mean anything.

That kiss had been more than a kiss. It had been an exchange of emotions, a joining of souls. It had been filled with feelings she didn’t want to feel, powerful feelings for a man who scared her more than she wanted to admit. A man who specialized in making war. A man who risked his life as a matter of course. A man she’d tried to keep her distance from. Tried and failed.

She’d kissed him. In public. And he thought it didn’t mean anything?

The seat-belt light flashed on, and the pilot’s voice came over the loudspeaker.

“We’re approaching Boston. Please return to your seats.”

Joe stared out the window as if he’d never seen Boston before, as if the aerial view was infinitely more interesting than anything he could see inside the jet.

Veronica forced her voice to sound even and controlled. “We’ll be arriving in Boston in a few minutes,” she said. Joe lifted his head in acknowledgment, but still didn’t look in her direction. “From the airport, it’s only about a fifteen-minute drive downtown to the hotel where the charity luncheon is being held. Your speech will be on a TelePrompTer. It’ll be brief and all you’ll have to do is read it.

“This evening, there’s a private party on Beacon Hill,” she said, wishing she felt as cool and detached as she sounded. Wishing she didn’t feel like crying. It didn’t mean anything. “The host and hostess are friends of Wila’s. And mine. So I won’t be in the surveillance van tonight.”

He turned and frowned at her, his dark eyes piercing. “What? Why not?”

“Ambassador Freder will be in the van,” Veronica said, purposely not meeting the intensity of Joe’s gaze. “I’ll be attending my friends’ party. There’ll be virtually no risk for you. Consider this another one of Tedric’s obligations that couldn’t be gotten out of.”

She could feel him watching her, giving her a long, measuring look. “There’s never no risk,” he said. “I’d feel much better if you were in the van.”

“We won’t stay long,” she said, glancing up at him.

“Just long enough to get shot, maybe, huh?” Joe said. He forced a smile. “Relax, Ronnie, I was kidding.”

“I don’t think getting shot is ever funny,” Veronica said tightly.

“Sorry,” he said. God, she was strung as tight as he was. Probably the tension from worrying about his reaction to this morning’s kiss. No doubt the relief hadn’t set in yet.

Sitting next to her like this was torture. Joe jerked his thumb toward the window. “It’s been a while since I’ve been in New England,” he said. “Mind if I…?”

Veronica shook her head. “No, that’s…Go right ahead and…”

He’d already turned to look out the window.

She’d been dismissed.

Rather than stare at the back of Joe’s head, agonizing over his impersonal words, Veronica ignored the seat-belt sign and stood, moving toward the front of the plane where there were several empty seats.

It didn’t mean anything.

Maybe not to Joe, but that kiss had meant something to Veronica.

It meant she’d been a real fool.







Chapter Fourteen

Salustiano Vargas, the former right hand of the man known by most of the world only as Diosdado, stared at the telephone in his cheap motel room as it rang. It was hotter than hell in there and the air conditioner chugged away to no avail.

He had told no one, no one, where he would be staying. Still, he knew damn well who was on the other end of the line. There was nowhere he could run where Diosdado couldn’t find him.

He picked it up after the seventeenth ring, unable to stand it any longer. “Yes?”

Diosdado said only one word. “When?”

“Soon,” Vargas replied, closing his eyes. “You have my word.”

“Good.” The line was cut without a goodbye.

Vargas sat in the heat for several moments, not moving.

It truly was hotter than hell in this cheap room.

When he stood, it took him only a few minutes to pack up his things. He carried his suitcase to his rented car and headed across town—toward a fancy, expensive resort. He couldn’t afford to stay there, but he would put it on his credit card. He wanted luxury. He wanted clean sheets, a firm bed. He wanted room service and a view of a sparkling swimming pool with young girls lounging around it. He wanted the cool, sweet, fresh air of a fancy hotel room.

He didn’t want hell. He’d be there soon enough.



As the applause died down, Joe smiled in the direction of the TV news cameras. “Good afternoon,” he said. “It is an honor and a pleasure to be here today.”

Veronica couldn’t concentrate on his words. All her attention was on Blue and Cowboy and Harvard’s voices as they kept a constant lookout for danger.

This was the perfect setting for an assassination attempt. There were TV cameras here from every network, including cable news, and the event was political—a hundred-dollars-a-plate fund-raiser for a well-known senator’s reelection campaign.

But if the terrorists were going to try to shoot the prince—Joe—they hadn’t set up in any of the obvious vantage points. If they were here, they were in with the crowd, sitting in the rows of banquet tables.

FInCOM agents were everywhere. Veronica could see them on her video screens, their eyes sweeping the crowd, watchful for any sign of danger or trouble.

Please, Lord, protect Joe and keep him safe—

There was a sudden commotion at one of the tables in the back, and Veronica’s heart lodged in her throat.

She could hear the SEALs shouting and see the FInCOM agents running, all converging on one table, and one man.

“I have my rights!” the man was shouting as he was wrestled to the floor. “I’ve done nothing wrong! I’m a Vietnam veteran and I want to know—”

Noise erupted as people tried to get away from the commotion, and the FInCOM agents tried to get the man out of the room. And Joe…Joe was still standing at the podium, watching. Why didn’t he get down, out of harm’s way?

“Joe,” Veronica said into her microphone. “Take cover!”

But he didn’t move.

“Joe!” she said again. “Damn it, get down!”

He wasn’t listening. He was watching as the man was dragged toward the door.

“Wait,” he said sharply, his commanding voice echoing over the PA system, cutting through hubbub, through the sound of eight hundred voices all talking at once. “I said, wait!”

Blue froze. They all froze—the FInCOM agents and their prisoner, looking up toward Joe. A hush fell over the crowd.

“Is he armed?” Joe asked, more quietly now.

Blue shook his head. “No, sir.”

“I only wanted to ask a question, Your Highness,” the man called out, his voice ringing clearly across the room.

Veronica sat on the edge of her seat, watching. She could see the TV cameras catching every bit of the drama.

“He only wanted to ask a question,” Joe repeated mildly. He turned to Kevin Laughton, who now stood on the stage next to him. “Has it become illegal in this country to ask a question?”

“No, sir,” Laughton said. “But—”

Joe turned pointedly away from Laughton. “He would like to ask a question,” he said to the watching crowd, “and I would like to hear his question, if the rest of you don’t mind…?”

Someone started to clap, and after a brief smattering of applause, Joe bowed his head to the man.

“The question I wanted to ask you, Prince Tedric,” the man said in his clear voice, “and the question I want to ask all of you,” he added, addressing the entire crowd, “is how can you sit here in good conscience, spending so much money for one meal, when right next door a homeless shelter and soup kitchen for Vietnam veterans is about to be shut down from lack of funding?”

It was so quiet in the room, a pin could have been heard falling on the floor.

Joe didn’t answer at first. He let the question sit, filling the air, surrounding all the luncheon guests.

“What is your name?” Joe asked the man.

“Tony Pope, sir,” the man said. “Sergeant Tony Pope, U.S. Marines, retired.”

“You served in Vietnam, Sergeant?” Joe asked.

Pope nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Joe looked at Blue and the FInCOM agents who were still holding Pope’s arms. “I think you can release him,” he said. “I think we’ve determined he’s not out for blood.”

“Thank you, sir.” Pope straightened his jacket and tie.

He was a good-looking man, Veronica realized, with a neatly trimmed goatee and mustache. His suit was well-tailored, if rather worn and fraying in spots. He held himself proudly, standing tall, with his shoulders back and head high.

“Do you run this homeless shelter, Sergeant Pope?” Joe asked.

“Yes, sir,” Pope replied. “The Boylston Street Shelter. For ten years, sir.” His mouth tightened. “We’ve had some tough times, but never like this. The few grants we had left ran out, and it’ll be six months before we stand a chance of getting any additional funding. And now the city says we need to make repairs to the facility by the end of the month—Friday—or our site’s condemned. We barely have enough cash to feed our residents, let alone make the kind of repairs they’re demanding. To be bluntly honest, sir, the Vietnam vets that live at Boylston Street Shelter are getting screwed—again.”

“How many men use your facility?” Joe asked quietly.

“Daily we average around two hundred and fifty,” the man replied. “These are men who have nowhere else to go—no food, no place but the street to sleep.”

Joe was silent.

“Our yearly overhead cost is twenty thousand dollars,” Tony Pope said. He looked around the room. “That’s what two hundred of you are paying right now, for one single meal.”

“Is the Boylston Street Shelter serving lunch today?” Joe asked.

“Today and every day,” Pope said. “Until they nail our doors shut.”

“Do you mind if I come take a look?” Joe asked.

If Pope was surprised, he hid it well. “I’d be honored.”

“No way,” Veronica heard Kevin Laughton say vehemently. “Absolutely no way.”

“Joe, what are you doing?” she asked. “You can’t leave the building, it’s not safe.”

But Joe had already jumped down, off the stage, and was striding between the tables, toward Sgt. Tony Pope, U.S.M.C., retired.

As Veronica watched, Pope led Joe—surrounded by FInCOM agents and his three SEALs—out of the room. The TV news cameras and reporters scrambled after them.

The shelter was, quite literally, right next door to the hotel. Once inside, Pope gave Joe—and the camera crews—a tour of his modest facility, from the cafeteria to the kitchen. He pointed out the holes in the roof and the other parts of the building that needed repairs. He introduced Joe to many of the longtime residents and workers.

Joe addressed them by rank, even the grungiest, rag-clad winos, and spoke to them all with the utmost respect and courtesy.

And as Joe was leaving, he slipped the jeweled ring from his finger and handed it to Tony Pope. “Fix your roof,” he said.

Tears sprang to the older man’s eyes. “Your Highness,” he said. “You’ve already given us so much.” He gestured to the TV cameras. “The publicity alone is priceless.”

“You need some quick cash, and I have one ring too many,” Joe said. “The solution is so obvious. So simple.” He smiled into the TV news cameras. “Just like my friend Cindy says.”

“Oh, Joe, that ring’s not yours to give away,” Veronica breathed, knowing that she would pay for the ring herself, if she had to.



The final scene in the evening news report showed all of the men in the Boylston Street Shelter sharply saluting Prince Tedric as he left the building.

“Sergeant Tony Pope asks that contributions be sent directly to the Boylston Street Shelter,” the news anchor said, “at 994—”

The phone rang, and Veronica pushed the Mute button as she answered it.

“Did you see it?” It was Henri Freder, the Ustanzian ambassador. “Did you see the news? It’s not just a local story, it’s being run nationally, and by the cable network.”

“I saw it,” Veronica said.

“Gold,” Freder said. “Pure, solid gold.”

“I know that ring was valuable, sir,” Veronica started to say. “But—”

“Not the ring,” Freder enthused. “Prince Tedric’s image! Absolutely golden! He is America’s newest hero. Everyone loves him. We couldn’t have done it better if we’d tried. I’ve got to go, my other phone is ringing—”

Veronica stared at the disconnected telephone and slowly hung up the receiver. Everyone loved Prince Tedric—who was really a sailor named Joe, and not a real prince at all.

Or was he?

He was more of a prince than Tedric had ever been.

Now, because of Joe, everyone loved Prince Tedric. Except Veronica. She was falling in love with a prince named Joe.



Veronica had two hours to rest before the party. She lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling, trying not to let the words Joe had spoken on the plane echo in her mind.

The kiss they’d shared. It didn’t mean anything.

She was in love with a man who had told her, on more than one occasion, that the best she could hope for with him was a casual sexual relationship. He’d told her that the kisses they’d shared meant nothing to him.

He did desire her, though.

Veronica knew that from looking into his eyes. She knew it, too, from the way he’d kissed her in the chapel at Saint Mary’s. If they’d been alone, it wouldn’t have taken much for that one, single kiss to escalate into lovemaking.

But he didn’t love her.

So now what? Was she going to just sit around loving Joe from a distance until the terrorists were caught, until he went back to SEAL Team Ten’s temporary base in California? Or was she going to do something foolish, like make love to the man, stupidly hoping that the physical act would magically make him fall in love with her, too?

It would never happen. He would have all he’d ever wanted from her—sex. And she would have a broken heart.

A single tear slid down the side of her face and lodged rather uncomfortably in her ear. Perfect. She was now one-hundred-percent pitiable and pathetic.

The telephone rang, and Veronica rolled over and looked at it. She contemplated letting the front desk take a message, but after three rings, she finally picked it up. She wasn’t going to get any sleep anyway.

“Veronica St. John,” she said on a sigh.

“Hey.”

It was Joe.

Veronica sat up, hastily wiping the moisture from her face, as if he would somehow be able to tell she’d been crying. She hadn’t expected the caller to be Joe. Not in a million years. Not after their dreadful conversation on the plane.

“Are you awake?” he asked.

“I am now,” she said.

“Oh, damn,” he said, concern tingeing his voice. “Did I really wake you?”

“No, no,” she said. “I was just…No.”

“Well, I won’t take too much of your time,” Joe said. His husky voice sounded slightly stiff and unnatural. “I just wanted to tell you that if you get any flak about me giving away that ring of Tedric’s—”

“It’s all right,” Veronica interrupted. “The ambassador called and—”

“I just wanted to let you know that I’ll pay for it,” Joe said. “I don’t know what I was thinking—giving away something that didn’t belong to me. But—”

“It’s all taken care of,” Veronica said.

“It is?”

“Your popularity rating is apparently through the roof,” she told him. “I think the Ustanzian ambassador is considering having you knighted or perhaps made into a saint.”

Joe laughed. “I can see it now. Joe, the patron saint of celebrity impersonators.”

“Don’t you mean, the patron saint of dying children and struggling causes?” Veronica said softly. “You know, Joe, you never fail to surprise me.”

“That makes two of us,” he muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing. I should go—”

“You really are softhearted, aren’t you?” Veronica asked.

“Honey, I’m not soft anywhere.” She could almost see him bristle.

“I didn’t mean that as an insult,” she said.

“Look, I just have a problem with the way this country treats war veterans, all right?” he said. “I’m tired of seeing good men, soldiers and sailors who risked their lives fighting for this country, being forced to live in the lousy gutter.”

Veronica pushed her hair from her face, suddenly understanding. This was personal. This had something to do with that old sailor Joe had known when he was a child. What was his name…? “Frank O’Riley,” she said, hardly realizing she’d spoken aloud.

Joe was silent for several long seconds. “Yeah,” he finally said. “Old Man O’Riley went on a binge and lost his job. Got himself evicted. It damn near killed him to think of losing his garden, and he sobered up, but it was too late. No one helped him. He was a war hero, and he was out on the street in the goddammed middle of the goddammed winter.”

“And because of that, he died,” Veronica guessed correctly.

“He caught pneumonia.” Joe’s voice was curiously flat, and she knew by his lack of inflection and emotion that Frank O’Riley’s death still hurt him deeply.

“I’m sorry,” Veronica murmured.

Joe was quiet again for a moment. Then he sighed. “What I don’t get, is how the hell our armed forces can send our guys to fight a war without really preparing them. And if we are going to send out these…kids, then we shouldn’t be so damned surprised when they come home and fall apart. And then—and this is real genius—we try to sweep the pieces under the rug so no one will see. Nice move, huh?”

“Those are pretty tough words for someone who specializes in making war,” Veronica said.

“I’m not suggesting we demilitarize,” Joe said. “I think that would be a mistake. No, I just think the government should take responsibility for the veterans.”

“But if there were no wars, there’d be no veterans. If we spent money on diplomatic relations rather than guns and—”

“Right,” Joe said. “But there are enough bad guys in the world that wouldn’t hesitate to step forward and kick some butt if our country couldn’t defend itself. I mean, sure we could hand out flowers and love beads, but we’d get back a round of machine-gun fire in our gut. There are some mean bastards out there, Ronnie, and they don’t want to play nice. We need to be as tough and as mean as they are.”

“And that’s where you come in,” Veronica said. “Mr. Tough and Mean. Ready to fight whatever war pops up.”

“I’m a fighter,” Joe stated quietly. “I’ve been prepared for war my entire life.” He laughed softly, his voice suddenly so intimate and low in her ear. “It’s the other surprises in life that knock me over.”

“You are so utterly un-knock-overable.” Veronica wished the same were true of herself.

“You’re wrong,” Joe countered. “The past few days, I can barely remember what solid ground feels like.”

Veronica was quiet. She could hear Joe breathing on the other end of the phone line, three doors down the hotel corridor. “Cindy?” she asked softly. He didn’t say a word. “I’m sorry,” she added. “I should have prepared you more for—”

“Not Cindy,” he said. “I mean, going to see her was tough, but…I was talking about you.”

Veronica felt all the air leave her lungs. “Me?” She couldn’t speak in more than a whisper.

“God, would you look at the time? I gotta go.”

“Joe, what—”

“No, Ronnie, I don’t know why I said that. I’m just asking for trouble and—” He broke off, swearing softly.

“But—”

“Do yourself a favor tonight, babe,” Joe said brusquely. “Stay the hell away from me, okay?”

The phone line was disconnected with a click.

Veronica sat on the bed for a long time, holding the receiver against her chest. Was it possible…? Could it be…? Did Joe think she was the one who didn’t want any kind of relationship?

What was it that he’d said on the plane…? About the kiss they’d shared…It didn’t mean anything, and I know you’re not going to let it happen again.

You’re not going to let it happen again.

Not we. You. Meaning Veronica. Meaning…what? That she was the one who was preventing their relationship from growing?

The telephone began to emit a series of piercing tones, and Veronica quickly dropped the receiver into the cradle.

If Joe really thought she didn’t want a relationship with him, then she was going to have to set him straight.

Veronica stood and crossed to the closet, her nap forgotten. She looked quickly through her clothes, glancing only briefly at the rather staid dress she’d intended to wear to the party tonight. That dress wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all…







Chapter Fifteen

Joe stood in the marble-tiled front hallway of Armand and Talandra Perrault’s enormous Beacon Hill town house, chatting easily in French with the couple who were the host and hostess of tonight’s party.

Armand Perrault was a charming and gracious silver-haired Frenchman who’d retired a millionaire from his import-export business. His wife, Talandra, was a tall, beautiful young black woman with a rich, infectious laugh.

Talandra had known Veronica from college. Apparently they’d been roommates and good friends. They’d even gone on vacations together—that was how Talandra had met Wila Cortere, Joe’s supposed sister.

God, at times like this, Joe felt like such a liar.

“Where is Véronique, Your Highness?” Talandra asked him.

He fought the temptation to shrug. “She wasn’t ready to leave the hotel when I was,” he said instead in Tedric’s royal accent. “I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”

Ambassador Freder was in the surveillance van, sitting in Veronica’s seat, ready to provide names and facts and any other information Joe might need.

Damn, how he wished it was Veronica whispering in his ear. Even though this party was not public and therefore technically a low risk, Joe was on edge. He liked knowing that Veronica was safely tucked away in the van, out of danger. Tonight, he was going to spend all of his time wondering where she was, and praying that she was safe.

Damn, he hated not knowing where she was. Where was that other limousine?

“May I get you another glass of champagne?” Talandra asked.

Joe shook his head. “No, thank you.”

He could feel Talandra’s dark brown eyes studying him. “You’re not as Wila and Véronique described you,” she said.

“No?” Joe’s gaze strayed back to the front door as several FInCOM agents pulled it open.

Please, God, let it be her…

The woman who came in the door was a redhead, but there was no way on God’s earth it could be Veronica, wearing a dress that exposed so much skin and—

Hot damn!

It was her. It was Veronica.

Over his earphone, Joe could hear Cowboy. “Whoo-ee, boss, babe alert at eleven o’clock!”

Sweet God! Veronica looked…out of this world. The dress she was wearing was black and long, made of a soft silky fabric that clung to her every curve. Two triangles of black barely covered her breasts, and were held up by two thin strips of fabric that crossed her shoulders and met between her shoulder blades, at the cutaway back of the dress. There was a slit up the side of the skirt, all the way up to the top of her thigh, that revealed flashes of her incredible legs. Her shoes were black, with high, narrow heels that were a polar opposite to the clunky-heeled pumps she normally wore.

She was wearing her hair up, piled almost haphazardly on top of her head, with stray curls exploding around her face.

“Tell me, Your Excellency, does Véronique know how you feel?” Talandra whispered into his ear.

Startled, he glanced at her. “Excuse me?”

She just smiled knowingly and crossed the room toward Veronica.

“Yeah, Your Mightiness,” Harvard said over Joe’s earphone as Joe watched Veronica greet her old friend with a warm hug and kiss. “You might want to keep that royal tongue inside your royal mouth, do you copy that?”

Joe couldn’t see Cowboy or Harvard, but he knew that wherever they were, they could see him. But what exactly did they see? And what had Talandra seen in his face that made her make that very personal comment?

Was he that transparent? Or was this just the way being in love was? Was it impossible to hide? And if so, could Veronica see it just as easily? If so, he was in big trouble here.

Veronica turned her head, about to glance in his direction, and he abruptly turned away. He’d have to stay far, far away from her. He’d already revealed way too much this afternoon, when he’d talked to her on the phone. And damn it, he was trying hard not to be in love with her. How tough could it be? After all, he’d spent nearly his entire life not in love with Veronica. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get back to that state.

What was love, anyway, but a mutated form of lust? And he’d easily walked away from women he’d lusted after before. Why, then, did his legs feel as if they were caught in molasses when he tried to walk away from Veronica?

Because love wasn’t lust, and love wasn’t something a man could turn off and on like a faucet. And he was crazy in love with this woman, no matter that he tried to convince himself otherwise.

And God, if she found out, her gentle pity would kill him.

“Hell, boss,” Cowboy said. “She’s heading straight toward you, and you’re running away?”

“You’ve got it backward, Cat,” Harvard chimed in. “A woman like that walks in your direction, you stand very, very still.”

Blue’s south-of-the-Mason-Dixon-Line accent made his voice sound gentle over Joe’s earphone, but his words were anything but. “You boys gonna enjoy explaining to Admiral Forrest how you got Joe Cat killed while you were watchin’ women instead of watchin’ for T’s?”

Cowboy and Harvard were noticeably silent as Joe moved around the corner into an enormous room with a hardwood floor.

It was the ballroom—not that he’d ever been in a ballroom in a private house before. But it was pretty damn unmistakable. A jazz trio was playing in one corner, the furniture was placed around the edges of the room and people were out in the middle of the floor, dancing. This had to be the ballroom. It sure as hell wasn’t the bathroom or the kitchen.

Joe headed for a small bar set up in the far corner, across from the band. The bartender greeted him with a bow.

“Your Highness,” the young man said. “What can I get for you?”

Whiskey, straight up. “Better make it a ginger ale,” Joe said instead. “Easy on the ice.”

“I’ll have the same,” said a familiar voice behind him. It was Veronica.

Joe didn’t want to turn around. Looking at her from a distance had been hard enough. Up close, that dress just might have the power to do him in.

He closed his eyes briefly, imagining himself falling to his knees in front of her, begging her to…what? To marry him? Yeah, right. Dream on, Catalanotto.

He forced a smile and made himself turn. “Ms. St. John,” he said, greeting her formally.

She smiled up at him. Light gleamed off her reddish gold hair, and her eyes seemed to sparkle and dance. She was unbelievably beautiful. Joe couldn’t imagine that at one time he’d thought her less than gorgeous.

She lifted her hand, and he took it automatically, bringing it halfway to his lips before he realized what he was doing. God Almighty, all those hands he’d pretended to kiss over the past few days…But this time, he wasn’t going to have to pretend. He brought Veronica’s hand to his mouth and brushed his lips lightly across her delicate knuckles.

He heard her soft intake of breath, and when he glanced up, he could see that her smile had faded. Her blue eyes were enormous, but she didn’t pull her hand away.

Joe stood there, like an idiot, staring into eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea. Her gaze flickered down to his lips and then farther, to the pin he wore in his lapel—the pin that concealed the microphone that would broadcast everything they said to the surveillance truck, the FInCOM agents and the SEALs.

Joe heard only silence over his earphone, and he knew they were all listening. All of them. Listening intently.

“How are you, Your Highness?” Veronica asked, her voice cool and controlled.

Joe found his own voice. “I’m well, thanks,” he said. Damn, he sounded hoarse, and not an awful lot like Prince Tedric. He cleared his throat, then moistened his dry lips, and realized that Veronica’s eyes followed the movement of his tongue. God, was it possible that she wanted to kiss him…?

Her eyes met his, and something flamed—something hot, something molten, something that seared him to his very soul, something that made his already dry mouth turn into something resembling the floor of Death Valley.

Veronica gently disengaged her hand from his and reached to take one of the glasses of ginger ale from the bar. “Have you met my friend Talandra?” she asked him.

“Yeah,” Joe said, catching himself and correcting himself by saying, “Yes. Yes, I have.” He concentrated on doing the Ustanzian accent. But as he watched, she took a delicate sip of her soda and all he could think about were her lips. And the soft curves of her creamy skin, and of her breasts, exposed by the fabulous design of that dress. “She seems…nice.”

Their eyes met, and again, he was hit by a wave of heat so powerful it nearly knocked him over.

Veronica nodded politely. “Yes, she is.”

What kind of game was this?

She turned to watch the dancers, and her arm brushed against his. She smiled an apology and moved slightly away. But when it happened again, Joe knew damn well it was no accident. At least he hoped it was no accident. His pulse began to race with the implications.

“I love to dance,” she said, glancing at him.

Oh yeah, he knew that. He’d seen her dance. It hadn’t been like this—all stiff and polite and formal. When she’d danced, she’d moved with a sensuality and abandon that would’ve shocked the hell out of half of the people in this room.

Veronica tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow, and Joe’s heart began to pound.

She was coming on to him.

Not in any way that the video cameras and microphones could pick up, but she was coming on to him. It all made sense. The dress, the shoes, the fire she was letting him see in her eyes…

He couldn’t figure out why the sudden change of heart.

Joe opened his mouth to speak, but quickly shut it. What could he ask her? What could he say? Certainly nothing that he wanted broadcast over the entire security network.

Instead, he put his hand over hers, covering her cool fingers with his. He gently stroked her smooth skin with his thumb.

Veronica turned to look up at him, and Joe could see her desire in her eyes. No doubt about it—she was letting him see it. She wanted him, and she wanted him to know it.

She smiled then—a beautiful, tremulous smile that brought his heart up into his throat. He wanted to kiss her so badly, he had to clench his teeth to keep from leaning toward her and caressing her lips with his own.

“Your Highness,” she said very softly, as if she couldn’t find the air to do more than whisper, “may I have this dance?”

He could have her in his arms, right here, right now. Damn, wouldn’t that be heaven?

But then, from across the room, came an earsplitting crash.

Joe reacted, pulling Veronica into his arms and shielding her with his body. What the hell was he thinking? What was he doing, standing here next to her like this, as if he weren’t the target of assassins? She was close enough so that bullets meant for him could end her life in the beat of a heart.

“It’s all right, Cat.” He heard Blue’s voice over his earphone. “It’s cool. Someone dropped a glass. We do not have a situation. Repeat, there is no situation.”

Joe pulled Veronica in even closer for a second, closing his eyes and pressing her tightly against him before he released her. Adrenaline was flooding his system and his entire body seemed to vibrate. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, he’d never been so scared…
Veronica touched his arm. “I guess we’re all on edge,” she said with a small smile. “Are you all right?”

Joe looked wound tighter than a drum. There was a wildness in his eyes she’d never seen before and his hand actually trembled as he pushed his hair back, off his face.

“No,” he said curtly, not bothering to disguise his voice with Tedric’s odd accent. “No, I’m not all right. Ronnie, I need you to stay the hell away from me.”

Veronica felt her smile fade. “I thought we were going to…dance.”

Joe let out a short burst of exasperated air. “No way,” he said. “Absolutely not. No dancing.”

She looked down at the floor. “I see.”

As Joe watched, Veronica turned and started to walk away, unable to disguise the flash of hurt in her eyes. My God. She thought he was rejecting her. He tried to catch her arm, to stop her, but she was moving faster now.

“No, you don’t see,” he called after her in a low voice.

But she didn’t stop walking. Joe started to follow.

Damn! Short of breaking into a sprint, there was no way he could catch her. And although shouting “Yo, Ronnie!” was something Joe Catalanotto might not have hesitated to do even at a posh society party, Prince Tedric was not prone to raising his voice in public.

When Joe rounded the corner into the front hall, Veronica was nowhere in sight. Damn! Double damn! How could he follow her if he didn’t know where she went?

He headed toward the living room and the spacious kitchen beyond, hearing the unmistakable sound of Talandra’s laughter from that direction.

But Talandra stood near a large stone fireplace, sipping champagne and talking with a group of elegantly dressed women—none of whom were Veronica. “Oh, here’s the prince now,” Talandra said, smiling at Joe.

There was nothing he could do but go and greet the group of ladies as Talandra made introductions.

“Code Red,” came Cowboy’s voice, loud and clear over Joe’s earphone. “We have an open window on the third floor! Repeat, open window, third floor. Possible break-in. Joe, get the hell out of here. Double time! This is not a drill. Repeat. This is not a drill!”

Everything switched into slow motion.

Joe had to get out of here. He had to get away from these ladies—God help them all if a terrorist burst into the room firing a submachine gun.

“Get down!” he shouted at the women. “Get to cover!”

Talandra was the first to react. Of course, she’d probably been warned about an assassination attempt. She led the entire group of ladies down a hallway to the back of the house.

God, all it would take was one man and one weapon and—Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Ronnie was somewhere in this house.

“Blue, where’s Ronnie?” Joe said into his mike, heading for the kitchen door as he pulled out the sidearm he kept hidden under his jacket. FInCOM had ordered he remain unarmed. He’d smiled and said nothing. He was damn glad now that he’d ignored that order. If someone was going to start shooting at him, damn it, he was going to shoot back. “Blue, I need you to find Ronnie!”

“I don’t see her, Cat,” his XO reported, his gentle drawl replaced by a staccato stream of nearly accentless words. “But I’m looking. Get your own butt under cover!”

“Not till I know she’s safe,” Joe retorted as he burst through the kitchen door. A man in a chef’s hat looked up at him in shock, his eyes glued to the weapon. “Get down,” Joe ordered him. “Or get out. We’ve got trouble.”

The chef scurried for the back door.

A new voice came over the earphone. It was Kevin Laughton, the FInCOM chief. “Veronica St. John’s already in a limo, heading back to the hotel. Proceed to the emergency escape vehicle, Lieutenant,” he ordered.

“Double-check that info, Alpha Squad,” Joe said as he pushed open the pantry door, hard, and went inside, sidearm first. The small storage room was empty.

“Information verified,” Harvard’s calm voice reported. “Ronnie has left the building. Suggest you do the same, Cat.”

Joe was filled with relief. Ronnie was safe. The relief mingled with adrenaline and made him almost light-headed.

“Kitchen’s empty and clear,” he announced over his mike.

“Move it out, Cat,” Cowboy said. “We got this situation under control.”

“Are you kidding?” Joe said into his microphone, pushing the door to the living room open an inch. “And leave all the fun to you guys?”

Joe could see about ten FInCOM agents heading toward him. He swore under his breath and stepped back as they came through the door. They surrounded him instantly. West and Freeman were on either side of him, shielding him with their own bodies as they moved him toward the back door.

There was a car idling outside the kitchen, waiting for exactly this type of emergency. The car door was thrown open, and West climbed into the back seat first, pulling Joe behind him. Freeman followed, and before the door was even closed, the driver took off, peeling out down the narrow alleyway and onto the dark city streets.

West and Freeman were breathing hard as they both holstered their weapons. They watched without much surprise as Joe rested his own on his lap.

“You’re not supposed to be carrying,” West commented.

“Kevin Laughton would throw a hissy fit if he knew,” Freeman said. “’Course, he doesn’t have to know.”

“Imagine Kevin’s shock,” Joe said, “if he knew that I’ve got another in my boot and a knife hidden in my belt.”

“And probably another weapon hidden somewhere else that you’re not telling us about,” West said blandly.

“Probably,” Joe agreed.

The car was moving faster now, catching green lights at all of the intersections as it headed downtown. Joe took out his earphone—they were out of range. He leaned forward and asked the driver, “Any word on the radio? What’s happening back there? Any action?” He hated running away from his squad like this.

The driver shook his head. “The word is it’s mostly all clear,” he said. “It’s an alleged false alarm. One of the party guests claims she opened the window in the third-floor bathroom because she was feeling faint.”

Joe sat back in his seat. False alarm. He took a deep breath, trying to clear the nervous energy from his system. His guys were safe. Ronnie was safe. He was safe. He holstered his weapon and looked from Freeman to West. “You know, I had no idea you guys were willing to lay it on the line for me.”

West looked out one window, Freeman looked out the other. “Just doing our job, sir,” West said, sounding bored.

Joe knew better. It was odd, sitting here between two relative strangers—strangers who would have died for him today if they’d had to. It was odd, knowing that they cared.

With a sudden flash, Joe remembered a pair of crystal blue eyes looking at him with enough heat to ignite a rocket engine.

West and Freeman weren’t the only ones who cared.

Veronica St. John cared, too.







Chapter Sixteen

Veronica stood at the window, looking out over downtown Boston. With all the city lights reflected in the Charles River, it was lovely. She could see the Esplanade and the Hatch Shell, where the Boston Pops played free concerts in the summer. She could see Back Bay and the Boston Common. And somewhere, down there, hidden by the trees of the common was Beacon Hill, where Talandra lived, and where there was a party going on right this very moment—without her.

She took another sip of her rum and cola, feeling the sweet warmth of the rum spreading through her.

Well, she’d certainly made a fool of herself tonight. Again. Veronica could see her wavery reflection in the window. She looked like someone else in this dress. Someone seductive and sexy. Someone who could snap her fingers and have dozens of men come running. Someone who wouldn’t give a damn if some sailor didn’t want her near him.

She laughed aloud at her foolishness, but her laughter sounded harsh in the empty hotel suite. She’d gone to this party with every intention of seducing Joe Catalanotto. She’d planned it so perfectly. She’d wear this incredible dress. He would be stunned. They’d dance. She’d dance really close. He would be even more stunned. He would follow her back to the hotel. She’d ask him into her room under the pretense of briefing him for tomorrow. But he’d know better. He’d ask the FInCOM agents to wait outside, and once the hotel-room door closed, he would pull her into his arms and…

It was perfect—except that she’d forgotten one small detail. Her plan would work only if Joe wanted her, too.

She had thought she’d seen desire in his eyes when he looked at her tonight, but obviously, she’d been mistaken.

Veronica took another sip of her drink and turned from the window, unable to bear the silence another minute.

There was a radio attached to the television, and she turned it on. It was set to a soft-rock station—not her favorite kind of music, but she didn’t care. Just as long as there was something to fill the deadly silence.

She knew she ought to change out of her dress. It was only helping to remind her what a total imbecile she’d been. She looked at herself again in the mirror that hung on the hotel-room wall. The dress was practically indecent. The silky fabric clung to her breasts, broadcasting the fact that she was wearing no bra, and the cut of the dress showed off all kinds of cleavage and skin and curves. Good grief, she might as well have gone topless. Whatever had possessed her to buy this dress, anyway? It was like wearing a nightgown in public.

Veronica stared at herself in the mirror. She knew why she had bought the dress. It was to be an unspoken message to Joe. Here I am. I’m all yours. Come and sweep me off my feet.

To which he’d responded quite clearly. Stay the hell away from me.

She sighed, fighting the tears ready to spring into her eyes. She should change into something more sensible—her flannel nightie, perhaps—instead of standing here, feeling sorry for herself. She wasn’t here, in Boston, to be either sexy or romantic. She was here to do her job. She wasn’t looking for sex or romance or even friendship, with Joe Catalanotto. She was simply looking to get a job done well. Period, the end.

“You are such a bloody liar,” Veronica said aloud to her reflection, her voice thick with disgust.

“You’re not talking to me, I hope.”

Veronica spun around, nearly spilling her rum and cola down the front of her dress.

Joe.

He was standing no more than three feet away from her, leaning against the wall next to the mirror. He stepped forward and took the drink from her hand.

Veronica’s heart was pounding. “What are you doing here?” she gasped. “How did you get in?”

There was no balcony this time. And she was positive that the room’s single door had been securely locked. But of course, he had told her he was an expert at picking locks.

Joe just smiled.

He was still wearing his party clothes. He wore a navy blue military-style jacket that buttoned up both sides of his chest and ended at his trim waist. His pants were made of a khaki-colored fabric that looked soft to the touch. They fit him like a second skin, clinging to his muscular thighs and perfect derriere. They were tucked into a pair of shiny black, knee-high boots. He wore a red sash around his waist, and the splash of color completed the princely picture.

He looked devastatingly, heart-breakingly handsome. Veronica’s stomach flip-flopped. Lord, the way he was smiling at her…But whatever he was doing here, it wasn’t personal, she told herself. Joe had made it clear at the party that he wanted her to stay away from him.

As she watched, he set her drink down on the end table next to the sofa and crossed to the windows. He pulled the curtains shut. “I’ve been wearing my bull’s-eye long enough for one day,” he said.

Veronica glanced at her watch. It was only nine-thirty. “The Perraults’ party was supposed to last until midnight or one o’clock,” she said, unable to keep her surprise from sounding in her voice. “You were supposed to stay until at least eleven.”

Joe shrugged. “We had a little incident.”

Veronica took an involuntary step forward, fear propelling her toward him. An incident? “Are you all right?”

“It was a false alarm,” he said with another of his easy smiles.

He was standing in front of her, relaxed and smiling, absolutely at ease—or so he wanted her to believe. But she knew better. Beneath his feigned calm, he was tense and tight and ready to burst at the seams. He was upset—or he’d been upset.

“Tell me what happened,” she said quietly.

He shook his head, no. “I came to get my dance.”

She didn’t understand. His words didn’t seem to make sense. “Your…what?” She looked around the room. This was the first time he’d been in her room at the Boston hotel—how could he have left something behind?

“You asked me to dance,” Joe said.

All at once, Veronica understood. He’d come here, to her room, to dance with her. She felt her face flush with embarrassment. “You don’t have to do this,” she said tightly. “I suppose I got a little silly, and—”

“When I told you to stay away from me—”

“It’s okay that you didn’t want—”

“I didn’t want to dance with you, because you’re not wearing a bulletproof vest under that dress,” Joe said.

Veronica glanced down at her barely covered chest and felt her blush grow even stronger. “Well,” she said, trying to sound brisk and businesslike. “Obviously not.”

Joe laughed, and she looked up, startled, into the warmth of his eyes.

“God, Ron,” he said, holding her gaze. “I didn’t even get a chance to tell you how…perfect you look tonight.” The warmth turned to pure fire. “You’re gorgeous,” he whispered, moving closer to her, one step at a time.

Veronica closed her eyes. She didn’t have the strength to back away. “Don’t, Joe,” she said quietly.

“You think I didn’t want to dance with you at that party?” Joe asked. He didn’t give her a chance to answer. He touched her, gently cupping her shoulders, and her eyes opened. He slid his hands down to her elbows in the sweetest of caresses. “Lady, tonight I would have sold my soul for one kiss, let alone a chance to hold you in my arms.” Gently, he pulled her even closer, clasping her hand in a dance hold. “Like this.”

Slowly, he began to dance with her, moving in time to the soft ballad playing over the radio.

Veronica was trapped. She was caught both by his powerful arms and by the heat in his eyes. Her heart was pounding. She’d wanted him to touch her, to hold her, to dance with her, but not this way. Not because he pitied her…

“But I would’ve sold my soul. Not yours.” Joe’s voice was a husky whisper in her ear as he pulled her even closer. “Never yours, baby. I wasn’t about to risk your life for a dance.”

Veronica felt her pounding heart miss a beat. What was he saying? She pulled back to look into his eyes, searching for answers.

“You were in danger just standing next to me,” Joe explained. “I should’ve told you to get lost the minute you walked into that room.”

Was he saying that he hadn’t wanted to dance with her because he feared for her safety? Dear Lord, if so, then she’d misunderstood his sharp words of warning for a brush-off, for a rejection. When in reality…

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” Joe said, then shook his head.

In reality, maybe he’d wanted her as badly as she’d wanted him. Veronica felt a burst of hope and happiness so intense, she almost laughed out loud.

“Hell, I wasn’t thinking,” Joe added. “I was…I don’t know what I was.”

“Stunned?” Veronica supplied. She could smile again, and she smiled almost shyly up at him.

Joe’s slow smile turned into a grin. “Yeah. You bet. ‘Stunned’ about says it all. When you walked into the party, I was totally blown away. And I was thinking with a part of my anatomy that has nothing to do with my brain.”

Veronica had to laugh at that. “Oh, really?”

“Yeah,” Joe said. His smile grew softer, his eyes gentler. “My heart.”

And then he kissed her.

She saw it coming. She saw him lean toward her, felt him lift her chin to meet his mouth. She knew he was going to kiss her. She expected it—she wanted it. But still, the softness of his lips took her by surprise, and the sweetness of his mouth on hers took her breath away.

It was dizzying. The earth seemed to lose all its gravity as he pulled her even closer to him, as he slowly, sensuously, languidly explored her lips with his, as she opened her mouth to him, deepening the kiss.

And still they danced, the thin wool covering his thighs brushing the silk of her dress. The softness of her stomach pressed intimately against the hardness of his unmistakable desire. Her breasts were tight against his powerful chest.

It was heaven. Giving in to her passion, giving up trying to fight it was such an enormous relief. Maybe this was a mistake, but Veronica wasn’t going to think about it anymore. At least not right now, not tonight. She was simply going to kiss Joe Catalanotto, and dance with him, and savor every last moment. Every delicious, wonderful, magnificent second.

“Yo, Ronnie?” Joe whispered, breaking the kiss.

“Yo, Joe?” she said, still breathless.

He laughed. And kissed her again.

This time it was hotter, harder, stronger. It was still as sweet, but it was laced with a volcanic heat. Veronica knew without a doubt that tonight she was in for the time of her life.

Joe pulled back, breathing hard. “Whoa,” he said, freeing one hand to push his hair back, out of his face. He closed his eyes briefly, took in a deep breath then forced it quickly out. “Ronnie, if you want me to leave, I should go now, because if—”

“I don’t want you to leave.”

He looked into her eyes. Really looked. As if he were searching for the answers to the mysteries of the universe.

Veronica could see his sharp intelligence, his raw, almost brutal strength, and his gentle tenderness all mixed together in his beautiful deep brown eyes.

“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice a ragged whisper.

Veronica smiled. And kissed him. Lord knew, she’d found the answers to all of her questions in his eyes.

“Unh,” he said, as she swept her tongue fiercely into his mouth. And then his hands were in her hair, on her throat, on her breasts. He was touching her everywhere, as if he wanted to feel all of her at once and didn’t know where to start. But then his hands slid down her back to her derriere, pressing her hips tightly against him, holding her in place as he slanted his head and kissed her even harder.

She opened her legs, taking advantage of the slit up the side of her dress, and she rubbed the inside of her thigh against his. His hand caught her leg, and he pressed her still closer to him.

Joe’s mouth slid down to her neck as his hand cupped her breast. The roughness of his callused fingers rasped against the silk as he stroked the hard bud of her nipple.

“Oh, man,” Joe breathed between kisses, as he slipped his hand under the fabric of her top, and touched her, really touched her, with nothing between his fingers and her flesh. “For how many days have I been dying to touch you like this?”

Veronica’s fingers fumbled with the buttons of his jacket. “Probably the same number of days I’ve been dying for you to touch me like that.”

He lifted his head, looking into her eyes. “Really?” His gaze was so intense, so serious. “Maybe it was love at first sight, huh?”

Veronica felt her own smile fade as her pulse kicked into overtime. “Love?” she whispered, hardly daring to hope that this incredible man could possibly love her, too.

Joe looked away, down at his hand still cupping her breast. “Love…lust…Whatever.” He shrugged and kissed her again.

Veronica tried to hide her disappointment. Whatever. Well, all right. “Whatever” was better than not being desired. “Whatever” was what she’d been expecting—what he’d told her to expect from him right from the start.

But she didn’t want to think about that now. She didn’t want to think about anything but the way he was making her feel as he kissed and caressed her.

Joe pulled back then, and looked into her eyes. Slowly he slid the dress’s narrow strap off her right shoulder. As it fell away, the silk covering her breast fell away, too.

And still he gazed into her eyes.

Veronica felt the coolness of the air as it touched her skin. And then she felt Joe, as he lightly ran one finger across the tip of her breast. She felt her body tighten, felt her nipples grow more taut, even more fully aroused.

He held her gaze longer than she would have believed possible before his eyes dropped down to caress the bareness of her breast.

“God,” he breathed, moistening his lips with the tip of his tongue. “You’re so beautiful.”

They were frozen in place as if time had somehow stopped. But time hadn’t stopped. Her heart was still beating, and with every beat, every surge of blood through her veins, Veronica wanted him even more.

But still he didn’t touch her; at least, no more than another of those light-as-a-feather brushes with one finger. And she wanted him to touch her. She wanted him, so very badly, to touch her.

“If you don’t touch me, I’m going to scream,” she said from between clenched teeth.

Joe’s smile turned hot. “Is that a threat or a promise?” he asked.

“Both,” she said, lost in the heat of his eyes. She was begging now. “Touch me.”

“Where?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “How?”

“My breast, your mouth,” she said. “Now. Please.”

He didn’t hesitate. He brought his mouth to her breast and swept his tongue across her sensitive nipple. Veronica cried out, and he drew her into his mouth, pulling hard.

She reached for him, pushing his jacket off his shoulders. The buttons on his shirt were so tiny, so difficult to unfasten. But she wanted his shirt off. She wanted to run her hands against all those incredible muscles in his chest and shoulders and arms. She wanted to feel the satiny smoothness of his skin beneath her fingers.

She could hear her voice moaning her pleasure as Joe suckled and kissed her again and again.

But then he lifted his head and, stopping only to kiss her deeply on the mouth, he gazed into her eyes again. “What else do you want?” he demanded. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want this bloody shirt off you,” she said, still worrying the buttons.

He reached up with both hands and pulled. Buttons flew everywhere, but the shirt was open. He yanked it off his arms.

Veronica touched his smooth, tanned muscles with the palms of her hands, closing her eyes at the sensation, running her fingers through the curly dark hair on his chest. Oh, yes. He was so beautiful, so solid.

“Tell me what you want,” Joe said again. “Come on, Ronnie, tell me where you want me to touch you.”

She opened her eyes. “I want you to touch every single inch of me with every single inch of you. I want you and me on that bed in the other room. I want to feel you between my legs, Joe—”

Joe picked her up. He simply swept her effortlessly into his arms and carried her into the bedroom.

Veronica had her hands on the button of his pants before he yanked back the bedcover and laid her on the clean white sheets.

As she unfastened his sash, he found the zipper in the back of her dress. As he peeled her dress down toward her hips, she unzipped his pants and pushed them over his incredible rear end.

Her dress landed with a hiss of silk on the carpet and Joe pulled back, nearly burning her with his eyes as he took her in, lying propped up on her elbows on the bed, wearing only her black lace panties and a pair of thigh-high stockings. Lord, when he looked at her like that, with that fire in his eyes, she felt like the sexiest woman in the world.

She sat up, taking the last of the pins from her hair.

Slowly, he pushed off his shoes and stepped out of his trousers, still watching her.

Veronica was watching him, too. She rolled first one and then the other stocking from her legs as she let herself look at Joe. He was wearing only a pair of white briefs. She’d seen him in running shorts before, shorts that were nearly as brief, that exposed almost as much of his magnificent body. But this time she really let herself look.

His shoulders were broad and solid as rock. His arms were powerful and so very big. She couldn’t have even begun to span his biceps with both of her hands, although she wanted rather desperately to try. His chest was wide and covered with thick dark hair. His muscles were clearly defined, and they rippled sensually when he so much as breathed. His stomach was a washboard of ridges and valleys, his hips narrow, his legs as strong as steel.

Yes, when she’d seen him run, although she’d tried not to look, she’d managed to memorize his body in amazing, precise detail, down to the scars on his shoulder and left leg, and the anchor tattoo on his arm.

But tonight there were some differences. She let her eyes linger on the enormous bulge straining the front of his briefs.

Veronica looked up to find Joe watching her, a small smile playing across his lips.

“Part of me wants to stand here and just look at you all night,” he said.

She glanced down at his arousal, then smiled into his eyes. “Another part of you won’t be very happy if you do that.”

“Damn straight,” he said with a laugh.

“Do I really have to beg you to come over here?” Veronica asked.

“No.”

And then he was next to her on the bed and she was in his arms, and Lord, he was kissing her, touching her, running his hands across her body, filling her mouth with his tongue, tangling her legs with his.

It was ecstasy. Veronica had never felt anything remotely like it before. It was the sweetest, purest, most powerful passion she had ever known.

This was love, she thought. This incredible whirlwind of emotions and heightened sensations was love. It carried her higher, to an intellectual and emotional plane she’d never before imagined, and at the same time, it stripped her bare of every ounce of civility she had, leaving her ruled by ferocious passion, enslaved by the burning needs of her body.

She touched him, reaching down between their bodies to press the palm of her hand against his hardness, and when he cried out, she heard herself answer—the primitive call and response between a savage animal and his equally savage mate.

His hands were everywhere and his mouth was everywhere else. His fingers dipped down inside the lace of her panties, and he moaned as he felt her wet heat.

“Yes,” Veronica said. It was the only word she seemed able to form with her lips. “Yes.”

She tugged at his briefs, pulling him free from their confines, moaning her pleasure at the sensation of him in her hands. He was silky smooth and so hard, and oh…

He sat up, pulling away from her to slide her panties down and off. She sat up, too, following him, kneeling next to him on the bed, reaching for him, unwilling to let him go.

Joe groaned. “Ronnie, baby, I got to get a condom on.”

He turned to reach for his pants, now crumpled on the floor, but Veronica was faster. She opened the drawer of the bedside table and took out a small foil package—one of the condoms she’d bought just hours ago when she’d bought the dress. She’d put them in the drawer in hopes of using them precisely this way with precisely this man.

“Whoa,” Joe said as she pressed it into his hand. He was surprised that she was prepared. “I guess it’s stupid not to be ready for anything these days, huh?”

He was just holding the little package, looking at her.

Good Lord, did he actually think she kept these things on hand all the time? Was he imagining a steady stream of male visitors to her room? Veronica took it from him and tore it open. “I bought it for you. For you and me,” she said, somehow finding her voice in her need to explain. “I was hoping we’d make love tonight.”

She saw the understanding in his eyes. She’d bought it because she’d wanted to make love—to him.

Veronica touched him, covering him with her fingers, gazing from that most intimate part of him, to the small ring of latex in her hand. “I’m not sure exactly how this is supposed to work,” she said. “It doesn’t really look as if it’s going to fit, does it?”

She gazed into the heat of his eyes as he took the condom from her. “It’ll fit,” he said.

“Are you sure?” she asked, her smile turning devilish. “Maybe I should have bought the extra-large Navy SEAL size.”

Joe laughed as he quickly and rather expertly sheathed himself. “Flattery will get you everything.”

Veronica encircled his neck with her arms, brushing the hard tips of her breasts against his solid chest and her soft stomach against his arousal. “I don’t want everything,” she breathed into his ear. “I think I already told you precisely what I want.”

He kissed her—a long, sweet, slow, deep kiss that made her bones melt and her muscles feel like jelly. Still kissing her, he pulled her onto his lap, so that she was straddling his thighs. Then, taking her hips in his hands, he slowly, so slowly, lifted her up, above him.

Veronica pulled back from Joe’s kiss, her eyes open. He began to lower her down, on top of him, and as the very tip of him parted her most intimately, he opened his own eyes, meeting her gaze.

Slowly, impossibly slowly, a fraction of an inch at a time, he lowered her onto him, staring all the while into her eyes.

The muscles in his powerful arms were taut, but the sweat on his upper lip wasn’t from physical exertion. He lifted her slowly back up, off him, and then brought her down again, so that he was barely inside her, setting a deliberate and leisurely teasing rhythm.

Veronica moaned. She wanted more. She wanted all of him. She tried to shift her weight, to bring herself down more fully on top of him, but his strong arms held her firmly in place. Her moan changed to a cry of pleasure as his mouth latched on to her breast, but still he didn’t release her hips.

“Please,” she cried, the words ripped from her throat. “Joe, please! I want more!”

He covered her mouth with his, kissing her fiercely as he arched his body up and pushed her hips down and filled her completely, absolutely, incredibly.

The sound she heard herself make was almost inhuman as he plunged into her, filling her again and again and again. The rhythm was frantic, feverish, and Veronica threw back her head, delirious from the sweet sensations exploding inside her as she found her release. Arrows of pleasure shot through her—straight to her heart.

Joe’s fingers stabbed through her hair as he called out her name and she clung to his neck and shoulders. She rode his explosive release, letting his passion carry her higher, even higher, loving the way he held her as if he were never going to let her go.

And then it was over. Joe sank back on the bed, pulling her down along with him.

Veronica could feel his heart beating, hear him breathing, feel his arms still tightly around her. She waited, hoping he would be the first to speak.

But he didn’t speak. The silence stretched on and on and on, and through it, Veronica died a thousand times. He was regretting their lovemaking. He was trying to figure out a way to get out of her room with the least amount of embarrassment. He was worrying about the rest of the tour, wondering if she was going to chase after him like a lovesick fool and…

He sighed. And stretched. And nuzzled the side of her face. Veronica turned toward him and he met her lips in a slow, lingering kiss.

“When can we do this again?” he asked, his voice husky in the quiet. He brushed her hair back so he could see her face.

His eyes were half-closed, but she could see traces of the ever-present flame still burning.

He didn’t regret what they’d just done. How could he, if he already wanted to know when they’d make love again? She smiled, suddenly feeling ridiculously, foolishly happy. His answering smile was sleepy, and very, very content.

“You gonna answer my question?” he asked. His eyes opened slightly wider for a second. “Or is that smile my answer?”

Veronica slowly trailed her fingers down his arm, watching as they followed the contours of his muscles. “Are you in any hurry to leave?” she asked.

His arms tightened around her. “Nope.”

“Good.”

“Yeah.”

Veronica glanced up at him and saw he was watching her. He smiled again, laughing softly as she met his eyes.

“What?” she asked.

“You really want to know?”

She nodded, making a face at him. “Of course. You look at me and laugh. I should say I’d want to know what you were thinking.”

“Well, I was thinking, who would’ve guessed that proper Ms. Veronica St. John is a real screamer in bed.”

Veronica laughed, feeling her cheeks heat. “But I’m not,” she protested. “I mean, I don’t… I mean, I never have before…Made all that…noise, I mean.”

“I loved it,” Joe said. “And I love it even more, knowing that I’m the only one who makes you do it.” His words were teasing, but his eyes were serious. “It’s an incredible turn-on, baby.” His voice got lower, softer, more intense. “You’re an incredible turn-on.”

“You’re embarrassing me,” she admitted, pressing her warm cheeks against his shoulder.

“Perfect,” he replied, with his wonderful, husky laugh. “I also love it when you blush.”

Veronica closed her eyes. He loved what she did, he loved when she blushed. What she would have given to hear him say that he loved her.

“You know what would absolutely kill me?” Joe asked, his voice still low and very, very sexy.

Oh, dear Lord, she could feel him growing inside her. She felt her body respond, felt her pulse start to quicken.

“If you danced for me,” Joe said, answering his own question.

Veronica closed her eyes, imagining the nuclear heat that would be generated in the room if she danced for Joe—and only for Joe. She could imagine discarding various articles of clothing until she moved in time to music clad only in the tiniest black panties and the fire from his eyes…

Veronica blushed again. Could she really dance for him that way? Without laughing or feeling foolish?

Joe hugged her tighter. “No pressure,” he said quietly. “I only want you to dance for me if you want to. It’s just a fantasy, that’s all. I thought I’d share it with you. No big deal. Two out of three’s not bad.”

Veronica lifted her head. “Two out of three…?”

“Fantasies that have come true,” Joe said. He smiled. “The first one was making love to you. The second one was making love to you twice in the same night.”

“But…”

Joe kissed her sweetly. Then he made his second fantasy come true.







Chapter Seventeen

Chicago, Dallas and Houston were a blur. During the day and sometimes in the evening, Veronica sat in the surveillance van, feeding information to Joe via his earphone, praying that the man she loved wasn’t about to be killed in front of her very eyes.

Joe would look into the hidden, miniaturized video cameras and smile—a sweet, hot, secret smile meant only for her.

At night, Joe came to her room. How he got out from under the watchful eyes of the FInCOM agents, Veronica never knew. How he got into her room was also a mystery. She never heard him. She would just look up, and he’d be there, smiling at her, heat in his eyes.

In Dallas, he came carrying barbecued chicken, corn on the cob and a six-pack of beer. He was wearing jeans and T-shirt and an old baseball cap backward on his head. He wouldn’t tell her where he got the food and beer, but she had the feeling he’d climbed down the outside of the building to the street below and walked a few blocks over to a restaurant.

They had a picnic on her living-room floor, and made love before they’d finished eating, right there on the rug in front of the sofa.

He always stayed until dawn, holding her close. They sometimes talked all night, sometimes slept, always woke up to make love again. But as the sun began to rise, he would vanish.

Then in Albuquerque, there was another “incident,” as Joe called them. Veronica sat in the van, her heart in her throat after one of the FInCOM agents thought he saw a man with a concealed weapon in the crowd outside the TV station where “Tedric” had been interviewed.

The SEALs and the FInCOM agents had leapt into action, ready to protect Joe. They’d hustled him into the limousine and to safety, but Veronica was shaken.

She sat in her hotel room, fighting tears, praying Joe would arrive soon, praying his quicksilver smile would make her forget about the danger he was in, day in and day out, as he stood in for the real prince. But she had to remember that he was no stranger to dangerous situations. His entire life was filled with danger and risk. Even if he survived these particular assassins, it would only be a matter of time before he’d be facing some new danger, some other perhaps-even-more-deadly risk.

How could she let herself love a man who could die—violently—at any given moment?

“Yo, Ronnie.”

Veronica turned around.

Joe. There he was, still dressed in his shiny white jacket and dark blue pants, his hair slicked back from his face. He looked tired, but he smiled at her, and she burst into tears.

He came across the room so quickly, she didn’t see him move. Pulling her into his arms, he held her tightly.

“Hey,” he said. “Hey.”

Embarrassed, she tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her go.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Joe, I’m sorry. I just…”

Joe lifted her chin and kissed her gently on the mouth.

“I’m all right,” he told her, knowing, the way he always did, exactly what she was thinking. “I’m fine. Everything’s okay.”

“For right now,” she said, looking up into the mysterious midnight depths of his eyes, wiping the tears from her face with the heel of her hand.

“Yeah,” he said, catching a tear that hung on her eyelashes with one finger. “For right now.”

“And tomorrow?” she asked. “What about tomorrow?” She knew she shouldn’t say the words, but they were right on the tip of her tongue and she couldn’t hold them back.

He gently ran his hand through her hair again and again as he gazed down into her eyes. “You really that worried about me?” he asked, as if he couldn’t quite believe her concern.

“I was scared today,” Veronica admitted. She felt her eyes well with tears again and she tried to blink them back.

“Don’t be scared,” Joe told her. “Blue and the other guys aren’t going to let anything happen to me.”

Nice words and a nice thought, but Blue and Cowboy and Harvard weren’t superhuman. They were human, and there was no guarantee one of them wouldn’t make a very human mistake.

Tomorrow at this time, Joe could very well be dead.

Tomorrow, or next week or next year…

Reaching up, Veronica pulled his head down and kissed him. She kissed him hard, almost savagely, and he responded instantly, pulling her against his body, lowering his hands to press her hips closer to him.

She found the buckle of his belt and started to unfasten it, and he lifted her up and carried her into the bedroom.

Veronica pulled him tightly to her and closed her eyes, trying to shut out her fears. With the touch of his hands, with his mouth and his body against hers, tomorrow didn’t exist. There was only here and only now. Only ecstasy.

But when morning dawned, and Joe crept out of bed trying not to wake her, Veronica still hadn’t slept. She watched him dress, then closed her eyes as he kissed her gently on the lips.

And then he was gone.

It was not beyond the realm of possibility that he could be gone forever.



Phoenix, Arizona.

The April sunshine was blazing hot, reflecting off the streets, heating the air and making it difficult to breathe.

Inside the protection of the limousine parked on the street in front of the brand-new Arizona Theatre and Center for the Arts building, Joe was cool and comfortable.

But he was glad for the sunglasses he wore. Even with them on, even with the tinted glass of the limo, Joe squinted in the brightness as he sat up to get a better look at the morning’s location.

A broad set of shallow steps led to a central courtyard. It was flat and wide and surrounded by a series of marble benches placed strategically in the shade of flowering trees. The lobby of the theater was directly behind the courtyard, and the Center for the Arts offices surrounded it on the other two sides.

There was a stage in the courtyard, set up in the shade of the theater. That was where Joe—as Tedric—would go for the theater’s dedication ceremony.

People were already milling around, trying to stay cool in the shade, fanning themselves with copies of the arts center’s events schedule.

Joe could hear Veronica over his earphone as she sat in the surveillance van.

“Please test your microphones, Alpha Squad,” she said.

Blue, Cowboy and Harvard all checked in.

“Lieutenant Catalanotto?” she said, her voice brisk and businesslike.

“Yo, Ronnie, and how are you this fine morning?” Joe said, even though he’d spent the night with her, even though he’d left her room mere hours earlier and knew exactly how well she was.

“A simple check would be sufficient,” she murmured. “Cameras?”

Joe grinned into the miniaturized video camera that the FInCOM agent sitting across from him was carrying. God forbid someone should find out about the incredible steamy nights they spent together—the high-class media consultant and the sailor from a lousy part of New Jersey. Veronica always played it so cool in public, often addressing him as “Lieutenant Catalanotto,” or “Your Highness.”

Actually, they’d never talked about whether or not she wanted their relationship to go public. Joe had just assumed she didn’t, and had taken precautions to protect her.

Of course, Blue and Cowboy and Harvard knew where Joe went every night. They had to know. Without their help, it would have been too damned hard to get out from under the FInCOM agents’ eyes. But aside from the ribbing he endured when the four SEALs were alone, Joe knew his three friends would never tell a soul. They were SEALs. They knew how to keep a secret.

And as far as Joe was concerned, Veronica St. John was the best-kept secret he’d ever known.

She’d been upset last night. That incident in Albuquerque had really shaken her up. She’d actually cried because she’d been so afraid for him. For him. And the way she’d made love to him…as if the world were coming to an end. Oh, man. That had been powerful.

Joe had thought at first that maybe, just maybe, the impossible had happened and Veronica had fallen in love with him. Why else would she have been so upset? But even though he’d tried to bring up the subject of her concerns for his safety later in the night, she hadn’t wanted to talk.

All she’d wanted was for him to hold her. And then make love to her again.

Joe smiled at the irony. He falls in love for the first time in his life, and for the first time in his life, he’s the one who wants to talk. Yeah, it was true. He had been in bed with a gorgeous, incredibly sexy woman, and what he wanted desperately was to talk after they made love. But all she wanted was more high-energy sex.

Of course, Joe reminded himself, he sure had suffered, making Veronica happy last night. Oh, yeah. Life should always be so tough.

Joe closed his eyes briefly, remembering the smoothness of her skin, the softness of her breasts, the sweetness of surrounding himself in her heat, the hot pleasure in her beautiful, bluer-than-the-ocean eyes, the curve of her lips as she smiled up at him, the sound of her ragged cry as he took her with him, over the edge…

Joe opened his eyes, taking a deep breath and letting it quickly out. Oh, yeah. He was going out in public in about thirty seconds. Somehow he seriously doubted that old Ted would appreciate Joe pretending to be the prince with a raging and quite obvious royal hard-on for all the world to see. And he had a job to do, to boot. It was time to go.

Joe climbed from the limo and felt the sudden rush of heat. It was like opening an oven door. Welcome to Phoenix, Arizona.

As the FInCOM agents hustled him across the courtyard, Joe tried to bring himself back to the business at hand. Daydreaming about his lover was good and fine and—

Lover.

Veronica St. John was his lover.

For the past four amazing days and incredible nights, Veronica St. John had been his lover.

The word conjured up her mysterious smile, the devilish light in her eyes that promised pleasures the likes of which he’d never known before, the softness of her sighs, the feel of her fingers in his hair, their legs intertwined, bodies slippery with soap as they kissed in the hotel’s oversize bathtub…

But…

Did she think of him as her lover? Did she ever even consider the word love when she thought about him?

God, what he would give to hear her say that she loved him.

Damn, he was distracted today. He forced himself to look again at the buildings. Pay attention, he ordered himself. Hell of a lot of good it’ll do you to realize you’re in love with this woman and then get yourself killed.

Joe looked around him. The roofs of the office buildings were lower than the theater roof. They were the perfect height and distance from the stage—perfect, that is, for a sniper to shoot from. Of course, the office windows—if they could be opened—wouldn’t be a bad choice for a shooter, either.

Joe snapped instantly alert, instantly on the job.

Damn, the Arizona Theatre and Center for the Arts dedication ceremony was the ideal setup for an assassination attempt. The crowd. The TV news cameras. The three buildings, forming a square U, with the courtyard between them. The glare from the sun. The heat making everyone tired and lazy.

“This is it,” Joe murmured.

“You bet, Cat,” Blue’s voice came over his earphone. “If I were a tango, I’d pick this one.”

“What?” Veronica asked from her seat in the surveillance truck. “What was that you said?”

The FInCOM agents were hurrying Joe to the relative safety of the theater lobby. Once inside, he couldn’t answer Veronica, because the governor of Arizona was shaking his hand.

“It’s a real honor, Your Excellency,” the governor said with his trademark big, wide, white-toothed smile. “I can’t tell you how much it means to the people of Arizona to have you here, at the dedication of this very important theater and arts center.”

“Dear Lord,” Joe heard Veronica say over his earphone. Then there was silence. When she spoke again, her voice was deceptively calm. Joe knew damn well that her calm was only an act. “Joe, you think that the terrorists are going to be here, don’t you? Today. Right now.”

Joe couldn’t answer. Ronnie had to know that he couldn’t answer. She could see him on her video screen. He was standing in a crowd of government officials. She could hear the governor still talking.

Joe smiled at something the lieutenant governor said, but his mind was focused on the voices of his men from the Alpha Squad—and the woman—his lover—sitting inside the surveillance van.

“Damn it, Joe,” Veronica said, her voice breaking and her calm cracked. “Shake your head. Yes or no. Is there going to be an assassination attempt here this afternoon?”

Inside the surveillance van, Veronica held her breath, her eyes riveted to the video monitor in front of her. Joe looked directly into the camera, his dark eyes intense—and filled with excitement. He nodded once. Yes.

Dear God. Veronica took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. As she watched, the governor of Arizona said something, and the entire group of men and women surrounding Joe laughed—Joe included.

Dear God. She’d actually seen excitement in Joe’s eyes. He was excited because something was finally going to happen. He was ready. And willing. Willing to risk his life…

Her mouth felt dry. She tried to moisten her lips with her tongue, but it didn’t help.

Dear God, don’t let him die. “Joe,” she said, but then couldn’t speak.

He touched his ear, the sign that he had heard her.

She could hear Blue’s unmistakable accent, and the voices of Cowboy and Harvard as the three men tried to outguess the assassin.

Cowboy was on the roof of the theater with high-powered binoculars and a long-range, high-powered rifle of his own. He did a visual sweep of the two lower roofs, reporting in continuously. No one was up there. No one was still up there.

“Windows in the offices don’t open,” Kevin Laughton said, from his seat next to Veronica. “Repeat, windows do not open.”

“I’m watching ’em anyway,” Cowboy said.

“You’re wasting time,” Laughton said. “And manpower. We could use you down in the crowd.”

“The hell I’m wasting time,” Cowboy muttered. “And if you think this shooter’s going to be standing in the crowd, you’re dumber than the average Fink.”

On-screen, Joe was still talking to the governor and his aides. “The theater and these arts buildings are very beautiful,” he said. “All these windows—it’s quite impressive, really. Do they open?”

“The windows?” the governor asked. “Oh, no. No, these buildings are all climate controlled, of course.”

“Ah,” Joe said in Tedric’s funny accent. “So if someone inside absolutely needed some fresh air, they’d have to have a glass cutter, yes?”

The governor looked slightly taken aback, but then he laughed. “Well, yes,” he said. “I suppose so.”

“Roger that, Mr. Cat,” Cowboy said. “My thoughts exactly. Court-martial me if you have to, FInCOM, but I’m watching those windows.”

“Okay,” Veronica heard Blue say. “They’re coming out to the stage. Let’s be ready. You, too, Cat.”

“Shall we go to the stage?” the governor asked Joe.

Joe nodded. “I’m ready,” he said with a smile.

He was so calm. He was walking out there to be a target, and he was smiling. Veronica could barely breathe.

Two of the FInCOM agents opened the doors that led to the courtyard. Outside, a band began to play.

“Joe,” Veronica said again. Dear Lord, if she didn’t tell him now, she might never get another chance…

He touched his ear again. He heard her.

“Joe, I have to tell you…I love you.”

Joe stepped outside into the sunshine, and the heat and brightness exploded around him. But it wasn’t all from the sun. In fact, most of it was coming from inside him, from the center of his chest, from his very heart.

She loved him. Ronnie loved him.

He laughed. Ronnie loved him. And she’d just announced it to everyone who was working on this operation.

“Hell, Ronnie, don’t go telling him that now,” Blue’s scolding voice sounded over Joe’s earphone. “Cat’s gotta concentrate. Come on, Joe, keep your eyes open.”

“I’m sorry,” Veronica said. She sounded so small, so lost.

Joe touched his ear, trying to tell her that he’d heard her, wishing there was a way he could say he loved her, too. He touched his chest, his heart, with one hand, hoping that she’d see and understand his silent message.

And then he climbed the stairs to the stage.

“Come on, Cat,” Blue’s voice said. “Stop grinning like a damn fool and get to work.”

Work.

His training clicked in, and Joe was instantly focused. Damn, with this warm sensation in his heart, he was better than focused. Veronica loved him, and he was damn near superhuman.

He checked the stage to make sure the cover zones were where FInCOM had said they would be.

The podium was reinforced, and it would act as a shield—provided, of course, that the shooter didn’t have armor-piercing bullets. Down behind the back of the stage was also shielded. There was a flimsy metal railing to keep people from falling off the platform, but that could be jumped over easily. The stage was only about eight feet from the ground.

Joe scanned the crowd. About six hundred people. Five different TV cameras, some of them rolling live for the twelve o’clock news. He knew with an uncanny certainty that the assassin wouldn’t fire until he stepped up to the podium.

“Roof is still clear,” Cowboy announced. “No movement at the windows. Shoot, FInCOM, maybe you better keep watching that crowd. I got nothing yet.”

Joe sat in a folding chair as the governor approached the podium.

“We’re going to make this dedication ceremony as quick as possible,” the governor said, “so we can get inside that air-conditioned lobby and have some lemonade.”

The crowd applauded.

Veronica’s heart was in her throat. Joe was sitting there, just sitting there, as if there weren’t any threat to his life.

“Without further ado,” the governor continued, “I’d like to introduce our special guest, Crown Prince Tedric of Ustanzia.”

The sound of the crowd’s applause masked the continuous comments of the SEALs and the FInCOM agents. On Veronica’s video screen, Joe stood, raising both hands to quiet the crowd.

“Thank you,” he said into the microphone. “Thank you very much. It’s an honor to be here today.”

“I still got zip on either roof,” Cowboy said. “No movement near the windows, either. I’m starting to think these tangos don’t know a good setup when they see—”

A shot rang out.

One of the big glass windows in the front of the theater shattered into a million pieces.

The crowd screamed and scattered.

“Joe!” Veronica gripped the table in front of her, leaning closer to the screen, praying harder than she’d ever prayed in her life.

He was gone, she couldn’t see him. Had he ducked behind the podium, or fallen, struck by the bullet?

On her headphones, she could hear all three SEALs reporting in, all talking at once. The roofs were still clear, no shooter visible at the windows.

Beside her, Kevin Laughton had rocketed out of his seat. “What do you mean, you don’t know where that came from?” he was shouting over the chaos. “A shot was fired—it had to come from somewhere!”

“Do we need an ambulance?” another voice asked. “Repeat, is medical assistance needed?”

Another shot, another broken window.

“God damn,” Laughton said. “Where the hell is he shooting from?”

Joe heard the second shot, felt the impact of the bullet as it hit the stage, and knew. The assassin was behind him. Inside the theater. And with all of the shielding facing out, away from the theater, Joe was a Goddamn sitting duck. It was amazing he was still alive. That second shot should have killed him.

It should have, but it hadn’t. The son of a bitch had missed.

Joe dove off the stage headfirst, weapon drawn, shouting instructions to his men and to the FInCOM agents who were surrounding him. Cowboy was on the roof of the theater, for God’s sake. They could cut the shooter off, nail the bastard.

Inside the surveillance van, the video monitors went blank. Power was gone. Lord, what was happening out there? Veronica had heard Joe’s voice. He was alive, thank God. He hadn’t been killed. Yet.

The gunman was inside the theater. Upper balcony, above the lobby, came the reports. The back door was surrounded, they had the assassin cornered.

Veronica stood, pushing past Kevin Laughton and opening the door of the van. She could see the theater, see the two shattered windows. She could see the FInCOM agents crouched near the front of the theater. She could see three figures, scaling the outside of the theater, climbing up to the roof.

God in heaven, it was Joe and two of his SEALs.

Veronica lowered her mouthpiece into place. She hadn’t wanted to speak before this, afraid she’d only add to the confusion, but this…

“Joe, what are you doing?” she said into the microphone. “You’re the target! You’re supposed to get to safety!”

“We need radio silence,” Blue’s voice commanded. “Right now. Except for reports of tango’s location.”

“Joe!” Veronica cried.

One of the FInCOM agents leaned out the van door. “I can’t cut this line,” he said to Veronica, “so unless you’re quiet, I’m going to have to take your headset.”

Veronica shut her mouth, watching as a tiny figure—Cowboy—helped Joe and the rest of his team up onto the theater roof.

Up on the roof, Joe looked around. There was one door, leading to stairs that would take them down.

You all right? Cowboy hand-signaled to Joe.

Fine, he signaled back.

The gunman surely had a radio, and was probably monitoring their spoken conversation. From this point on, the SEALs would communicate only with hand signals and sign language. No use tipping the gunman off by letting him know they were coming.

Harvard had an extra HK submachine gun, and he handed it to Joe with a tight smile.

Another shot rang out.

“Agent down,” came West’s voice over Joe’s earphone. “Oh, man, we need a medic!”

“T’s location stable,” said another voice. “Holding steady in the lobby balcony.”

“Get that injured man out of the line of fire,” Laughton commanded.

“He’s dead,” West reported, his normally dispassionate voice shaken. “Freeman’s dead. The bastard plugged him through the eye. The sonuvabitch—”

Let’s go, Joe signaled to his men. I’m on point.

Blue gestured to himself. He wanted to lead the way instead. But Joe shook his head.

Soundlessly he opened the door and started down the stairs.

Another shot.

More chaos. Another agent was hit with unerring accuracy.

“Stay down,” Laughton ordered his men. “This guy’s a sharpshooter and he’s here for the long haul. Let’s get our own shooters in position.”

Silently, with deadly stealth, fingers on the triggers of their submachine guns, the SEALs moved down the stairs.

Veronica paced. She hadn’t heard Joe’s voice in many long minutes. She could no longer see any movement on the roof.

“One of the cameras is back on,” someone said from inside the surveillance van, and she went back in to see.

Sure enough, the video camera that had been dropped and left on the stage had come back to life. It now showed a sideways and somewhat foggy picture of the theater lobby. Behind the reflections in the remaining glass windows, Veronica could see the shadowy shape of the assassin on the upper balcony.

It was quiet. No one was moving. No one was talking. Then…

“FInCOM shooters, hold your fire.” It was Joe’s voice, loud and clear, over the radio.

Veronica felt herself sway, and she groped for her seat. Joe and his SEALs were somewhere near the gunman—in range of the FInCOM agent’s guns. Please, God, keep him safe, she prayed.

A door burst open. She heard it more than she saw it on the shadowy video screen.

The gunman turned, firing a machine gun rather than his rifle. But there was no one there.

Another door opened, on the other side of the balcony, but the gunman had already moved. Using some sort of rope, he swung himself over the edge and down to the first floor.

Veronica saw Joe before the gunman did.

He was standing in the lobby, gun aimed at the man scurrying down the rope. She knew it was Joe from his gleaming white jacket. The three other SEALs were dressed in dull brown.

“Hold it right there, pal,” she heard Joe say over her headphones. “We can end this game one of two ways. We can either take you out of here in a body bag, or you can drop your weapons right now and we’ll all live to see tomorrow.”

The gunman was frozen, unmoving, halfway down the rope as he stared at Joe.

Then he moved. But he didn’t drop his gun, he brought it up, fast, aimed directly toward Joe’s head.

The sound of gunfire over the radio was deafening.

The gunman jumped to the ground—or did he fall? Who had been hit? And where was Joe…?

“Joe!” Veronica couldn’t keep silent another second as she leaned closer to the blurry screen.

“Do you need medical assistance?” a voice asked over the headphones.

“Alpha Squad, check in,” Blue’s voice ordered. “McCoy.”

“Becker.”

“Jones.”

“Catalanotto,” Joe’s familiar, husky voice said. “We’re all clear. No need of a medic, FInCOM.”

Veronica closed her eyes and rested her head on her arms on the tabletop.

“This stupid sonuvabitch just made himself a martyr for the cause,” Joe’s voice said into her ear.

Joe was alive. It was all over, and Joe was alive.

This time.







Chapter Eighteen

It was after nine o’clock in the evening—twenty-one hundred hours—before Veronica’s phone rang.

She’d been busy all afternoon and evening with meetings and debriefings. She’d worked with Ambassador Freder and Senator McKinley, scheduling the remainder of Prince Tedric’s tour. A report had come in from FInCOM that made them all breathe easier. The assassin had been ID’d as Salustiano Vargas—Diosdado’s former right-hand man. Former. Apparently the two terrorists had parted ways, and Vargas was no longer connected with the Cloud of Death. He had been acting on his own. Why? No one seemed to know. At least not yet. At any rate, Vargas was dead. He’d be giving them no answers.

But now that the assassin was no longer a threat, the ambassador and senator wanted to get the tour back on track. Tedric was flying in from the District of Columbia. He would meet them all in Seattle in the morning, where they would board a cruise ship to Alaska. They would finish the tour with a flourish.

Security would return to near normal. Two or three FInCOM agents would remain, but everyone else, including the SEALs—including Joe—would go home.

At dinnertime, Veronica had searched for Joe, but was told he was in high-level security debriefings. She returned to her room to pack, but couldn’t stop thinking. What if he didn’t get finished before morning? Sometimes those meetings went on all night. What if she didn’t see him before she had to leave…?

But then, at nine o’clock, the phone rang. Veronica closed her eyes, then picked it up. “Hello?”

“Yo, Ronnie.”

“Joe.” Where are you? When will you be here? She clamped her mouth tightly shut over those words. She didn’t own him. She may have given her feelings away this morning when she’d told him—and the entire world—that she loved him, but she could stake no claim on his time or his life.

“Have you had dinner yet?” he asked.

“No, I was…” Waiting for you. “I wasn’t hungry.”

“Think you’ll be hungry in about twenty minutes?” he asked.

“Hungry for what?” She tried to make her voice sound light, teasing, but her heart felt heavy. No matter how she approached this relationship, the conclusion she kept coming to was that it wasn’t going to work out. Tomorrow they were both heading in different directions, and that would be it. All that was left was tonight. She’d been so worried earlier that she wasn’t going to get to spend this final night with Joe. But now she couldn’t help but think that it might be easier to simply say goodbye over the phone.

“Ow,” he said, laughter in his voice. “You kill me, lady. But I meant are you hungry for food. Like, you and me—the real me, no disguises—going out somewhere for dinner.” He paused. “In public. Like to a restaurant.” He paused again, then laughed. “God, am I smooth, or what? I’m trying to ask you out to dinner, Ron. What do ya say?”

He didn’t give her time to answer. “I’m still downtown,” he continued, “but I can catch a cab and make it up to the hotel in about fifteen or twenty minutes. Wear that black dress, okay? We’ll go up to Camelback Mountain. Mac says there’s a great restaurant at the resort there. There’s a band and dancing, and a terrific view of the city.”

“But—”

“Oh, yes. There’s a cab pulling up, right outside. Gotta run, babe. Get dressed—I’ll be right there.”

“But I don’t want to go out. It’s our last night—maybe forever—and I want to spend it alone with you,” Veronica said to the dead phone line.

She slowly hung up the phone.

She had one more night with Joe. One more night to last the rest of her life. One more night to burn her imprint permanently into his memory.

Hmm.

Veronica picked up the phone and dialed room service. Joe wanted dinner and dancing and a view of the city? The view from this room wasn’t too shabby. And the four-star restaurant in this hotel delivered food to the rooms. As for dancing…

Holding the telephone in one hand, Veronica crossed to the stereo that was attached to the entertainment center. Yes, there was a tape deck. She smiled.



For the first time, Joe actually knocked on her door rather than picking the lock and letting himself in.

With the long skirt of her black silk dress shushing about her legs, Veronica crossed to the hotel-room door and flung it open and herself into his arms. “Lord, I’ve waited all day to do this,” she said. “You scared me to death this morning.”

Having his arms around her felt so good. And when his lips met hers, she felt herself start to melt and she wrapped her own arms more tightly around his neck. Her fingers laced through his hair and—

Veronica pulled back.

His long hair was gone. Joe had cut his hair. Short. Really short. She looked at him, really looked at him for the first time since she’d opened her hotel-suite door. He was wearing a naval dress uniform. It was dark blue with rows and rows and rows of medals and ribbons on his left breast. He wore a white hat on his head, and he took it off, holding it almost awkwardly in his hands. His dark eyes were slightly sheepish as he watched her take in his haircut. His hair had been buzz cut around his ears and at the back. The top and front were slightly longer—just long enough so that a lock of dark hair fell forward over his forehead.

He smiled ruefully. “The barber went a little overboard,” he said. “I don’t usually wear it quite this short and…” He closed his eyes, shaking his head. “Damn, you hate it.”

Veronica touched his arm, shaking her own head. “No,” she said. “No, I don’t hate it…” But she didn’t like it, either. Not that he looked bad. In fact, he didn’t. If anything, his short cut made his lean face more handsome than ever. But it also made him look harder, tougher, unforgiving—dangerous on an entirely new level. He looked like exactly what he was—a highly trained, highly competent special-forces officer. She couldn’t help but be reminded that he was a man who risked his life as a matter of course. And that was what Veronica didn’t like. “It suits you,” she told him.

He searched her eyes, and whatever he saw there seemed to satisfy him. “Good.”

“You look…wonderful,” Veronica said honestly.

“So do you.” His eyes flared with that familiar heat as he ran them down and then back up her body.

“This is the way I thought you were going to look—before we met,” she said.

A brief shadow flickered across his face. “Yeah, well, I guess I oughta tell you, I can count on my fingers and toes the times I’ve worn this dress uniform. What you saw when we met is closer to the truth. I usually wear fatigues or jeans. And if I’ve been working with engines, they’re usually covered with grease or dirt.”

Why was he telling her this? It seemed almost like a warning. He seemed so serious, Veronica felt compelled to make things lighter. “Are you saying this because you want me to do your laundry?” she teased.

Joe gave her one of his quicksilver grins. Yes, seeing him smile that way, his teeth so very white against his lean, tanned face, Veronica could say that this new haircut definitely suited him. “You want to do my laundry?” he countered.

The casual question suddenly seemed to carry more meaning, as Joe watched her intently. His dark eyes were sharp, almost piercing as he waited for an answer.

Veronica laughed, trying to hide her sudden nervousness. Why were they talking about laundry? “I don’t do my own laundry,” she said with a shrug. “When do I have time?”

She stepped back, opening the door wider to let him in. “We’re standing in the hall,” she added. “Won’t you come in?”

Joe hesitated. “Maybe we should just go…”

She smiled. “Think if you come inside we’ll never leave?”

He touched the side of her face. “I don’t just think it, baby, I know it.”

She kissed the palm of his hand. “Would that be so terrible?” she whispered, gazing up into the midnight depths of his eyes.

“No.” He stepped inside the room, closing the door behind him.

Veronica was nervous. Joe could see that she was nervous as she moved out of his grasp and into the room and—

The table was set and covered with a very grand-looking room-service dinner. And the rest of the room…Veronica had pushed all the furniture out of the center of the living room.

She’d done that before. Back in D.C. Back when he’d climbed up to the balcony and gone in her sliding-glass door and…

Joe looked up to find her watching him. She moistened her lips nervously and smiled. “Dinner and dancing,” she explained. “I made room, so that we could dance.”

“We?”

Veronica blushed, but she held his gaze. “So I can dance for you,” she correctly herself softly. “Although, at some point you will dance with me, too. But maybe we should have dinner first.”

The fragrant smell of gourmet food filled the air. Joe knew that he hadn’t eaten since lunchtime. He also knew that dinner was the very last thing he wanted right now. Veronica was going to dance for him. She was going to dance the way he’d seen her dance when he’d climbed up to her room. Only this time, she would know right from the start that he was watching. “Maybe we should have dinner later,” he said huskily.

As he watched, she crossed to the window and closed the curtains. God, his heart was pounding as if he’d just run a three-minute mile. He could feel his blood surging hotly through his veins with each pulsing beat. She was really going to do this. She knew he wanted her to—he’d asked her to dance for him. But he’d never thought she’d actually do it. He thought he’d asked for too much.

Veronica smiled at him as she crossed back to the dinner table and took a bottle of beer from a small bottle cooler. She opened it, poured it into a glass and carried it to him.

“Thanks,” Joe said as she handed him both the glass and the bottle.

“Why don’t you sit down?” Veronica murmured, and with a whisper of silk, she moved back to the other side of the room.

Sit down. Yeah, right. Sit down. As Joe lowered himself into a chair, Veronica crossed to the stereo and slipped a tape into the deck.

Joe knew what her dancing meant to her. She’d told him that it was private and intensely personal. It was a way to let off steam, to unwind, to really relax. And she was going to share it with him now. She was going to let her personal, private pleasure become his pleasure.

The fire that was shooting through his veins reached his heart and exploded. Veronica St. John had told him she loved him today. And tonight, by sharing herself with him this way, she was showing him just how much.

The music started—softly, slowly—and Ronnie stood in the middle of the room, head back, eyes closed, arms at her sides. God, she was beautiful. And she was his. All his. Forever, if he had anything to say about it. And he did. He had a lot to say about it. Hell, he could write a book on the subject.

The music changed with a sudden burst of volume, and Veronica brought her hands up sharply, into the air.

And then she began to move.

She was graceful, fluid, and her dress seemed an extension of her body, moving with her. Her eyes were still closed, but then she opened them and looked directly at Joe.

She blushed, and his heart burned even hotter. She was such a contradiction. The slightest thing could make her blush—until passion overcame her. And when that happened, she was amazingly uninhibited. Joe had never had a lover like Veronica St. John. One moment she was seemingly prim and proper, and the next she was wild, giving him pleasure in ways he’d only dreamed of, and telling him—quite specifically, in no uncertain terms—exactly what he could and should do to please her.

As Joe watched, Veronica closed her eyes again, and again the music changed, the rhythm getting stronger, faster, more insistent. Her dancing, too, became less careful, less contained. Her movements were freer, broader, more powerful.

More passionate.

She reached up with both hands and with one swift motion, removed the pins that were holding her hair. It tumbled down around her shoulders, an avalanche of red gold curls.

Joe’s mouth was dry, and he took a sip of the beer she’d given him.

Veronica kicked off her high heels, and, as Joe watched, she became the music. She moved to the funky, bluesy instrumental piece, visually capturing every nuance, every musical phrase with her body.

Her body.

They hadn’t been lovers for long, but Joe already knew every inch of Veronica’s beautiful body intimately. But seeing her body in motion this way was an entirely new experience. Her dress barely restrained her breasts and they moved with and against the forces of gravity. The black silk slid across her abdomen and thighs, allowing glimpses of the firm muscles and flesh underneath when occasionally it clung for a second or two.

Veronica made a twisting, writhing motion that was pure sex, pure abandon.

The long skirt of her dress was no longer moving with her—it was getting in her way.

This time when she opened her eyes and looked at Joe, she didn’t blush. She smiled—a sweet, hot, sexy smile—and reached behind her for the zipper of her dress. In less than a heartbeat, the dress pooled around her feet, and she was naked—save for a pair of black silk panties. She kicked the dress aside, still dancing, still moving and spinning.

A thong. She was wearing thong panties, black silk against her skin so creamy and white.

And still she danced.

For him.

I’ve died, Joe thought, and gone to heaven.

She moved closer to him, smiling at the look he knew damn well was on his face. He was hypnotized. Stupefied. Totally overcome. And extremely aroused.

Still moving, she held out her hands to him. “Dance with me.”

It was not an invitation he needed to hear twice. He set his beer on the nearest end table and rose to his feet. And then, God, she was in his arms, moving with him and against him to that bluesy melody.

Her skin was so smooth, so silky beneath his hands. He touched her everywhere. Her softly rounded bottom, her full breasts, her flat stomach, her long, willowy arms. He was still in his uniform and she was nearly naked, and he had never, never been so turned on in his entire life. They were dancing so close, their legs were intertwined. He could feel the heat between her legs against his thigh. She could surely feel his arousal—she pressed against him, her slow, sexy movement driving him crazy, and the sight of her, nearly naked in his arms, making him throb with need.

“Ronnie…”

Somehow she knew that he’d had nearly all he could take. She lifted her mouth to his and kissed him. Joe heard himself groan. He couldn’t get enough of her.

He felt her fingers unbuckling his belt and swiftly unfastening his pants. And then he was in her hands. It was good, but it wasn’t good enough.

“Ronnie, I need—”

“I know.”

She covered him with a condom she’d procured from God-knew-where, and slipped out of her panties as she kissed him again.

“Lift me up,” Veronica murmured.

“Yes,” he breathed. She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist as he ensheathed himself in her wonderful, smooth heat. “Oh, baby…”

She moved on top of him, against him, with him. She was in his arms, in his heart, in his very soul. This passionate, fiery woman, who could be blazing hot one moment and gently sweet the next, this woman with the sharp sense of humor and quiet touch that hid a will of steel—a will that was ruled by the kindest heart he’d ever known—this was the one woman he’d been waiting for all his life. All the love he’d made, all the women he’d known before, had meant nothing to him. No one had moved him. No one had even come close to holding him. He’d always been able to close the door and walk away from a woman without looking back.

But there was no way he’d ever be able to walk away from Veronica. Not without leaving his heart behind—ripped from his chest.

He clung to her, holding her as tightly as she held him, plunging himself deeply into her again and again.

He loved her. He wanted to tell her, but the words—those three simple little words—didn’t come easily. The truth was, saying them scared him to death. Now, wasn’t that funny? He was a SEAL. He’d faced platoons of enemy soldiers, he’d looked death in the teeth without batting an eye more times than he could count, yet the thought of uttering one very simple sentence made him sweat.

Ronnie’s fingers were in his hair. Her mouth was covering his face and lips with kisses.

“Joe,” she breathed, “Joe. I want more—” He moved, backing her up against the wall to anchor her in place, and she tipped back her head. “Yes…”

Her release was incredible. She cried out as he drove himself into her, giving her all she’d asked for. Her arms tightened around his neck, her fingers clutched him.

“I love you,” Veronica cried. “Oh, Joe, I love you!”

Her words pushed him over the edge. She loved him. She really did. He exploded in a blinding white burst of pleasure so exquisite, so pure that the world seem to disintegrate around him.

Baby, I love you, too.







Chapter Nineteen

Joe slowly became aware of his surroundings.

Ronnie’s head was resting on his shoulder, her breath warm against his neck. His own forehead leaned against the wall. And his knees were damned shaky.

He could feel Veronica’s heart beating, hear her soft sigh.

He didn’t want to move. He’d never made love quite like this in his life, and he didn’t want it to end. Of course, it had ended, but as long as they stayed right here, in this same position, these remarkable feelings could linger on.

It was, needless to say, incredibly exhilarating. His future looked so different, so much brighter, with Ronnie in the picture. For the first time in his life, Joe found himself actually considering the possibility of having children. Not for a good long time, of course. He wanted Ronnie all to himself for years and years and years. But down the road, making a baby, creating a new life would be exciting in a way he’d never imagined before. Fifty percent him and fifty percent her, with two hundred percent of their love…

The jeweler’s box he carried in his pocket dug into his ribs and Joe had to laugh. He hadn’t even asked Ronnie to marry him yet, and here he was, practically naming their kids.

“You didn’t have to say that, you know,” she whispered.

She lifted her head and lowered herself to the floor. The spell was broken. Or was it? Joe still felt an incredible warmth in his chest. He used to think it felt like a noose, he realized, but now it was a good feeling, a warmth surrounding his heart, giving him an amazing sense of peace and belonging.

“Didn’t have to say what?” he asked.

Veronica moved away from him slightly, giving him room to adjust his clothes. She was still naked, but she seemed unaware of that as she gazed at him, concern darkening her blue eyes.

“You didn’t have to say that you love me, too,” she said.

Joe froze, hands stilled on the buckle of his belt. Had he actually spoken those words out loud?

“I’d rather that you be honest with me,” she continued. “Don’t say things you don’t mean. Please?”

Veronica turned away, unable to continue looking into Joe’s eyes, unable to keep up the brave front. But, bloody hell, here she’d just spoken of being honest…“The truth is, Joe,” she said, her voice shaking slightly, “I’m going to miss you terribly when you’re gone, and—”

Joe drew her into his arms, moving with her so they sat on the sofa, Veronica on his lap. “Who says I’m going anywhere?” he asked softly, smoothing her hair back from her face and kissing her gently on the lips.

Veronica felt her eyes fill with tears. Damn! She blinked them back. “Tomorrow I’m flying to Seattle and you’re—”

He interrupted her with another gentle kiss. “And who says when I said…what I said, that I wasn’t being honest?” He ran his free hand down the curve of her hip and back up again, then cupped her breast. It was impossible not to touch her.

“You love me.” Her disbelief was evident in her voice.

“Is that really so hard to believe?”

Veronica touched the side of his face. “You’re so sweet,” she said. At the mock flare of indignation in his eyes, she added quickly, “I know you don’t think so, but you are. You’re incredibly kind, Joe. And I know you have…feelings for me, but you don’t have to pretend that they’re more than—” She stared down in silence at the small black velvet box Joe pulled from his pocket and held out to her. “What’s this?”

“Open it,” he said. His face looked so serious, so hard. His eyes were so intense.

“I’m afraid to.”

Joe smiled, and it softened his face. “It’s not a grenade,” he said. “Just open it, Ron, will ya?”

Slowly, she took it from him. It was small and square and black and furry. It looked an awful lot like a jeweler’s box. What was he giving her? She couldn’t even begin to imagine the possibilities. Her heart was pounding, she realized. She took a deep breath to steady herself. Then, gazing into Joe’s beautiful eyes, looking for some sort of clue as to what was inside, she opened the box.

She glanced down and her heart stopped. It was a ring. It was an enormous, beautiful, glittering diamond ring.

“Marry me,” Joe said huskily.

“Dear Lord!” Veronica breathed.

As she stared up into his eyes, her expression of shock made Joe smile. “I guess you weren’t expecting this, huh?”

She shook her head.

“Neither was I,” he told her honestly. “But that ring’s not pretend, Ronnie. And neither is what I feel. I…you know…love you—” God, he’d said it and he wasn’t struck by lightning. “And I want to make this thing we have permanent. You follow?”

She was silent. Her eyes were as large as dinner plates as she gazed at him. She was still naked, and he couldn’t have kept from touching her, from stroking her soft skin, if his life depended on it. She was lovely, and he was already uncomfortably aroused again. God, he’d just had the best sex of his life, and already he wanted her again. He couldn’t get enough of her. He never would.

But why wouldn’t she answer? Why wouldn’t she tell him that she wanted to marry him, too?

“Say something, baby.” Joe tried to disguise his insecurity, but knew that he’d failed miserably. It showed in his eyes, in his voice. “The suspense is killing me. Tell me what you think. Good idea? Bad idea? Have I gone crazy, here?”

Veronica was dumbfounded. Joe Catalanotto—Lt. Joe Catalanotto of the U.S. Navy SEALs—wanted to marry her. He’d meant it when he’d said that he loved her. He loved her. He loved her, and dear Lord, she should be ecstatic. She should be hearing wedding bells and picturing herself in a gorgeous white wedding dress, walking down the aisle of a church to meet this man at the altar. The one man that she truly loved.

But she couldn’t picture herself at a wedding. She could only see herself at a funeral. Joe’s funeral.

“When…” she started, then cleared her throat. She shivered slightly, suddenly aware of the chill of the air-conditioning against her bare skin. Joe ran his hand up and down her arm, trying to warm her. “When are you planning to retire?”

He stared at her blankly. “What?”

“From the SEALs,” she explained. “When are you going to retire from active duty?”

Veronica could see that he didn’t get how this pertained to his wedding proposal, but he shrugged and answered her anyway. “Not for a long time,” he said. “I don’t know. Not for another fifteen years. Twenty if I can manage it.”

Her heart sank. Fifteen or twenty years. Two decades of watching the man she loved leave on countless high-risk missions. Two decades of not knowing whether or not he would return. Two decades of sheer hell. If he lived that long…

“I’m career navy, Ronnie,” Joe said quietly. “I know I’m no prince, but I am an officer and—”

“You are a prince.” Veronica kissed him swiftly on the lips. “I’ve never met anyone even half as princely as you are.”

He was embarrassed. So of course, he tried to turn it into a joke. “Well, damn,” he said. “All the naked women tell me that whenever I get them on my lap.”

Veronica had to smile. “I am naked,” she said. “Aren’t I?”

“I noticed,” he said, lightly touching her breast.

“Do you want me to put on some clothes?”

“I was thinking more along the lines that I should get rid of mine,” Joe murmured, bringing his lips to where his hand had just been. But he only kissed her gently before lifting his head again. “Try it on.”

The ring. He meant the ring.

She knew she shouldn’t. She had no idea what her answer was going to be. She was so utterly, totally torn.

Still, Veronica took the ring from the box and slipped it onto her left hand. It was a little bit too large.

“Say the word, and we can get it sized,” Joe said. “Or, if you want, you can pick out something different…”

Veronica looked at the ring’s simple, elegant setting through a haze of tears. “This is so beautiful,” she said. “I wouldn’t want anything else.”

“When I saw it,” Joe said quietly, “I knew it belonged to you.” He lifted her chin up toward him. “Hey. Hey, are you crying?”

Veronica nodded her head, yes, and he drew her even closer to him. He pulled her mouth to his and kissed her sweetly. She wanted so very much to tell him, “Yes, I’ll marry you.” But she wanted to go to bed every night with him beside her. And she wanted to wake up every morning knowing that he was going to be there again the next night. She didn’t want a Navy SEAL, she wanted a regular, normal man.

But maybe if she asked, he’d leave the SEALs. Lord knows, he could do damn near anything, get any kind of job he wanted. He was an expert in so many different fields. He could work as a translator. Or he could work as a mechanic, she didn’t care. Let him get covered with engine grease every day. She’d learn to do the bloody laundry if that’s what it took. She just wanted to know that he would be safe. And alive.

But Veronica knew she couldn’t ask him to leave the SEALs. And even if she did ask him, she knew that he wouldn’t quit. Not for her. Not for anything. She’d seen him at work. He loved the risk, lived for the danger.

“Please, Joe,” she whispered. “Make love to me again.”

He stood, holding her in his arms, and carried her into the bedroom.

Veronica wanted desperately to marry Joe. But Joe was already married—to the Navy SEALs.



As Veronica slept, curled up next to him in the bed, Joe stared at the ceiling.

She hadn’t said yes.

He’d asked her to marry him, and she’d asked him a bunch of questions in return, but she hadn’t said yes.

She hadn’t said no, either. But she’d taken off the ring and put it back in the box. She gave him some excuse about how she was afraid it was going to fall off. She was afraid she was going to lose it.

But if Ronnie had given him any kind of ring that meant that she wanted him forever, that she loved him “till death do us part,” Joe would damn sure be wearing it, regardless of the size.

It was entirely possible that he was heading full steam ahead into an emotional train wreck. It was entirely possible that although Veronica had said that she loved him, she didn’t love him enough to want “forever.” Hell, it was entirely possible that although she had said she loved him, she didn’t love him at all.

But no. He had to believe that she loved him. He’d seen it in her eyes, felt it in her touch. She did love him. The sixty-four-thousand-dollar question was, how much?

Across the room, from the chair where he’d thrown his clothes, his pocket pager shrilled.

Joe extracted himself from the bed, trying not to wake Veronica, but as he moved swiftly across the room, she stirred and sat up.

“What was that?” she asked.

“My pager,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to make a phone call.”

Veronica leaned forward and snapped on the light, squinting at him in the sudden brightness. As she watched, he sat back down on the edge of the bed, running his fingers through his short hair before he picked up the telephone. He quickly dialed—a number he had memorized.

“Yeah,” he said into the phone. “Catalanotto.” There was a pause. “I’m still in Phoenix.” Another pause. “Yeah. Yeah, I understand.” He glanced back at Veronica, his face serious. “Give me three minutes, and I’ll call right back.” Another pause. He smiled. “Right. Thanks.”

He dropped the receiver into the cradle and faced Veronica.

“I can get a week’s leave, if I want it,” he said bluntly. “But I need to know right now if I should take it. And I don’t want to take it if you can’t spend the time with me. Do you know what I’m saying?”

Veronica glanced at the clock. “You get called at four-thirty in the morning about whether or not you want leave?” she asked in dismay.

Joe shook his head. “No,” he replied. “I get called and ordered to report to the base at Little Creek. There’s some kind of emergency. They’re calling in all of SEAL Team Ten, including the Alpha Squad.”

Veronica felt faint. “What kind of emergency?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But even if I did know, I couldn’t say.”

“If we were married, could you tell me?”

Joe smiled ruefully. “No, baby. Not even then.”

“So you just pack up and leave,” Veronica said tightly, “and maybe you’ll come back?”

He reached for her. “I’ll always come back. You gotta believe that.”

She sat up, moving out of reach, keeping her back to him so that he couldn’t see the look on her face. This was her worst nightmare, coming true. This was what she didn’t want to spend the next twenty years doing. This fear, this emptiness was exactly what she didn’t want to spend the next two decades feeling.

“I either have to officially take leave, or go check in with the rest of the team. What do you think?” he asked again. “Can you get time off, too?”

Veronica shook her head. “No.” Funny, her voice sounded so cool and in control. “No, I’m sorry, but I have to be on the cruise ship with Prince Tedric, starting tomorrow.”

She could feel his eyes on the back of her head. She sensed his hesitation before he turned back to the telephone.

He picked it up and dialed. “Yeah, it’s Joe Cat again. I’m in.”

Veronica closed her eyes. He was in. But in for what? Something that was going to get him killed? She couldn’t stand it. Not knowing where he was going, what he’d be doing, was awful. She wanted to scream…

“Right,” he said into the phone. “I’ll be ready.”

He hung up the phone, and she felt the mattress shift as he stood.

“I have to take a quick shower,” he said. “There’s a car coming in ten minutes.”

Veronica spun around to face him. “Ten minutes!”

“That’s how it works, Ronnie. I get a call, I have to leave. Right away. Sometimes we get preparation time, but usually not. Let me take a shower—we can talk while I’m getting dressed.”

Veronica felt numb. This wasn’t her worst nightmare. This fear she felt deep in her stomach was beyond anything she’d ever imagined. She wanted to tell him, beg him to take the leave. She would quit her job if she had to. She would do anything, anything to keep him from going on that unnamed, unidentified, probably deadly emergency mission.

And then what? she wondered as she heard the sound of the shower. She stood and slipped into her robe, suddenly feeling terribly chilled. She would lose her job, her reputation, her pride, for one measly week of Joe’s company. But after that week of leave was up, he would be gone. He’d go where duty called, when duty called, no matter the danger or risk. Sooner or later it would happen. Sooner or later—and probably sooner—he was going to kiss her goodbye, leaving her with her heart in her throat. He would leave her alone, watching the clock, waiting, praying for him to return. Alive. And he wouldn’t come back.

Veronica couldn’t stand it. She wouldn’t be able to stand it.

The water shut off, and several moments later Joe came out of the bathroom, toweling himself dry. She watched silently as he slipped on his briefs and then his pants.

“So,” he said, rubbing his hair with the towel one last time, glancing over at her. “Tell me when you’ll be done with the Ustanzian tour. I’ll try to arrange leave.”

“It won’t be for another two or three weeks,” Veronica said. “After the cruise, we’ll be heading back to D.C., and then to Ustanzia from there. By then, Wila will have had the baby, and—” She broke off, turning away from him. Why were they having this seemingly normal-sounding conversation, when every cell in her body was screaming for her to hold him—hold him and never let go? But she couldn’t hold him. A car was coming in five minutes to take him away, maybe forever.

“Okay,” Joe was saying. She could hear him slipping his arms into his jacket and buttoning it closed. “What do you say I meet you in Ustanzia? Just let me know the exact dates and—”

Veronica shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Okay,” he said again, very quietly. “What is a good idea, Ronnie? You tell me.”

He wasn’t moving now. Veronica knew even without looking that he was standing there, his lean face unsmiling, his dark eyes intense as he watched her, waiting for her to move, to speak, to do something, anything.

“I don’t have any good ideas.”

“You don’t want to marry me.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement.

Veronica didn’t move, didn’t say anything. What could she possibly say?

Joe laughed—a brief burst of air that had nothing to do with humor. “Hell, from the way it sounds, you don’t even want to see me again.”

She turned toward him, but she wasn’t prepared for the chill that was in his eyes.

“Boy, did I have you pegged wrong,” he said.

“You don’t understand,” Veronica tried to explain. “I can’t live the way you want me to live. I can’t take it, Joe.”

He turned away, and she moved forward, stopping him with a hand on his arm. “We come from such different worlds,” she said. His world was filled with danger and violence and the ever-present risk of death. Why couldn’t he see the differences between them? “I can’t just…pretend to fit into your world, because I know I won’t. And I know you won’t fit into mine. You can’t change any more than I can, and—”

Joe pulled away. His head was spinning. Different worlds. Different classes was more like it. God, he should have known better. What was he thinking? How could he have thought a woman like Veronica St. John—a wealthy, high-class, gentrified lady—would want more from him than a short, steamy affair?

He’d been right—she’d been slumming.

That was all this was to her.

She had been slumming. She had been checking out how the lower class lived. She had been having sex with a blue-collar man. Officer or not, that was what Joe was, what he would always be. That was where he came from.

Veronica was getting her hands dirty, and Joe, he’d gone and fallen in love. God, he was a royal idiot, a horse’s ass.

He took the ring box from where it still sat on the bedside table and dropped it into his pocket. Damned if he was going to let her walk away with a ring that had put a serious dent into his life savings.

“Try to understand,” Veronica said, her eyes swimming with tears. She stood in front of the door, blocking his exit. “I love you, but…I can’t marry you.”

And all at once Joe did understand. She may have been slumming—at first. But she’d fallen in love with him, too. Still, that love wasn’t enough to overcome the differences between their two “worlds” as she called it.

He should walk away. He knew he should walk away. But instead he touched her face and brushed his thumb across her beautiful lips. And then he did something he’d never done before. He begged.

“Please, Ronnie,” Joe said softly. “This thing between us…it’s pretty powerful. Please, baby, can’t we try to work this out?”

Veronica stared up into Joe’s eyes, and for a second, she almost believed that they could.

But then his pager beeped again, and the fear was back. Joe had to go. Now. Reality hit her hard and she felt sick to her stomach. She turned and moved away from the door.

“That’s your answer, huh?” he said quietly.

Veronica kept her back to him. She couldn’t speak. And she couldn’t bear to watch him leave.

She heard him open the bedroom door. She heard him walk through the hotel suite. And she heard him stop, heard him hesitate before he opened the door to the corridor.

“I thought you were tougher than this, Ron,” he said, a catch in his voice.

The door clicked quietly as it closed behind him.







Chapter Twenty

The guys in Alpha Squad were avoiding Joe. They were keeping their distance—and it was little wonder, considering the black mood he was in.

The “emergency” calling them all back to Little Creek had been no more than an exercise in preparedness—a time test by the powers that be. The top brass were checking to see exactly how long it would take SEAL Team Ten to get back to their home base in Virginia, from their scattered temporary locations around California and the Southwest.

Blue was the only man who ignored Joe’s bad mood and stayed nearby as they completed the paperwork on the exercise and on the Ustanzian tour operation. Blue didn’t say a word, but Joe knew his executive officer was ready to lend a sympathetic ear, or even a shoulder to cry on if he needed it.

Early that evening, before they left the administration office, there was a phone call for Joe. From Seattle.

Blue was there, and he met Joe’s eyes as the call was announced. There was only one person in Seattle who could possibly be calling Joe.

Veronica St. John.

Why was she calling him?

Maybe she’d changed her mind.

Blue turned away, sympathy in his eyes. Damn it, Joe thought. Were his feelings, his hope for the impossible that transparent?

There was no real privacy in the office, and Joe had to take the call at an administrator’s desk, with the man sitting not three feet away from him.

“Catalanotto,” he said into the phone, staring out the window.

“Joe?” It was Veronica. And she sounded surprised to hear his voice. “Oh, Lord, I didn’t think I’d actually get through to you. I thought…I thought I’d be able to leave a message with your voice mail or…something.”

Terrific. She didn’t actually want to speak to him. Then why the hell had she called? “You want me to hang up?” he asked. “You can call back and leave a message.”

“Well, no,” she said. “No, of course not. Don’t be silly. I just…didn’t think you’d be there. I thought you’d be…shooting bad guys…or something.”

Joe smiled despite the ache in his chest. “No,” he said. “Yesterday I shot the bad guy. Today I’m doing the paperwork about it.”

“I thought…”

“Yes…?”

“Aren’t you shipping out or…something?”

“No,” Joe said. “It was an exercise. The brass wanted to see how fast SEAL Team Ten could get our butts back to Little Creek. They do that sometimes. Supposedly it keeps us on our toes.”

“I’m glad,” she said.

“I’m not,” he stated flatly. “I was hoping they were sending us down to South America. We’re still no closer to nailing Diosdado. I was looking forward to tracking him down and having it out with him once and for all.”

“Oh,” she said very softly. And then she was silent.

Joe counted to five very slowly, then he said, “Veronica? You still there?”

“Yes,” she replied, and he could almost see her shake her head to get herself back on track. But when she spoke, her voice was no less tentative. “I’m sorry, I…um, I was calling to pass on some news I received this afternoon. Mrs. Kaye called from Washington, D.C. Cindy died this morning at Saint Mary’s.”

Joe closed his eyes and swore.

“Mrs. Kaye wanted to thank you again,” Veronica continued, her voice shaking. She was crying. Joe knew just from the way her voice sounded that she was crying. God, his arms ached to hold her. “She wanted to thank both of us, for your visit. It meant a lot to Cindy.”

Joe held tightly to the phone, fighting to ignore the six pairs of curious eyes and ears in the room.

Veronica took a deep breath, and he could picture her wiping her eyes and face, adjusting her hair. “I just thought you’d want to know,” she said. She took another breath. “I have to run. The cruise ship sails in less than an hour.”

“Thanks for calling to tell me, Veronica,” Joe said.

There was another silence. Then she said, “Joe?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sorry,” she said falteringly. “About…you and me. About it not working out. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Joe couldn’t talk about it. How could he stand here in the middle of all these people and talk about the fact that his heart had been stomped into a million tiny pieces? And even if he could, how could he admit it to her—the woman responsible for all the pain?

“Was there something else you wanted?” he asked, his voice tight and overly polite.

“You sound so…Are you…are you all right?”

“Yeah,” he lied. “I’m great. I’m getting on with my life, okay? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get back to it, all right?”

Joe hung up the phone without waiting to see if she said goodbye. He turned and walked away, past Blue, past the guard at the front desk. He walked out of the building and down the road, heading toward the empty parade grounds. He sat in the grass at the edge of the field and held his head in his hands.

And for the second time in his adult life, Joe Catalanotto cried.



Standing at the pay phone, Veronica dissolved into tears.

She hadn’t expected to speak to Joe. She hadn’t expected to hear his familiar voice. It was such a relief to know that he wasn’t risking his life—at least not today.

But he’d sounded so stilted, so cold, so unfriendly. He’d called her Veronica, not Ronnie, as if she were some stranger he didn’t know. He was getting on with his life, he’d said. He clearly wasn’t going to waste any time worrying about what might have been.

That was the way she wanted it, wasn’t it? So why did she feel so awful?

Did she actually want Joe Catalanotto carrying a torch for her? Did she want him to be hurt? Did she want his heart to be broken?

Or maybe she was afraid that by turning him down, she’d done the wrong thing, made the wrong choice.

Veronica didn’t know. She honestly didn’t know.

The only thing she was absolutely certain of was how terribly much she missed him.



Joe sat in the bar nursing a beer, trying not to listen to the endless parade of country songs about heartbreak playing on the jukebox.

“At ease, at ease. Stay in your seats, boys.”

Joe looked into the mirror behind the bar and saw Admiral Forrest making his way across the crowded room. The admiral sat down at the bar, next to Joe, who took another sip of his beer, not even looking up, certainly not even smiling.

“Rumor has it you survived your mission,” Mac said to Joe, ordering a diet cola from the bartender. “But it looks to me like you extracted without a pulse or a sense of humor. Am I right or are you still alive over there, son?”

“Well, gee whiz, Admiral,” Joe said, staring morosely into his beer. “We can’t all be a barrel of laughs all the time.”

Mac nodded seriously. “No, no, you’re right. We can’t.” He nodded to the bartender as the man put a tall glass of soda on the bar. “Thanks.” He glanced down the bar and nodded to Blue McCoy, who was sitting on Joe’s right. “Lieutenant.”

Blue nodded back. “Good to see you, Admiral.”

Forrest turned back to Joe. “Hear you and some of your boys had a run-in with Salustiano Vargas two days ago.”

Joe nodded, glancing up at the older man. “Yes, sir.”

“Also hear from the Intel grapevine that the rumor is, Vargas was disassociated from Diosdado and the Cloud of Death some time ago.”

Joe shrugged, drawing wet lines with the condensation from his mug on the surface of the bar. He exchanged a look with Blue. “Vargas wasn’t able to verify FInCOM’s information after we had it out with him. He was too dead to talk.”

Admiral Forrest nodded. “I heard that, too,” he said. He took a long sip of his soda, then set it carefully back down on the bar. “What I can’t figure out is, if Salustiano Vargas was not working with Diosdado, why did earlier FInCOM reports state that members of the Cloud of Death were unusually interested in Prince Tedric’s tour schedule?”

“FInCOM isn’t known for their flawless operations,” Joe said, one eyebrow raised. “Someone made a mistake.”

“I don’t know, Joe.” Mac scratched his head through his thick white hair. “I’ve got this gut feeling that the mistake is in assuming the reports are true about this rift between Vargas and Diosdado. I think there’s still some connection between them. Those two were too close for too long.” He shook his head again. “What I can’t figure out is why Salustiano Vargas—Diosdado’s number-one sharpshooter—would set himself up as a suicide assassin. He didn’t stand a chance at getting out of there. And he didn’t even hit his target.”

Joe took another slug of his beer. “He had the opportunity,” he said. “I was on that stage, with my back to the bastard when he fired his first shot. It wasn’t until the second shot went into the stage next to me that I realized he was shooting from behind me and—”

Joe froze, his glass a quarter of an inch from his lips. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.” He put his beer back on the counter and looked from Blue to the admiral. “Why would a sharpshooter of Vargas’s caliber miss an easy target in broad daylight?”

“Luck,” Blue suggested. “You moved out of the way of the bullet at the right split second.”

“I didn’t,” Joe said. “I didn’t move at all. He deliberately missed me.” He stood, knocking his barstool over. “I need the telephone,” he said to the bartender. “Now.”

The bartender moved fast and placed the phone in front of Joe. Joe pushed it in front of the admiral.

“Who am I calling?” Forrest asked dryly. “Why am I calling?”

“Why would Salustiano Vargas deliberately miss his assassination target?” Joe asked. He answered his own question. “Because the assassination attempt was only a diversion, set up to make FInCOM’s security force relax. Which they immediately did, right? I’m out of the picture. The rest of Alpha Squad is out of the picture. Mac, how many FInCOM agents are with Prince Tedric’s tour now that the alleged danger has passed?”

Mac shrugged. “Two. I think.” He leaned forward. “Joe, what are you saying?”

“That the real terrorist attack hasn’t happened yet. Damn, at least I hope it hasn’t happened yet.”

Mac Forrest’s mouth dropped open. “Jumping Jesse,” he said. “The cruise ship?”

Joe nodded. “With only two FInCOM agents onboard, that cruise ship is a terrorist’s dream come true.” He picked up the telephone receiver and handed it to the admiral. “Contact them, sir. Warn them.”

Forrest dialed a number and waited, his blue eyes steely in his weathered face.

Joe waited, too. Waited, and prayed. Veronica was on that ship.

Blue stood. “I’m gonna page the squad,” he said quietly to Joe.

Joe nodded. “Better make it all of Team Ten,” he told Blue in a low voice. “If this is going down, it’s going to be big. We’re going to need all the manpower we’ve got. While you’re at it, get on the horn with the commander of Team Six. Let’s put in a request to put them on standby, too.”

Blue nodded and vanished in the direction of the door and the outside pay phone.

Please, God, keep Veronica safe, Joe prayed. Please, God, let him be really, really wrong about the situation. Please God…

Forrest put his hand over the receiver. “I got through to the naval base in Washington State,” he said to Joe. “They’re hailing the cruise ship now.” He lifted his hand from the mouthpiece. “Yes?” he said into the telephone. “They’re not?” He looked up at Joe, his eyes dark with concern. “The ship’s not responding. Apparently, their radio’s down. The base has them on radar, and they’ve gone seriously off course.” He shook his head, his mouth tight with anger and frustration. “I believe we’ve got ourselves a crisis situation.”



Veronica watched a second helicopter land on the sundeck.

This couldn’t be happening. Five hours ago, she’d been having lunch with Ambassador Freder and his staff. Five hours ago, everything had been perfectly normal aboard the cruise ship Majestic. Tedric had been sleeping in, as was his habit. She’d been forcing down a salad even though she wasn’t hungry, even though her stomach hurt from missing Joe. Lord, she didn’t think it was possible to miss another person that badly. She felt hollow, empty, and hopelessly devoid of life.

And then a dozen men, dressed in black and carrying automatic rifles and submachine guns, jumped out of one helicopter and swarmed across the deck of the cruise ship, declaring that the Majestic was now in their control, and all her passengers were their hostages.

It seemed unreal, like some sort of strange movie that she was somehow involved in making.

There were fewer than sixty people aboard the small cruise ship, including the crew. They were all on deck, watching and waiting as the second helicopter’s blades slowed and then stopped.

No one made a sound as the doors opened and several men stepped out.

One of them, a man with a pronounced limp who was wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses, smiled a greeting to the silent crowd. He had a wide, friendly, white-toothed smile set off by a thick salt-and-pepper beard. Without saying a word, he gestured to one of the other terrorists, who pulled the two FInCOM agents out in front of them all.

The terrorists had cuffed the two security agents’ hands behind them, and now, as they were pushed to their knees in front of the bearded man, they fought to keep their balance.

“Who are you?” one of the agents, a woman named Maggie Forte demanded. “What is this—”

“Silence,” the bearded man said. And then he pulled a revolver from his belt and shot both agents in the head.

Senator McKinley’s wife screamed and started to cry.

“Just so you know our guns are quite real,” the bearded man said to the rest of them in his softly accented voice, “and that we mean business. My name is Diosdado.” He gestured to the other terrorists around him. “These men and women all work for me. Do as they say, and you will all be fine.” He smiled again. “Of course, there are no guarantees.”

Veronica stared at the bright red blood pooling beneath the FInCOM agents’ bodies. They were dead. Just like that, a man and a woman were dead. The man—Charlie Gris-wold, he’d said his name was—had just had a new baby. He’d shown Veronica pictures. He’d been so proud, so in love with his pretty young wife. And now…

God forgive her, but all she could think was Thank God it wasn’t Joe. Thank God Joe wasn’t here. Thank God that wasn’t Joe’s blood spreading across the deck.

Diosdado limped toward Prince Tedric, who was standing slightly apart from the rest of them.

“So we finally meet again,” the terrorist said. He used his submachine gun to knock the Stetson cowboy hat Tedric was wearing off his head.

Tedric looked as if he might be ill.

“Did you really think I’d forget about the agreement we made?” Diosdado asked.

Tedric glanced toward the two dead agents lying on the deck. “No,” he whispered.

“Then where are my long-range missiles?” Diosdado demanded. “I’ve been waiting and waiting for you to come through on your part of the deal.”

Veronica couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Prince Tedric, involved in arms smuggling? She wouldn’t have believed he had the nerve.

“I said I’d try,” Tedric hissed. “I made no promises.”

Diosdado made tsking sounds. “Then it was very bad form for you to keep the money,” he said.

Tedric straightened in shock. “I sent the money back,” he retorted. “I wouldn’t have kept it. Mon Dieu, I wouldn’t have…dared.”

Diosdado stared at him. Then he laughed. “You know, I actually believe you. It seems my good friend Salustiano intervened more than once. No wonder he wanted you dead. He’d intercepted two million of my dollars that you were returning to me.” He laughed again. “Isn’t this an interesting twist?” He turned to his men. “Take the other hostages below, and His Highness to the bridge. Let’s see what a crown prince is worth these days. I may get my long-range missiles yet.”



Navy SEAL Team Ten was airborne less than thirty minutes after Admiral Forrest contacted the naval base in Washington State. Joe sat in the air-force jet with his men, receiving nearly continuous reports from a Blackbird SR-71 spy plane that was circling at eighty-five thousand feet above the hijacked cruise ship, over the northern Pacific Ocean. The Blackbird was flying so high the terrorists and hostages on board the Majestic couldn’t have seen it even with high-powered binoculars.

But with the Blackbird’s high-tech equipment, Joe could see the cruise ship. The pictures that were coming in were very sharp and clear.

There were two bodies on the deck near two high-speed attack helicopters.

Two bodies, two pools of blood.

More detailed reports showed that one of the bodies was wearing a skirt, her legs angled awkwardly on the deck.

One man, one woman. Both dead.

Joe studied the picture, unable to see the woman’s features for all the blood. Please, God, don’t let it be Veronica! He glanced up to find Blue looking over his shoulder.

Blue shook his head. “I don’t think it’s her,” he said. “I don’t think it’s Veronica.”

Joe didn’t say anything at first. “It could be,” he finally said, his voice low.

“Yeah.” Blue nodded. “Could be. And if it’s not, it’s someone that somebody else loves. It’s already a no-win situation, Cat. Don’t let it interfere with what we’ve got to do.”

“I won’t,” he said. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “That bastard Diosdado isn’t gonna know what hit him.”



Veronica sat in the dining room with the other hostages, wondering what was going to come next.

Tedric sat apart from the others, staring at the walls, his jaw clenched tightly, his arms crossed in front of him.

It was funny, so many people had seen Joe and thought that he was Tedric. But to Veronica, their physical differences were so clearly obvious. Joe’s eyes were bigger and darker, his lashes longer. Joe’s chin was stronger, more square. Tedric’s nose was narrower, and slightly pinched looking at the end.

Sure, they both had dark hair and dark eyes, but Tedric’s eyes shifted as he spoke, never settling on any one thing. Veronica had worked for hours and hours, trying to teach the prince to look steadily into the TV cameras. Joe, on the other hand, always looked everyone straight in the eye. Tedric was in constant motion—fingers tapping, a foot jiggling, crossing and uncrossing his legs. Joe’s energy was carefully contained. He could sit absolutely still, but one could feel his leashed power. He nearly throbbed with it, but it didn’t distract—at least, not all the time.

Veronica closed her eyes.

Was she ever going to see Joe again? What she would give to put her arms around him, to feel his arms holding her.

But he was in Virginia. It was very likely that he hadn’t even heard about the hijacking yet. And what would he think when he found out? Would he even care? He’d been so cold, so formal, so distant during their last conversation.

Diosdado had opened communications with both the U.S. and the Ustanzian governments. Ustanzia was ready to ship out the missiles the terrorists wanted, but the U.S. was against that. Now the two governments were in disagreement, with the U.S. threatening to drop all future aid if Ustanzia gave in to the terrorists’ demands. But Senator McKinley was on board the Majestic, too. So between the senator and Crown Prince Tedric, Diosdado had hit a jackpot.

But jackpot or not, Diosdado was losing patience.

He limped into the room now, and all of the hostages tensed.

“Men on one side, and women on the other,” said the leader of the Cloud of Death, drawing an imaginary line down the center of the room with his arm.

Everybody stared. No one moved.

“Now!” he commanded quite softly, lifting his gun for emphasis.

They all moved. Veronica stood on the right side of the imaginary line with the rest of the women. There were only fourteen women on board, compared to the forty men on the other side of the dining room.

Mrs. McKinley was shivering, and Veronica reached down and took the older woman’s icy fingers.

“Here’s how it’s going to work,” Diosdado said pleasantly. “We’re going to start with the women. You’re going to go up to the bridge, to the radio room, and talk to your government. You’re going to convince them to give us what we want, and to keep their distance. And you’re going to tell them that starting in one hour, we’re going to begin eliminating our hostages, one each hour, on the hour.”

There was a murmur in the crowd, and Mrs. McKinley clung more tightly to Veronica’s hand.

“And,” Diosdado said, “you may tell them that once again we’re going to start with the women.”

“No!” one of the men cried.

Diosdado turned and fired his gun, shooting the man in the head. Several people screamed, many dove for cover.

Veronica turned away, sickened. Just like that, another man was dead.

“Anyone else have any objections?” Diosdado asked pleasantly.

Except for the sound of quiet sobbing, the hostages were silent.

“You and you,” the terrorist said, and it was several moments before Veronica realized he was talking to her and Mrs. McKinley. “To the radio room.”

Veronica looked up into the glittering chill of Diosdado’s dark eyes, and she knew. She was going to be the first. She had only one more hour to live.

One very short hour.

Even if Joe knew, even if Joe cared, there was nothing he could do to save her. He was on the other side of the country. There was no way he could reach her within an hour.

She was going to die.







Chapter Twenty-One

Joe stood in the briefing room of the USS Watkins, and tried to work out a plan to get SEAL Team Ten onto the Majestic, and the hostages off.

“Infrared surveillance shows the majority of the hostages are in the ship’s dining hall,” Blue reported. He pointed to the location on a cutaway schematic of the cruise ship that was spread out on the table among all the other maps and charts and photographs. “We can approach at dusk, going under their radar with inflatable boats, climb up the sides of the Majestic, and bring the hostages out without the terrorists even knowing.”

“Once everyone’s clear of the cruise ship,” Harvard said with a hard smile, “we kick their butts all the way to hell.”

“We’ll need air support,” Joe said. “At the first sign of trouble, Diosdado is going to split in one of those choppers he’s got on the deck. I want to make sure we’ve got some fighters standing by, ready to shoot him down if necessary.”

“What you need,” Admiral Forrest said, coming into the room, “is a go-ahead from the president. And right now, he wants to sit tight, wait and see what the terrorists do next.”

The intercom from the bridge crackled on. “We have a report from the Majestic,” a voice said over the loudspeaker. “Another hostage is dead. The terrorists say they’ll kill one hostage every hour until they get either twenty million dollars or a shipment of long-range missiles.”

Another hostage was dead. Joe couldn’t breathe. God help Diosdado if he so much as touched Veronica. He looked around the room at the grim faces of his men. God help that bastard, anyway. SEAL Team Ten was after him now.

The telephone rang, and Cowboy picked it up. “Jones,” he said. He held the receiver out to the admiral. “Sir, it’s for you.” He swallowed. “It’s the president.”

Forrest took the phone. “Yes, sir?” He nodded, listening hard, then looked up at Joe. He spoke only one word, but it was the word Joe had been waiting for.

“Go.”



As the sun began to set, Mrs. McKinley was taken back to the dining room, leaving Veronica alone with Diosdado and one of his followers.

“Right about now, you’re wondering how you ever got into this mess,” Diosdado said to Veronica, offering her one of the cigarettes from his pack.

She shook her head.

“It’s okay,” he said. “You can smoke if you want.” He laughed. “After all, you don’t have to worry about dying from lung cancer, right?”

“Right about now,” Veronica said with forced calm, “I’m wondering what your head would look like—on a pike.”

Diosdado laughed, and touched her on the cheek. “You Brits are so bloodthirsty.”

She pulled her head away, repulsed. He just laughed again.

“They’re all going to die,” he said. “All of the hostages. You should be thankful your death is going to be painless.”



Joe met Blue’s eyes in the dimness of the corridor outside the dining hall. They both wore headsets and mikes, but at this proximity to the terrorists, they were silent. Joe nodded once and Blue nodded back.

They were going in.

The door was open a crack, and they knew from looking in that both guards had their backs to them. Both guards were holding Uzis, but their stances were relaxed, unsuspecting of trouble.

Joe smiled grimly. Well, here came trouble with a capital T. He pointed to Blue and then to the guard on the left. Blue nodded. Joe held up three fingers, two fingers, one…

He pushed the door open, and he and Blue erupted into the room as if they were one body with a single controlling brain. The guard on the left spun around, bringing his Uzi up. Joe fired once, the sound of the shot muffled by his hush-puppy. He caught the Uzi as the man fell, turning to see Blue lower the other guard, his head at an unnatural angle, to the ground.

The hostages didn’t make a sound. They stared, though. The entire room reeked of fear.

“Dining room secure,” Blue said into his microphone. “Let’s get some backup down here, boys.” He turned to the hostages. “We’re U.S. Navy SEALs,” he told them in his gentle Southern accent as Joe searched the crowd for Veronica. “With your continued cooperation, we’re here to take y’all home.”

There was a babble of voices, questions, demands. Blue held up both hands. “We’re not out of danger yet, folks,” he said. “I’d like to ask you all to remain silent and to move quickly and quietly when we tell you to.”

Veronica wasn’t here. If she wasn’t here, that meant…

“Veronica St. John,” Joe said, his voice cracking with his effort to stay calm. Just because she wasn’t here didn’t necessarily mean she was dead, right? “Does anyone know where Veronica St. John is?”

An older woman with graying hair raised her hand. “On the bridge,” she said in a shaky voice. “That man, that murderer, is going to kill her at six o’clock. They took the prince somewhere else, too.”

The clock on the wall said five fifty-five.

Joe’s watch said the same.

He turned to look at Blue, who was already speaking into his headset. “Harvard and Cowboy, get your fannies down here on the double. We’ve got to get these people off this ship, pronto, and you’re the ones who’re gonna do it.”

With Blue only a few steps behind, Joe slipped the strap of the Uzi over his shoulder. Holding his HK machine gun he headed back down the corridor at a run.



“I’m sorry,” Diosdado said into the radio, sounding not one bit sorry. “Your promise to deliver twenty million to my Swiss bank account isn’t enough. I gave you plenty of time to get the job done. Maybe you’ll do it before the next hostage is killed, hmm? Think about it. This communication has ended.”

With a flick of his wrist, he turned the radio off. He took a sip of coffee before he faced Veronica.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “Your government has let you down. They don’t think you’re worth twenty million dollars.”

“I thought you wanted missiles,” Veronica said. “Not money.”

It was 6:01 p.m. Maybe if she could keep him talking, maybe if she could stall him, something, some miracle would happen. At the very least, she’d live a few minutes longer. She’d already lived one minute more than she’d thought she would.

“Either one would be fine,” Diosdado said with a shrug. He turned to his guard. “Where is our little prince? I need him in here.”

The man nodded and left the room.

Veronica felt incredibly calm, remarkably poised, considering that, miracles aside, she was going to get a bullet in her head in a matter of minutes.

She wasn’t going to see another sunrise. She wasn’t going to see Joe’s beautiful smile, hear his contagious laughter again. She wasn’t going to get a chance to tell him that she’d been wrong, that she wanted him for however long he was willing to give her.

Facing her own death made her see it all so clearly. She loved Joe Catalanotto. So what if he was a Navy SEAL. It was who he was, what he did. It was quite probably the reason she’d fallen in love with him. He was the best of the best in so many different ways. If by being a SEAL, he had to live on the edge and cheat death, so be it. She would learn to cope.

But she wasn’t going to have a chance to do that. Because of her own fears and weaknesses, she’d pushed Joe away. She’d given up the few moments of happiness she could have had with him. She’d given up a lingering kiss goodbye. She’d given up a phone call that could have been filled with whispered “I love you’s” instead of stilted apologies and chilly regrets.

How ironic that she was the one who was going to die a violent and horrible death.

Four minutes past six.

“What could be taking them so long?” Diosdado mused. He smiled at Veronica. “I’m so sorry, dear. I know you must be anxious to get this over with. I’d do it myself, but when Prince Tedric comes in, we’re going to play a little game. Do you want to know the rules?”

Veronica looked into the eyes of the man who was going to kill her. “Why do you do this?” she asked.

“Because I can.” The eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re not afraid, are you?” he asked.

She was terrified. But she was damned if she was going to let him know that. She replied, “I’m saddened. There’s a man that I love, and he’s never going to know just how much I really do love him.”

Diosdado laughed. “Isn’t that tragic,” he said. “You’re just as pathetic as the rest of them. And to think, for a moment I was actually considering sparing you.”

Five minutes past six.

He’d never had any intention of sparing her. It was just another of his head games. Veronica didn’t allow any expression to cross her face.

“You didn’t let me tell you about this game we’re going to play,” the terrorist continued. “It’s called ‘Who’s the Killer?’ When Prince Tedric comes in, I’ll put a gun on the table over here.” He patted the tabletop. “And then, with my gun on him, I’ll order him to pick up that gun and fire a bullet into your head.” He laughed. “Do you think he’ll do it?”

“You aren’t afraid he’ll turn and use the gun on you?”

“Prince Tedric?” Diosdado blew out a burst of disparaging air. “No. The man has no…backbone.” He shook his head. “No, it will be your brains on these nice windows, not mine.”

The door was pushed tentatively open, and Prince Tedric came onto the bridge. He was still wearing his cowboy hat, pulled low over his face. But his jacket was unbuttoned. That was odd—surely a sign of his despondency. Veronica had never seen him look anything but fastidious.

“Your Royalness,” Diosdado said. He swooped low in a mocking bow. “I believe you are familiar with Miss Veronica St. John, yes?”

Tedric nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I know Ronnie.”

Ronnie?

Veronica looked up at Tedric in surprise—and met Joe’s warm brown gaze.

Joe! Here?

The rush of emotions was intense. Veronica had never been so glad to see anyone in her entire life. Or so frightened. Lord, please, don’t let Joe be killed, too…

“Get down,” Joe mouthed silently.

“We’re going to play a little game,” Diosdado was saying.

“I’ve got a game for you,” Joe said in Tedric’s Ustanzian accent. “It’s called ‘Show-and-Tell.’”

He pulled the biggest machine gun Veronica had ever seen in her life out from under his open jacket and aimed it at Diosdado.

“I show you my gun,” Joe finished in his regular voice, “and you freeze. Then tell your army to surrender.”

Diosdado didn’t freeze. He lifted his gun.

Veronica dove for the floor as they opened fire. The noise was incredible, and the smell of gunpowder filled the air. But just as quickly as it started, it stopped. And then Joe was next to her on the floor, pulling her into his arms.

“Ronnie! God, tell me you’re all right!”

She clung to his neck. “Oh, Joe!” She pulled back. “Are you all right?” He seemed to be in one piece, despite all of the bullets that had been flying just moments earlier.

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

Veronica shook her head.

He kissed her, hard, on the mouth and she closed her eyes, pulling him closer, kissing him back with as much strength and passion. She welcomed his familiar taste, giddy with relief and a sense of homecoming she’d never experienced before. He’d come to save her. Somehow he’d known, and he’d come.

“Well,” Joe said, his voice husky as he drew back. “I guess this is probably the one situation where you’d be indisputably glad to see me, huh?” He smiled, but there was a flash of remorse in his eyes as he took off Tedric’s jacket, revealing some kind of dark uniform and vest underneath.

He was serious. He honestly thought the only reason she was so happy to see him was because he had come to save her life. “No, Joe—” she said, but he stopped her, standing and pulling her to her feet.

“Come on, baby, we’ve got to get moving,” Joe said. “In about thirty seconds, this place is going to be crawling with tangos who heard that gunfire. We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Joe—”

“Tell me while we’re moving,” he said, not unkindly, as he pulled her toward the door. She hesitated only a second, glancing back over her shoulder at where Diosdado had stood only moments before.

“Is he…?”

Joe nodded. “Yeah.” Holding her hand, he led her gently down the corridor. She was shaking slightly, but otherwise seemed okay. Of course, it was entirely possible that the shock of what she’d just been through hadn’t set in. Still, they had to move while they could. “Can you run?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said.

They set off down the corridor at an easy trot.

She was still holding his hand, and she squeezed it slightly. “I love you,” she said.

Joe glanced at her. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears, but she managed to smile as she met his gaze. “I didn’t think I’d get the chance to tell you that ever again,” she explained. “And I know we’re not out of danger, so I wanted to make sure you knew, in case—”

Veronica was right—they weren’t out of danger. They were at the opposite end of the ship from the extraction point, and the tangos had surely been alerted to the fact that there were intruders on board. They had surely noticed that their hostages were missing and their leader was dead. SEAL Team Ten had stirred up one hell of a hornet’s nest—and Joe and Veronica were still in the middle of it.

But Joe wasn’t about to tell Veronica that. They could pull this off. Damn it, they would pull this off. He was a SEAL and he was armed to the teeth. Several dozen terrorists didn’t stand a chance against him. Hell, with stakes this high, with the life of the woman he loved at risk, he could take on several hundred and win.

Joe slowed, peering around a corner, making sure they weren’t about to run head-on into a pack of terrorists. Veronica loved him, and even though she didn’t love him enough to want to marry him, he didn’t care anymore. He honestly didn’t care. If he’d been five minutes later, if that evil bastard Diosdado hadn’t wanted to play games with his victims, if any number of things had been different, he would have lost Veronica permanently. The thought made him crazy. She could have been killed, and he would be alone, without her forever and ever.

But she hadn’t been killed. They’d both been given a second chance, and Joe wasn’t going to waste it. And he wanted to make his feelings clear to her—now—before she walked away from him again.

“When this is all over,” he said almost conversationally, “after you’re off this ship and safely back onshore, you’re going to have to get used to me coming around to visit you. You don’t have to marry me, Ronnie. It doesn’t have to be anything permanent. But I’ve got to tell you right now—I have no intention of letting this thing between us drop, do you follow?”

Silently, she nodded.

“Good,” Joe said. “You don’t have to go out with me in public. You don’t have to acknowledge our relationship at all—not to your friends, not to your family. I’ll keep sneaking in your back door, baby, if that’s the way you want it. You can just go on slumming, indefinitely. I don’t give a damn, because I love you.” To hell with his pride. To hell with it all. He’d take her any way he could get her.

“Slumming?” Veronica echoed, surprise in her voice. “What—”

“Beg your pardon, Romeo,” came Blue’s voice over Joe’s headset, and Joe held up his hand, cutting Veronica off, “but I thought you might want to know that I’ve extracted with my royal luggage. Ronnie’s the last civilian on board. The tangos know something’s up, so move it, Cat—fast. The USS Watkins is moving into position, picking up the IBS’s with the hostages. I’m coming back to the Majestic to assist you—”

“No,” Joe interrupted. Veronica was watching him, with that look on her face that meant she was dying to speak. He shook his head, touching his headset as he spoke to his XO. “No, Blue, I need you to stay with the prince,” he ordered. “But make sure there’s a boat waiting for me and Ronnie at the bottom of that rope at the bow of this ship.”

“You got it,” Blue said. “See you on the Watkins.”

“Check,” Joe replied.

Veronica watched Joe. Slumming? What had he meant? Then her words came back to her. Different worlds. She’d talked about their different worlds when she’d turned down his marriage proposal. She’d been referring to the differences between his matter-of-fact response to danger, his thrill for adventure, and her fears of letting him go. Had he somehow misunderstood her? Had he actually thought she’d been talking about their supposed class differences—assuming something as absurd as class differences even existed? Could he actually have thought she was put off by something as ridiculous as where he came from or where he grew up?

Veronica opened her mouth, about to speak, when suddenly, from somewhere on the ship, there was an enormous, swooshing noise, like a rocket being launched.

“What was that?” Veronica breathed.

But Joe was listening again, listening to the voices over his headset.

“Check,” he said into his microphone. He turned toward Veronica. “The T’s are firing artillery at the hostages. Return fire,” he ordered. He listened again. “You’re gonna have to,” he said tersely. “We’re down below, outside the game room, but that’s gonna change real soon. I’ll keep you informed of my position. You just use that high-tech equipment and make sure you aim when you shoot. Fire now. Do you copy? Fire now.”

“My Lord!” Veronica said. Joe had just given an order for the men on the USS Watkins to return fire at the cruise ship—while she and Joe were still on board!

A deafening explosion the likes of which Veronica had never heard before thundered around them. The missile from the USS Watkins rocked the entire ship, seeming to lift it out of the water and throw it back down.

Joe grabbed Veronica’s hand and pulled her with him down the hallway.

“Okay, Watkins,” he said over his headset. “We’re heading away from the game room, toward the bow of the ship.” There was a flight of stairs leading up toward the deck. Joe motioned for Veronica to hang back as he crawled up and peeked over the edge. He motioned with his hand for her to follow him. “Heading toward the recreation deck,” he said into his microphone as he climbed up the steps and got his bearings, hanging back in the shadows and looking around. Veronica wasn’t sure what he saw, but it didn’t make him happy. “We’re not going to make it to the extraction point,” he said. “We’ve got to find another way off—”

Then Joe saw it—the perfect escape vehicle—and smiled. Diosdado’s helicopters were sitting there, waiting to be hijacked. But this time by the good guys.

They were twenty yards from the helicopter. Twenty yards from freedom.

“Heading for the choppers up on the deck,” he said into his mike. “Keep those missiles coming in, but keep ’em clear of us.”

Fifteen yards. Ten. God, they were going to make it. They were—

All hell broke loose.

It was a small squad of T’s—only about five of them—but they came out of nowhere.

Joe had his gun up and firing as he stepped in front of Veronica. He felt the slap of a bullet hit him low in his gut, beneath the edge of his flak jacket, but he felt no pain, only anger.

Damn it, he wasn’t going to let Ronnie die. No way in hell was he going to let her die. Not now. Not when he was so close to getting her to safety…

His bullets plowed through the terrorists, taking them down, or driving them away from him to cover. But the sound of gunfire drew more of them toward him.

His mind registered the first sensations of pain. Pain? The word didn’t come close to describing the white-hot, searing agony he felt with every step, every movement. He was gut-shot, and every pounding beat of his heart was pumping his blood out of his body. It wouldn’t be long before he bled to death. Still firing his gun, he tried to stanch the flow. He’d been trained as a hospital corpsman—all SEALs were. He’d been trained to provide first aid to his men, and even to himself. He needed to apply pressure, but it was tough with a wound this size. The bullet had penetrated him, leaving an exit wound in his back, through which he also bled.

God, the pain.

Through it all, he kept going. If they could reach the chopper, he could still fly Ronnie out of here. If they could reach the chopper, bleeding or not, dying or not, he could get her to the Watkins.

The door to the bird was open—God was on his side—but Joe didn’t seem to have the strength to push Veronica in. “Dear Lord, you’re bleeding,” he heard her say. He felt her push him up and into the cockpit. And then, damned if she didn’t grab the Uzi, and turn and fire out the open door, keeping the T’s at bay while, through a fog, Joe started the engine. He could fly anything, he told himself over and over, hoping that the litany would somehow make his brain respond. They didn’t make a chopper he couldn’t handle. But his arms felt like lead and his legs weren’t working right. Still, he had to do it. He had to, or Veronica was going to die alongside him.

And then, miracle of miracles, they were up. They were in the air and moving away from the ship.

“We’re clear of the Majestic,” Joe rasped into his microphone. “Launch a full-scale attack.”

The world blurred for a second, and then snapped sharply into focus.

That was smoke he saw coming from the engine. Sweet Jesus, the chopper must have sustained a direct hit. Somehow, Joe had gotten the damned thing up, but it wasn’t going to stay in the air too much longer.

“Tell them you need a medic standing by,” Veronica said.

“We’ve got bigger problems,” Joe told her.

She saw the smoke, and her eyes widened, but her voice didn’t falter as she told him again, “You’ve been shot. Make sure someone on the Watkins knows that, Joe.”

“We’re not going to make it to the Watkins,” Joe said. He spoke into his microphone. “Blue, I need you, man.”

“I’m here, and I see you,” Blue’s familiar Southern drawl sounded in his ears. “You’re leaving a trail of smoke like a cheap cigar, Cat. I’m coming out to meet you.”

“Good,” Joe said. “Because I’m going to bring this bird low, and Ronnie’s gonna jump out into the water, you copy?”

“I’m not going anywhere without you,” Veronica said, adding loudly, loud enough for Blue to hear, “Joe’s been hit, and he’s bleeding badly.”

“I have a medic standing by,” Blue said to Joe. “Is it bad, Cat?”

Joe ignored Blue’s question. “I’m right behind you, Ronnie,” he said to Veronica, knowing damn well that he was telling her a lie. “But I’m not going to ditch this bird until you’re clear.”

He could see her indecision in her eyes. She didn’t want to leave him.

God, he was getting light-headed, and this chopper was getting harder and harder to handle as he hovered ten feet above the water’s surface. The combination was not good.

“Go,” he said.

“Joe—”

“Baby, please…” He couldn’t hold on much longer.

“Promise you’ll be right behind me?”

He nodded, praying to God for forgiveness for his lie. “I promise.”

She slid open the door. “I want us to get married right away,” she said, and then she was gone.



The water was cold as ice.

It surrounded Veronica, squeezing her chest as she surfaced and tried to take in a breath of air.

But then a boat was there, and hands reached for her, pulling her up.

Veronica ignored the cold as she turned to watch the chopper, hovering above the waves, its whirling blades turning the ocean into choppy whitecaps. Someone wrapped a blanket around her—Blue, it was Blue McCoy, Joe’s executive officer.

The plume of smoke from the helicopter was darker, thicker. And the chopper seemed to lurch instead of holding still.

“Why won’t he jump?” she wondered aloud.

Before she finished speaking, the helicopter jerked forward and down—into the water.

She could hear shouting—it was Blue’s voice—and she couldn’t believe that the noise—some noise, any noise, wasn’t coming from her own throat.

The helicopter was sinking beneath the waves, taking Joe with it, taking all her hopes and dreams for the future away from her.

“No!” she cried, the word torn from her raggedly.

“I’m going in after him.” It was Blue. “Pull this boat closer.”

“Sir, I can’t let you do that,” said a young man in a naval uniform. His face was pale. “If the chopper doesn’t pull you under, the water’s so cold, it’ll kill you. You won’t last more than five minutes before hypothermia sets in.”

“Pull the damned boat closer, Ensign,” Blue said, his voice as cold as the Alaskan water. “I’m a SEAL, and that’s my commander down there. I’m going after him.”



The water was cold as ice.

It roused Joe from his fog as it splashed him in the face.

Damn, he’d gone down. He didn’t remember going down. All he remembered was Ronnie—

Ronnie telling him that she wanted to…marry him?

The last pocket of air bubbled out of the helicopter cockpit.

No way was he going to die. Ronnie wanted to marry him. No way was he going to drown. Or bleed to death, damn it.

The water was cold as hell, but it would slow his bleeding.

All he had to do was get his arms and legs to work.

But he hurt.

Every single cell in his body hurt, and it took so much goddammed effort to lift even a finger.

This was worse than anything he’d ever experienced, worse even than Hell Week, that torturous final week of SEAL training that he’d lived through so many years ago.

He’d never wanted anything as badly as he’d wanted to be a SEAL. It had kept him going through the nonstop exertion, through the pain, through the torturous physical demands. “You got to want it badly enough,” one of his instructors had shouted at them, day after day, hour after hour. And Joe had. He’d wanted to be a SEAL. He’d wanted it badly enough.

He’d wanted to be a SEAL almost as much as he wanted Veronica St. John.

And she was there, up there, above the surface of that freezing water, waiting for him. All he had to do was kick his legs, push himself free and he would have her. Forever. All he had to do was want it badly enough…



Veronica stared at the water, at the place where first the helicopter and then Blue had disappeared.

Please, God, if you give me this, I’ll never ask for anything ever again…

Seconds ticked into one minute. Two. Three…

Was it possible for a man to hold his breath for this long, let alone search for a wounded, drowning man…?

Please, God.

And then, all at once, a body erupted from beneath the surface of the water. Veronica peered into the area lit by the searchlights. Was that one head or…

Two! Two heads! Blue had found Joe!

A cheer went up from the sailors on board the boat, and they quickly maneuvered closer to the two men, and pulled them out.

Dear God, it was Joe, and he was breathing. Veronica stood aside as the medics sliced his wet clothes from his body. Oh, Lord, he’d been shot in the abdomen, just above his hip. She watched, clutching her own blanket more tightly around her as he was wrapped in a blanket and an IV was attached to his arm.

“Cat was coming up as I was going down after him,” Blue said, respect heavy in his voice. “I think he would have made it, even without me. He didn’t want to die. Not today.”

Joe was floating in and out of consciousness, yet he turned his head, searching for something, searching for…

“Ronnie.” His voice was just a whisper, but he reached for her, and she took his hand.

“I’m here,” she said, pressing his fingers to her lips.

“Did you mean it?” He was fighting hard to remain conscious. He was fighting, and winning. “When you said you’d marry me?”

“Yes,” she said, fighting her own battle against the tears that threatened to escape.

Joe nodded. “You know, I’m not going to change,” he said. “I can’t pretend to be something I’m not. I’m not a prince or a duke or—”

Veronica cut him off with a kiss. “You’re my prince,” she said.

“Your parents are going to hate me.”

“My parents are going to love you,” she countered. “Nearly as much as I do.”

He smiled then, ignoring his pain, reaching up to touch the side of her face. “You really think this could work?”

“Do you love me?” Veronica asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Then it will work.” The boat was pulling up alongside of the USS Watkins, where a doctor was waiting. From what Veronica had gathered from the medics, they believed the bullet had passed through Joe’s body, narrowly missing his vital organs. He’d lost a lot of blood, and had to be stitched up and treated for infection, but it could have been worse. It could have been far worse.

Joe felt himself placed onto a stretcher. He had to release Ronnie’s hand as he was lifted up and onto the deck of the Watkins.

“I love you,” she called.

He was smiling as the doctor approached him, smiling as the nurse added painkiller to his intravenous tube, smiling as he gave in to the drug and let the darkness finally close in around him.



Joe stared up at the white ceiling in sick bay for a good long time before he figured out where he was and why he couldn’t move. He was still strapped down to a bed. He hurt like hell. He’d been shot. He’d been stitched up.

He’d been promised a lifetime filled with happiness and Veronica St. John’s beautiful smile.

Veronica Catalanotto. He smiled at the idea of her taking his name.

And then Blue was leaning over him, releasing the restraints. “Damn, Cat,” he said in his familiar drawl. “The doc said you were grinning like a fool when he brought you in here, and here you are again, smiling like a fox in a henhouse.”

“Where’s Ronnie?” Joe whispered. His throat was so dry, and his mouth felt gummy. He tried to moisten his dry lips with his tongue.

Blue turned away, murmuring something to the nurse before he turned back to Joe, lifting a cup of water to his friend’s lips. “She’s getting checked by the doctor,” he told Joe.

Joe’s smile disappeared, the soothing drink of water forgotten. “She okay?”

Blue nodded. “She’s just getting a blood test,” he said. “Apparently she needs one.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m hoping to get married,” Ronnie said, leaning forward to kiss him gently on the mouth. “That is, if you still have that ring. If you still want me.”

Joe gazed up at her. Her hair was down, loose and curling around her shoulders. She was wearing a sailor suit that was several sizes too large, white flared pants and a white shirt, sleeves rolled up several times. She was wearing no makeup, and her freshly scrubbed face looked impossibly young—and anxious—as she waited for his answer. “Hell, yes,” he somehow managed to say.

She smiled, and Joe felt his mouth curve up into an answering smile as he lost himself in the ocean color of her eyes. “Do you still want me?”

Blue moved quietly toward the door. “I guess I’ll leave you two a—”

Ronnie turned then, looking up at Joe’s XO and best friend. “Wait,” she said. “Please?” She looked back at Joe. “I’ll marry you, but there’s one condition.”

Blue shifted his weight uncomfortably.

“Anything,” Joe said to Veronica. “I’d promise you anything. Just name it.”

“It’s not something you can promise me,” she said. She looked up at Blue again, directly into his turquoise eyes. “I need Blue’s promise—to keep Joe safe and alive.”

Blue nodded slowly, taking her words seriously. “I’d die for him,” he said, matter-of-factly.

Veronica had seen them in action. She’d seen Blue dive into the icy Alaskan waters after Joe, and she knew he spoke the truth. It wasn’t going to make her fear for Joe’s safety disappear, but it was going to make it easier.

“I didn’t want to marry you because I was—I am—afraid that you’re going to get yourself killed,” she said, turning back to Joe. “I knew I couldn’t ask you to leave the SEALs and…”

She saw his eyes narrow slightly as he understood her words. “Then…”

Veronica felt more than saw Blue slip from the room as she leaned forward to kiss Joe’s lips. “I wasn’t ‘slumming.’” She mock shuddered. “Nasty expression, that.”

He laced his fingers through her hair, wariness and concern in his eyes. “I can’t leave the SEALs, baby—”

She silenced him with another kiss. “I know. I’m not asking you to. I’m not going to quit my job and become a career navy wife, either,” Veronica told Joe. “I’ll travel and work—the same as you. But whenever you can get leave time, I’ll be there.”

As she gazed into Joe’s midnight-dark eyes, the last of his reservations drained away, leaving only love—pure and powerful. But then he frowned slightly. “Your ring’s back in Little Creek,” he said.

“I don’t need a ring to know how much you love me,” Veronica whispered.

Joe touched his chest, realized he was wearing a hospital gown, then pressed the call button for the nurse.

A young man appeared almost instantly. “Problem, sir?”

“What happened to my uniform?” Joe demanded.

“There wasn’t much left of it after the medics cut it off you, sir.” The nurse gestured toward a small table just out of reach of the bed. “Your personal gear is in that drawer.”

“Thanks, pal,” Joe said.

“Can I get you anything, sir?”

“Just some privacy,” Joe told him, and the nurse left as quickly as he had come.

Joe turned to Veronica. “Check in that drawer for me, will you, baby?”

Veronica stood up and crossed to the table. She pulled open the drawer. There were three guns inside, several rounds of ammunition, something that looked decidedly like a hand grenade, a deadly-looking knife, several bills of large denominations, a handful of change…

“There should be a gold pin,” Joe said. “It’s called a ‘Budweiser.’”

A gold pin in the shape of an eagle with both an ocean trident and a gun, it was Joe’s SEAL pin, one of his most precious possessions. He’d gotten it on the day he graduated, the day he became a Navy SEAL. Veronica took it from the drawer. It felt solid and heavy in her hand as she carried it to Joe.

But he didn’t take it from her. He wrapped her fingers around it. “I want you to have it.”

Veronica stared at him.

“There are two things I’ve never given anyone,” he said quietly. “One is this pin. The other is my heart.” He smiled at her. “Now you got ’em both. Forever.”

He pulled her head down to him and kissed her so gently, so sweetly, so perfectly.

And Veronica realized again what she’d known for quite some time.

She had found her prince.





Forever Blue
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Prologue

Lieutenant Blue McCoy was the point man, leading the six other men of SEAL Team Ten’s Alpha Squad across the marshlike ground. He moved painstakingly slowly, inch by inch through the darkness, touching, feeling the soft, loamy earth; searching for booby traps and land mines before actually putting his weight down on any one spot.

He watched the shadows, scanning the brush in front of him, memorizing the placement of each faintly silhouetted leaf and branch, alert to even the most minute movement.

The sounds of the night surrounded him. Insects buzzed and clicked; a dog barked maybe a mile away. An owl called through the darkness, its eerie cry proclaiming itself lord of this nocturnal domain, king of this night world.

It was a world in which Blue McCoy belonged, a world where he could lead a group of men so silently and invisibly through the darkness that the crickets at their feet didn’t sense their presence.

It had taken them more than an hour to cross the open field. Five more yards and they’d be in the cover of the brush. They’d be able to move faster then. Faster, but no less cautiously.

Blue listened, so in tune with the land around him that he was the night. His heart beat slowly in time with the silent, age-old rhythm of the earth and he thought of nothing—nothing but survival. All the noises and sounds of the air force base where Alpha Squad had been just ten hours earlier had long since evaporated, leaving only the night. There were six other men behind him, but Blue heard not a sound from any of them. He knew they were there only from faith, but it was a faith in which he had no doubts. The other SEALs were guarding his back as he led them forward. He knew they would die to protect him, as certainly as he would give his life for them.

Blue sniffed the air and froze, catching a faint, musky odor. But a second sniff convinced him that it was only an animal, some kind of rodent that moved as silently through the night as he did. It wasn’t a human smell, and human animals were the prey he was hunting tonight.

Directly through the woods, dead ahead at twelve o’clock, forty yards distant, was a cabin. According to the spooks from FInCOM—the agents from the Federal Intelligence Commission—inside the cabin was United States Senator Mike Branford’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Karen. The latest infrared satellite photos of the cabin revealed that at least four members of the terrorist group that had kidnapped her were inside the cabin with her. Another ten people were sleeping in a second structure, twenty yards to the northeast. And two five-man units of terrorists patrolled the surrounding woods. Only minutes ago, one of the units had come within four feet of Blue and the Alpha Squad. The unit commander had lit a cigarette, tossing the smoking match inches from Blue’s hand before ordering his men to move on.

With their faces painted green and black, and with their intensive SEAL training, experience and discipline, Alpha Squad was invisible, embraced by the darkness, enshrouded by the cloak of night.

As the SEALs positioned themselves in the brush that surrounded the cabin, Blue turned to look at his commanding officer and good friend, Lieutenant Joe Catalanotto. Blue could barely see Joe Cat’s face in the darkness, but he saw the man’s nod.

Time to go.

Out of the corner of his eye, Blue caught the stealthy movement of Cowboy, Lucky, Bobby and Wes as they faded toward the northeast and the second structure. They were going to secure that building and neutralize the terrorists inside.

That left Joe Cat and Harvard cooling their heels outside the main cabin while Blue crept inside to snatch back the girl.

H. stood guard while Joe and Blue scanned the exterior of the cabin, in particular the window that was to be Blue’s insertion point, his way in.

There were no booby traps, no alarms, no extra security. That was because the quarter mile surrounding the cabin was loaded with booby traps, alarms and armed security patrols. It was also because Aldo Fricker, the terrorists’ leader, had forgotten the number-one rule: Never assume. The terrorists had left their vulnerable underbelly unprotected because they’d assumed that no one would be able to penetrate the fiercely guarded outer perimeters of their compound.

They were wrong.

Al Fricker, meet SEAL Team Ten’s Alpha Squad.

As Blue watched, Joe Cat quickly and quietly cut the pane of glass from the cabin’s window. Harvard gave Blue a boost up, and he was inside.

Blue did a quick scan of the interior with his night-vision glasses, quickly locating the senator’s young daughter. She was curled up in an old brass bed in the southeast corner of the room. From what he could see she was still alive. The four guards were in sleeping bags or stretched out on the bare floor near the door. Blue took off his NVs and waited several seconds for his eyes to grow accustomed to the dark again, listening to the quiet breathing of the sleeping guards. It wouldn’t do any good to wake the girl up while wearing the NVs, looking like some kind of alien from outer space. She was going to be frightened enough as it was.

He took four syringes from his battle vest and moved silently through the room, giving each of the guards a carefully dosed guaranteed good night’s sleep. He sealed the needles back up and packaged the now-empty syringes in a bag marked Biohazardous Waste. A quick search of the cabin convinced him that no other guards were lurking, so he moved toward the senator’s daughter.

He flicked on his penlight, shielding the light in the palm of one hand as he looked down at the sleeping girl. She was curled in a fetal position, knees tucked into her chest, one arm up, wrist attached by handcuffs to the brass headboard of the bed. Her hair was tangled and knotted, and dirt and blood from abrasions streaked her face and bare arms and legs. She was wearing a pair of blue shorts and a sleeveless top. Both were badly torn.

The bastards had hurt her. Karen. Her name was Karen Branford. They’d beaten her. Probably raped her. Christ, she was fifteen years old.

Rage filled him. Hot, molten and deadly, Blue felt it seep through his body, under his skin, spreading out all the way to his fingers and toes. It was a familiar sensation in his line of business. Normally he welcomed it. But tonight his job wasn’t to fight back. Tonight his job was to take this battered little girl out of here and get her to safety.

When he adjusted his headset, pulling the lip microphone closer to his mouth, his voice was steady. “Cat,” he said almost silently to his commanding officer. “They hurt her.”

Joe Catalanotto cursed. “Bad?”

“Yeah.”

“Can she walk?”

“I don’t know,” Blue said.

He turned toward the girl again, sensing from the change in the sound of her breathing that she was awake. Awake and terrified.

Quickly he knelt down next to her, holding the penlight so that it lit his camouflaged face.

“I’m Lieutenant Blue McCoy, miss,” he said in a low voice. “I’m a U.S. Navy SEAL, and I’m here to bring you home.”

She stared at him, eyes wide, taking in his uniform, his gun, and he knew she didn’t understand.

“I’m an American sailor, Karen,” he said. “I’m a friend of your daddy’s, and I’m gonna get you outta here.”

At the mention of her father, understanding and hope flared simultaneously in her brown eyes. She had been clutching at her torn shirt in a futile attempt at modesty, but now she removed her hand to cover his light.

“Shh,” she whispered. “You’ll wake the guards.”

“No, I won’t,” Blue said. “They’re not going to wake up for a while. And when they do, they’re going to be in jail.” He extracted his lock pick from the waterproof case in his vest and set to work on her cuffs. Three seconds was all it took, and the lock snapped open.

As she rubbed her wrist, Blue slipped off his pack and battle vest and quickly unbuttoned the camouflage shirt he wore underneath it. It was damp with perspiration and probably didn’t smell too good, but it was the best he could offer her under the circumstances.

She accepted it silently, slipping it on and buttoning it clear up to her neck.

Blue had to give her credit. After her initial surprise and fear, she now gazed back at him unflinchingly. Her eyes were clear and brave. He’d seen brown eyes like hers somewhere before, a lifetime ago. The owner of those eyes had been fifteen years old, too…

Lucy. Little Lucy Tait. Hell, he hadn’t thought about her in years.

Blue glanced at his watch, double-checking to make sure his pack was secure. According to the plan, diversionary tactics should be just about ready to start. Blue took a deep breath, looked down at Karen and quietly asked, “Can you walk?”

The young girl stood up. The tail of Blue’s shirt came all the way down to her knees. “Better than that,” she said stoutly, “I can run.”

Blue smiled for the first time in what seemed like hours. “Well, all right. Let’s go.”

They were halfway through the brush, when Blue heard the first shots ring out. Joe Cat and H. were right behind him, and he sensed them both turning toward the sounds of the skirmish, wondering which men of Alpha Squad were involved, wishing they could go toward the fighting and provide backup.

“This is the wrong way,” Blue heard Karen gasp. She pulled free from his grasp, looking wildly around.

He took her arm again. “No, it’s not—”

“Yes, it is,” she insisted. “I tried running this way before. There are nothing but cliffs. There’s no path down to the ocean. We’ll be trapped!”

The kid had tried to escape. Blue marveled at her guts. She was tough. Again he couldn’t help but think about Lucy Tait. He’d been a senior and Lucy had been a little freshman, and the first time they met, she had been getting the stuff kicked out of her by a gang of kids. She was bloody and clearly the odds were against her, but she had a defiant lift to her chin and a “you can’t beat me” glint in her brown eyes.

Cowboy’s voice came in over Blue’s headset. “Cat! About four tangos broke free. They’re heading in your direction!”

“Copy that,” Cat replied. He turned to Blue. “Go.”

“We’re going to parasail down to the water,” Blue told Karen. “There’s a boat waiting for us.”

She didn’t understand. “Parasail? How?”

“Trust me,” he said.

Karen hesitated only a fraction of a second, then nodded.

Then they were running again, this time without Cat and Harvard on their heels.

The forest opened up into a field, and Blue felt vulnerable and exposed. If one of the terrorists broke through Cat and Harvard’s ambush…But they wouldn’t.

“Knock the hell out of them for me,” he said into his lip microphone, and he heard Joe Catalanotto chuckle.

“You bet, buddy.”

Blue stopped at the edge of the cliff and made adjustments to his pack so that Karen could be latched against him and they could parasail down to the water together.

She didn’t complain, didn’t say a word, although he knew that the proximity of his body to hers had to remind her of the brutalities she’d endured over the past four days.

But he couldn’t think about that; couldn’t wonder, couldn’t focus on her pain. He had to think about that ship bobbing in the darkness, made invisible by the night.

He flipped on the homing device in his vest, reassured by the series of blips and beeps that told him the ship was indeed out there.

“Hold on,” he said to the girl, and then he jumped.



Blue was on the deck of the USS Franklin when the chopper carrying the rest of Alpha Squad touched down.

He looked closer, trying for a quick head count. It was a reflex from the time all those years ago when Frisco had gone down. He hadn’t been KIA—killed in action—but he may as well have been. He still hadn’t recovered from his injuries. His leg had damn near been blown off and he was still in a wheelchair—and still mad as hell about it.

Frisco had been Alpha Squad’s unofficial goodwill ambassador. He had been friendly and lighthearted, quick to talk to and make friends with everyone around him. He had a sharp sense of humor and a fast wit—he soon had strangers laughing and smiling wherever he went. And his friendliness was sincere. He was a walking party. He always had a good time, whatever the situation.

In fact, Alan “Frisco” Francisco was the only SEAL Blue knew who actually enjoyed basic training’s endurance test called Hell Week.

But when Frisco was told that he would never walk again, he’d stopped smiling. To Frisco, losing the use of his leg was the worst thing that ever could have happened to him. Even worse, maybe, than dying.

Blue watched the men jump down from the big bay doors of the helicopter. Joe Cat—his dark hair worn longer and tied back in a ponytail, his stern face relaxed in a smile nearly all the time now that he was married. Harvard—his shaved head gleaming like a coffee-colored bowling ball, looking big and mean and scary as hell. Bobby and Wes—unidentical twins, one big and tall, the other wiry and short, yet they moved in unison, finished each other’s sentences. Lucky O’Donlon—Frisco’s swim buddy. And the new guy—Cowboy. Harlan “Cowboy” Jones—temporary replacement first for Lucky on the same rescue mission that had injured Frisco, then temporary replacement for Frisco. Except it had been years and years, and it sure as hell looked as though temporary had turned pretty damned permanent.

They were all there, and they were all walking and breathing.

Joe Cat spotted Blue and moved in his direction.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

Blue nodded, heading with Joe toward the stairs leading below deck. “The doctor checked out the girl,” he drawled. “She’s with the shrink and the support staff right now.” He shook his head. “Four days, Cat. Why the hell did it take them so long to let us go in after her?”

“Because the average politician and top-brass pencil pusher doesn’t have a clue what a SEAL team can do.” Joe Cat unfastened his battle vest, heading directly toward the mess hall.

“So a fifteen-year-old girl is brutalized for four days while we sit around with our thumbs up our—”

Cat stopped walking, turning to face Blue. “Yeah, it bugs me too,” he said. “But it’s over now. Let it go.”

“You think Karen Branford is gonna just let it go?”

Blue could see from Cat’s dark eyes that the CO didn’t like the answer to that question. “She’s alive,” he said quietly. “That’s much better than the alternative.”

Blue took a deep breath. He was right. Cat was right. He exhaled loudly. “Sorry.” They started walking again. “It’s just…The girl reminded me of someone I used to know back in Hatboro Creek. A girl named Lucy. Lucy Tait.”

Joe Cat eyed him with feigned astonishment as they turned the corner into the mess hall. “Yo,” he said. “Am I hearing you correctly? You actually knew other girls besides Jenny Lee Beaumont in Hatboro Creek? I thought the sun rose and set with Jenny Lee, and all other girls were rendered invisible by her magnificent shine.”

Blue staunchly ignored Cat’s teasing tone. “Lucy wasn’t a girl,” he said, pouring black, steaming coffee into a paper cup. “She was just…a kid.”

“Maybe you should look her up while you’re back in South Carolina for the wedding.”

Blue shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Cat took a mug from the rack, regarding Blue speculatively. “You sure you want to go to this wedding?” he asked. “You know, I can arrange for Alpha Squad to be part of some vital training mission if you need an excuse not to be there.”

“It’s my brother’s wedding.”

“Gerry’s your stepbrother,” Cat noted, “and he happens to be marrying Jenny Lee, your high-school sweetheart and the only woman I’ve ever heard you talk about—with the exception now of this Lucy Tait.”

Blue took a swallow of the coffee. It was strong and hot and it burned all the way down. “I told him I’d be his best man.”

Joe Cat’s teeth were clenched as he gazed at Blue. The muscle worked in his jaw. “He shouldn’t have asked you for that,” he said. “He wants you there, giving him your stamp of approval, so he can stop feeling guilty about stealing Jenny Lee from you.”

Blue crumpled up his empty paper cup, then tossed it into the garbage. “He didn’t steal her,” he said. “She was in love with him right from the start.”





Chapter One

It was going to be the wedding of the year—shoot, it was going to be the wedding of the decade. And Lucy Tait was going to be there.

Oh, not that she’d be invited. No, Lucy wasn’t going to get one of those fancy, gold-lettered invitations printed on heavy, cream-colored stock, no way. She was going to this wedding as a hired hand—first to keep the traffic moving outside Hatboro Creek’s posh country club and then to stand inside the ballroom, guarding the pile of expensive wedding gifts.

Lucy adjusted the collar of her police uniform as she cruised Main Street in her patrol car, searching for a parking spot near Bobby Joe’s Grill.

Not that she’d expected to be invited to Jenny Lee Beaumont’s nuptials. She’d never run with that crowd, not even back in high school. But man, back then, back when Lucy was a scrawny freshman and blond, beautiful homecoming queen Jenny Lee had been a senior, Lucy had desperately wanted to join Jenny’s exclusive club.

She would never have admitted it. The same way she would never have admitted the reason she wanted so desperately to be close to Jenny Lee—namely, Blue McCoy.

Blue McCoy.

Rumor had it he was coming back to town for his stepbrother’s wedding.

Blue McCoy.

With dark blond hair and dark blue eyes that burned with an intensity that made her heart stand still, Blue McCoy had haunted all of Lucy’s adolescent dreams. He was the hero of her teenaged years—a loner, quiet, dark and dangerous, capable of just about anything.

Including winning beautiful Jenny Lee Beaumont’s heart.

Except Jenny Lee wasn’t going to marry Blue McCoy on Saturday afternoon. She was marrying his stepbrother, Gerry. He was two years older than Blue, with a quicksilver smile, movie-star good looks and a happy-go-lucky attitude. Some people might have found Gerry the more attractive of the McCoy boys.

Apparently Jenny Lee had.

Lucy found a parking place a block down from the Grill and turned off the patrol car’s powerful engine. On second thought, she turned the key again and pushed the buttons to raise the power windows. The summer sky looked threatening. Lucy was willing to bet it was going to pour before she finished her lunch.

She checked to make sure her sidearm was secured in her belt holster as she hurried down the sidewalk. She was already ten minutes late, and her friend Sarah’s self-imposed work schedule didn’t allow her to take more than a hour for lunch.

The Grill was crowded, as usual, but Sarah was saving a table. Lucy slid into the booth, across from her friend.

“I’m sorry I’m late.”

Sarah just smiled. “I would have ordered lunch,” she said. “But Iris hasn’t worked her way around to this part of the room.”

Lucy leaned back against the plastic cushion of the bench seat. She let out a burst of air that lifted her bangs up off her forehead. “I haven’t stopped running since 7 a.m.” She eyed her friend. Sarah looked tired and hot, her dark hair pulled back from her face in a ponytail, dark circles under her hazel eyes. “How are you?”

“I’m nine months pregnant with a child that has obviously decided not to be born until he’s old enough to vote,” Sarah said dryly. “It’s ninety-seven degrees in the shade, my back hurts when I lie down, my sciatic nerve acts up when I sit, I have a review deadline that I can’t possibly make because I’ve spent the past three days cooking instead of writing, my husband has been home from his shift at the hospital four hours in the past forty-eight, my mother-in-law calls every five minutes to see if my water has broken, I miss living in Boston and this is the first chance I’ve had in nearly a week to complain.”

Lucy grinned. “Then don’t stop now.”

“No, no, I’m done,” Sarah said, fanning herself with her napkin.

“Afternoon, ladies.” Iris took her pen from behind her ear and held it poised over her ordering pad. “What can I get you today?”

“I’d like some marzipan,” Sarah said.

Iris sighed good-naturedly, pushing a stray red curl back up into her bun. “Honey, I told you before, if it’s not on the menu…”

“I need some marzipan,” Sarah said almost desperately. “Almond paste. Or maybe a piece of my mother’s fruitcake. I haven’t been able to think about anything else for days…”

“We’ll both take a turkey club,” Lucy said smoothly, “on whole wheat, mustard, no mayo, extra pickles.”

“Sorry, hon,” Iris murmured to Sarah as she moved on to the next table.

“My life,” Sarah intoned dramatically, “is an endless string of disappointments.”

Lucy had to laugh. “You’re married to the nicest guy in town, you’re about to have a baby, you just won a prize for your music and you’re disappointed?”

Sarah leaned forward. “I’m insanely jealous of you,” she said. “You still have a waistline. You can see your feet without craning your neck. You—” She broke off, staring across the room toward the door. “Don’t look now, but I think we’re being invaded.”

Lucy turned around as the glass door to the grill swung open and a man in green army fatigues, carrying a heavy-looking green duffel bag casually over one shoulder, came inside.

He was clearly a soldier, except on second glance his uniform wasn’t quite inspection ready. The first thing Lucy noticed was his arms. The sleeves had been torn from his green shirt at the shoulders and his arms were muscular and strong. He looked as if he could easily bench-press three times his body weight. He wore his shirt open at the collar and unbuttoned halfway down his broad chest. His fatigue pants fit him comfortably, but instead of clunky black army boots, he wore only sandals on his feet.

He had sunglasses on, but his gaze swept quickly around the room and Lucy imagined that he didn’t miss much.

His hair was thick and a dark, sandy blond.

And his face was one she recognized.

Lucy would have known Blue McCoy anywhere. That strong chin, his firm, unsmiling mouth, those rugged cheekbones and straight nose. Twelve years of living had added power and strength to his already strong face. The lines around his eyes and mouth had deepened, adding a sense of compassion or wisdom to his unforgivingly stern features.

He had been good-looking as a teenaged boy. As a man, he was impossibly handsome.

Lucy was staring. She couldn’t help herself. Blue McCoy was back in town, larger than life.

He finished his quick inspection of the room and his eyes returned to her. As Lucy watched, Blue took off his sunglasses. His eyes were still the brightest shade of blue she’d ever seen in her life, and as he met her gaze she felt frozen in place, hypnotized.

He nodded at her, just once, still unsmiling, and then Iris breezed past him.

“Sit anywhere, hon!” she called out to him.

The spell was broken. Blue looked away from Lucy and she turned back to the table and Sarah.

“Do you know him?” Sarah asked, her sharp eyes missing nothing—particularly not the blush that was heating Lucy’s cheeks. “You do, don’t you?”

“Not really, no,” Lucy said, then admitted, “I mean, I know who he is, but…” She shook her head.

“Who is he?”

Lucy glanced up again, but Blue was busy stashing his duffel bag underneath a table on the far side of the room. “Blue McCoy.” Lucy spoke softly, as if he might overhear even from across the noisy restaurant.

“That’s Gerry McCoy’s brother? He looks nothing like him.”

“They’re stepbrothers,” Lucy explained. “Blue’s mother married Gerry’s father, only she died about five months after the wedding. Mr. McCoy adopted Blue shortly after that. The way I hear it, neither Mr. McCoy nor Blue was happy with that arrangement. Apparently they didn’t get along too well, but Blue had nowhere else to go.”

“I guess not, since he didn’t make it back into town when Mr. McCoy died a few years ago,” Sarah commented.

“Gerry told me Blue was part of Desert Storm,” Lucy said. “He couldn’t get leave, not then, and Gerry didn’t want to hold up the funeral, not indefinitely like that.”

“Gerry’s brother is in the army?”

“Navy,” Lucy corrected her. “He’s Special Operations—a Navy SEAL.”

“A what?”

“SEAL,” Lucy said. “It stands for Sea, Air and Land. SEALs are like supercommandos. They’re experts in everything from…I don’t know…underwater demolition to parachute assaults to…piloting state-of-the-art jets. They have these insane training sessions where they learn to work as a team under incredible stress. There’s this one week—Hell Week—where they’re allowed only four hours of sleep all week. They have to sleep in fifteen-minute segments, while air-raid sirens are wailing. If they quit, they’re out of the program. It’s pretty scary stuff. Only the toughest and most determined men make the grade and become SEALs. It’s a real status symbol—for obvious reasons.”

Sarah was gazing across the room, a speculative light in her eyes. “You seem to have acquired an awful lot of information about a man you claim you don’t know.”

“I’ve read about SEALs and the training they go through. That’s all.”

“Hmm.” Sarah lifted one delicate eyebrow. “Before or after Gerry’s brother joined the Navy?”

Lucy shrugged, trying hard to look casual. “So I had a crush on the guy in high school. Big deal.”

Sarah rested her chin in her hand. “Out of all the people in this place, he nods at you,” she remarked. “Did you date him?”

Lucy couldn’t help laughing. “Not a chance. I was three years younger, and he was…”

“What?”

Iris approached the table, carrying two enormous sandwiches and a basket of French fries. Lucy smiled her thanks at the waitress, but waited for her to leave before answering Sarah’s question.

“He was going out with Jenny Lee.”

“Beaumont…?” Sarah’s eyes lit up. “You mean the same Jenny Lee who’s marrying his brother on Saturday?” At Lucy’s nod, she chuckled. “This is getting too good.”

“You didn’t know?” Lucy asked. “I thought everyone in town knew. It seems it’s all anyone’s talking about—whether or not Blue McCoy will show up to the wedding of his stepbrother and his high-school sweetheart.”

“Apparently the answer to that question is yes,” Sarah said, glancing across the room at the man in uniform.

Lucy took a bite of her turkey sandwich, carefully not turning around to look at this man she found so fascinating. Sarah was right. The question about whether or not Blue would attend Gerry’s wedding had been answered. Now the town would be abuzz with speculation, wondering if Blue was going to create a disturbance or rise to his feet when the preacher said “speak now or forever hold your peace.”

The temptation proved too intense, and Lucy glanced over her shoulder. Blue was eating his lunch and reading the past week’s edition of the Hatboro Creek Gazette. His blond hair fell across his forehead, almost into his eyes, and he pushed it back with a smooth motion that caused the muscles in his right arm to ripple. As if he could feel her watching him, he looked up and directly into her eyes.

Lucy’s stomach did circus tricks as she quickly, guiltily, looked away. God, you would think she was fifteen again and sneaking around the marina where Blue worked, hoping for a peek at him. But he hadn’t noticed her then and he certainly wouldn’t notice her now. She was still decidedly not the Jenny Lee Beaumont type.

“What was his mother thinking when she named him Blue?” Sarah wondered aloud.

“His real name is Carter,” Lucy said. “Blue is a nickname—it’s short for ‘Blue Streak.’”

“Don’t tell me,” Sarah said. “He talks all the time.”

Lucy had to laugh at that. Blue McCoy was not known for running on at the mouth. “I don’t know when he first got the nickname,” she said, “but he’s a runner. He broke all kinds of speed records for sprinting and long-distance races back in junior high and high school.”

Sarah nodded, peering around Lucy to get another peek at Blue.

Lucy’s police walkie-talkie went off at nearly the exact instant the skies opened up with a crash of thunder.

“Report of a 415 in progress at the corner of Main and Willow,” Annabella’s voice squawked over the radio’s tinny speaker. “Possible 10-91 A. Lucy, what’s your location?”

Main and Willow was less than a block and a half from the Grill, in the opposite direction of her patrol car. It would take her less time to jog over there than it would to get to her car and drive. Lucy quickly swallowed a half-chewed bite of her sandwich and thumbed the talk switch to her radio. “The Grill,” she said, already halfway out of the booth. “I’m on it. But unless you want me to stop at my car to check my code book, you better tell me what a 10-91A is.”

The police dispatcher, Annabella Sawyer, was overly fond of the California police ten code. Never mind that they were in South Carolina. Never mind the fact that Hatboro Creek was so small that they didn’t need half the codes most of the time. Never mind that the police officers weren’t required to memorize any kind of code. Annabella liked using them. She clearly had watched too many episodes of “Top Cops.”

Lucy knew what a 415 was, though. A disturbance. She’d heard that number enough times. Even a town as tiny as Hatboro Creek had plenty of those.

“A 10-91A is a report of a vicious animal,” Annabella’s voice squawked back.

Lucy swore under her breath. Leroy Hurley’s brute of a dog had no doubt gotten loose again.

“Be careful,” Sarah said.

“I’ll wrap your sandwich,” Iris called as Lucy pushed open the door and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

The rain soaked her instantly, as if someone had turned a fire hose on her from above. Her hat was back in her car, and Lucy wished for both of them—hat and car—as she headed toward Willow Street at a quick trot.

With any luck, this sudden skyburst had sent that 10-91A scurrying for shelter. With any luck, the 415 had ceased to exist. With any luck…

No such luck. Leroy Hurley’s snarling Doberman had treed Merle Groggin on Andy Hayes’s front lawn. Andy was shouting for Merle to get the hell out of his expensive Japanese maple. Merle was brandishing his hunting knife and shouting for Leroy to get his damned dog locked up or put down, and Leroy was laughing his size forty-six-inch waist pants off.

It was decidedly a bonafide 415.

As Lucy approached Leroy Hurley, his huge dog caught sight of her and turned. Her stomach tightened at the animal’s threatening growl. She liked dogs. Most dogs. But this one had one mean streak. Just like his master.

“Leroy,” Lucy said, nodding a greeting to the big man, as if they weren’t both standing in a torrential downpour. “What did I tell you last week about keeping your dog chained in your yard?”

The Doberman shifted its weight, glancing from Lucy to Merle Groggin, as if deciding who would make a tastier lunch.

Leroy shrugged and grinned. “Can’t help it if he breaks free.”

She could smell the unmistakable scent of whiskey on his breath. Damn, he got meaner than ever when he’d been drinking.

“Yes, you can,” Lucy said, taking her ticket pad from her pocket. It was instantly soaked. “He’s your dog. You’re responsible for him. And in fact, to help you remember that, I’m going to slap you with a fifty-dollar fine.”

The big man’s smile faded. “I’m the only thing standing between you walking away from here in one piece and you getting chewed,” he said, “and you’re gonna fine me?”

Lucy stared at Leroy. “Are you threatening me, Hurley?” she asked, her voice low and tight but carrying clearly over the sound of the rain. “Because if you’re threatening me, I’ll run both you and your dog in so fast your head will spin.”

Something in Leroy’s eyes shifted, and Lucy felt a surge of triumph. He believed her. She’d called his bluff, he believed her and was going to back down, despite the whiskey that was screwing up the very small amount of good judgment he had to begin with.

“Call your dog off,” Lucy said calmly.

But before Leroy could comply, all hell broke loose.

Andy Hayes fired a booming shot from his double-barrel shotgun, sending Merle plunging down from the tree. The Doberman leaped toward the fallen man, who struck at the dog with his big knife, drawing blood. With a howl, the animal dashed away down the street.

“Stay the hell away from my tree!” Andy shouted.

“You stabbed my dog!” Leroy Hurley roared at Merle.

“You coulda killed me,” Merle shouted at Andy as he hurried out of the man’s yard. “Why the hell didn’t you just shoot the damned dog?”

Leroy moved threateningly toward Merle. “If that dog dies, I’m gonna string you up by your—”

“Hold it right there!” Lucy planted herself firmly between Merle and Leroy. She raised her voice so it would carry to the house. “Andy, you know I’m going to have to bring you in—reckless endangerment and unlawful discharge of a firearm. And as for you two—”

“I hope that stupid animal does kick.” Merle spoke to Leroy Hurley right through Lucy, as if she wasn’t even there. “Because if it doesn’t, I’m gonna come after it one of these nights and finish it off.”

“I ain’t going nowhere,” Andy proclaimed. “I got rights! I was protecting my property!”

“Maybe I’ll just finish you off first!” Leroy’s fleshy face was florid with anger as he shouted at Merle.

Lucy keyed the thumb switch on her radio. “Dispatch, this is Officer Tait. I need backup, corner of Willow and—”

Leroy Hurley pushed her aside with the sweep of one beefy arm, and Lucy went down, hard, on her rear in the street, dropping the radio and her ticket pad in the mud. Leroy moved up the walkway to Andy’s house with a speed surprising for such a large man, and as Lucy scrambled to her feet, he grabbed Andy’s shotgun and pointed it at Merle.

Merle ducked for cover behind Lucy, and Leroy swung the gun toward her.

“Leroy, put that down,” Lucy ordered, pushing her rain-soaked hair back from her face with her left hand as she un-snapped the safety buttons that held her sidearm in her belt holster with her right hand.

“Freeze! Keep your hands where I can see ’em,” Leroy ordered her.

Lucy lifted her hands. Shoot. How could this have gotten so utterly out of control? And where the hell was that backup?

Leroy was edging toward them; Merle was cowering behind her, using her as a shield; and for once Andy Hayes was silent.

“Step away from Merle,” Leroy growled at her.

“Leroy, put the gun down before this goes too far,” Lucy said again, trying to sound calm, to not let the desperation she was feeling show in her voice.

“If you don’t step away from him,” Leroy vowed, his eyes wild, “I’ll just blast a hole right through you.”

Dear God, he was serious. He raised the shotgun higher, closing one eye as he took aim directly at Lucy’s chest. Her life flashed briefly and oh, so meaninglessly through her eyes as she stared into the barrel of that gun. She could very well die at this man’s hands. Right here in the rain. And what would she have to show for her life? A six-month-old police badge. A liberal-arts degree from the state university. A computer business she no longer had any interest in. An empty house at the edge of town. No family, only a few friends…

“Don’t do this, Leroy,” Lucy said, inching her hand back down toward her own gun. She didn’t want to die. She hadn’t even begun to live. Dammit, if Leroy Hurley was going to shoot her, she was going to die trying for her gun.

“Freeze!” Leroy told her. “I said to freeze!”

“Leroy, I’m holding an Uzi nine-millimeter submachine gun,” a soft voice drawled from over Lucy’s shoulder. “It looks small and unassuming, but if I move my trigger finger a fraction of an inch, with a firing rate of sixteen bullets per second, I can cut even a man as big as you in two.”

It was Blue McCoy. Lucy would have recognized his velvet Southern drawl anywhere.

“You have exactly two seconds to drop that shotgun,” Blue continued, “or I start firing.”

Leroy dropped the gun.

Lucy sprang forward before the barrel had finished clattering on the cement walkway and scooped up the gun. She cradled it in her arms as she turned to look at Blue.

His blond hair was drenched and plastered to his head. His clothes were as soaked as her own, and they clung to his body, outlining and emphasizing his muscular build. He squinted slightly through the downpour, but otherwise stood there holding a very deadly looking little submachine gun as if the sky were clear and the sun were shining.

He was still watching Leroy, but his brilliant blue eyes flickered briefly in Lucy’s direction. “You okay?”

She nodded, unable to find her voice.

There was a crowd of people down the block, she realized suddenly. No doubt they had all been drawn out into the wet by the sound of Andy’s first gunshot. Great. She looked like a fool, unable to handle a few troublemakers, requiring a Navy SEAL to come to her rescue. Terrific.

“Leroy, Andy, Merle,” Lucy said. “You’re all gonna take a ride to the station.”

“Aw, I didn’t do a damned thing,” Merle complained as the long-awaited backup arrived, along with the police van for transporting the three men. “You got nothing on me.”

“Carrying a concealed weapon ought to do the trick,” Lucy said, deftly taking his hunting knife from him and handing it and the shotgun to Frank Redfield, one of the police officers who had finally made the scene.

“Talk about carrying a concealed weapon,” Merle snorted, gesturing with his head toward Blue McCoy as Frank led him toward the van. “What are you going to charge him with?”

Lucy pushed her wet hair back from her face again, stopping to pick up her sodden ticket pad and the fallen walkie-talkie from the mud before she approached Blue.

“Merle is right, you know, Lieutenant McCoy,” she said to him, hoping he would mistake the shakiness in her voice as a reaction to the excitement rather than as a result of his proximity. “I’m not sure I can let you walk around town with one of those things.”

He handed the gun to her, butt first. “You let Tommy Parker walk around town with it,” he said.

Tommy Parker? Tommy Parker was nine years old…Lucy looked down at the gun she was holding. It was lightweight and…“My God,” she said. “It’s plastic. It’s a toy.” She looked back up into Blue’s eyes. “You were bluffing.”

“Of course I was bluffing,” he said. “I wouldn’t be caught dead with an Uzi. If I wanted an assault weapon, I’d only use a Heckler and Koch MP5-K.”

Lucy stared at him and he gazed back at her. And then he smiled. His teeth were white and even and contrasted nicely with his tanned face.

“I’m kidding,” he explained gently. “If I had to, I’d use an Uzi. It’s not my weapon of choice, though.”

Great, he must think she was some kind of imbecile, the way she was staring at him. Lucy closed her eyes briefly, but when she opened them he was still watching her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I really owe you one. You saved my neck back there, and…well, thanks.”

He nodded, gracefully acknowledging her clumsy thanks. “You’re welcome,” he said. “But haven’t we already had this conversation? I’m getting a real sense of déjà vu here.” His smile flashed again—pure sunshine in the pouring rain. “It seems every time I’m in Hatboro Creek, I end up saving little Lucy Tait’s…neck.”

Lucy was shocked. “You remember me?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth she was embarrassed. Of course he remembered her. Standing here soaking wet, resembling a drowned rat, she no doubt looked not too different from the skinny fifteen-year-old girl Blue had saved from a serious thrashing out on the far side of the town baseball field all those years ago.

“I’m a little surprised to see you,” Blue drawled. “I’d have thought you would’ve packed up and left South Carolina years ago, Yankee.”

Yankee. It had been her nickname all through high school. Lucy Tait, the Yankee girl. Moved to town with her widowed mom from someplace way up north. She was still referred to all the time as “Yankee girl.” It had been twelve years. Twelve years. Her mother was no longer alive. And Lucy wasn’t a girl anymore. But some things never changed.

“No,” Lucy said evenly. “I’m still here in Hatboro Creek.”

“I can see that.”

Blue gazed at Lucy, taking in her long, brown—wet—hair, tied back in a utilitarian ponytail; her unforgettable dark brown eyes; the lovely, almost delicate shape of her face; and her tall, slender body. Little Lucy Tait wasn’t so little anymore. The rain had softened the stiff fabric of her police uniform, molding it against her female curves. Yes, Lucy Tait had definitely grown up. Blue felt an unmistakable surge of physical attraction and he had to smile. At age eighteen, he never would have believed that the sight of scrawny little Lucy Tait standing in the rain could possibly turn him on.

But if there was one thing he learned in his stint as a Navy SEAL, it was that times—and people—were always changing. Nothing ever stayed the same.

“How long have you been an officer of the law?” he asked. The crowd was gone and the police van was pulling away. The rain was relentless but warm. Blue liked the way it felt on his face, and Lucy didn’t seem to be in any hurry to get to shelter.

Lucy crossed her arms. “Six months.”

Blue nodded.

She lifted her chin. “I’m the first woman on the Hatboro Creek police force.”

Blue tried to hide his smile, but it slipped through. “First Yankee on the force, too, no doubt.”

Lucy must have realized how defensive she looked, because she slowly smiled, too—at first almost sheepishly, then wider. “Yeah,” she said. “I suppose I’ve been setting all kinds of new Hatboro Creek records lately.”

Her face wasn’t exactly what you’d call pretty. At least, not at first glance. Her mouth was too wide, too generous, too big for her face—except when she smiled. Her smile transformed her totally, making her eyes dance and sparkle and charming dimples appear in the perfect, smooth, slightly olive-tinted complexion of her cheeks. Her nose was straight and large, but not too big for her face, revealing a faintly Mediterranean ancestry. Her eyes were warm and the deepest shade of brown, framed by thick, dark eyelashes. Her ears were small and amazingly delicate looking. Blue found himself watching, fascinated, as a drop of rain clung to her unpierced earlobe before dripping onto her shoulder.

“I’m surprised Chief Bradley lets you patrol alone,” Blue said.

Lucy’s smile vanished. “Why? Because I’m a woman or because I’m a Yankee?”

“Because you’re a rookie.”

“I had Leroy Hurley handled,” Lucy remarked, her dark eyes flashing. “Until Andy got his gun.”

Blue nodded, forcing his gaze out and into the distance, down Main Street, toward the marina. How long had it been since he’d been with a woman? Two months? Three? Longer? He honestly couldn’t remember. He usually didn’t pay his sexual appetite much mind—until it sat up and demanded priority attention.

Like right now.

In a flash he could picture Lucy standing in the warm rain, sans uniform, water washing down her lean, shapely female body—full, soft breasts; flat stomach; slim hips; dangerously long, well-muscled thighs…The image sent an intense rush of heat through him, heat he knew she’d be able to see in his eyes.

It was strange. In the past, Blue had always been attracted to the overly feminine type—the helpless type of woman who wore lots of frills and lace and needed to be rescued. It was true that he had in fact come to Lucy’s rescue more than once, but both times she’d certainly been doing her best to save herself. She was independent and strong. Even though she was soaking wet and only a rookie, she wore her police uniform and the gun at her side with an air of authority and competence. That should have pushed him back a step or two. Instead, he found himself inching forward, trying to get closer.

“I assumed Andy was harmless,” Lucy was saying with a frown. “I focused on Leroy and didn’t pay Andy any attention. That was my big mistake.”

“Never assume anything,” Blue said. He could tell from the way she met his gaze, then suddenly looked away, that she had gotten a glimpse of the fire in his eyes. She blushed, a tinge of pink darkening her cheeks as she looked down at the mud-encrusted radio and ticket pad she still held in her hands. She slipped the pad into her belt and tried to wipe the radio clean. She appeared to be intent on fixing her equipment, but she couldn’t keep from glancing at him out of the corners of her eyes.

Suddenly, Blue remembered the rumor he’d heard his senior year in high school that the little Yankee freshman girl had a crush on him. He’d been flattered and amused, and as kind to the girl as he could be without leading her on.

Was it possible that Lucy’s high-school crush had survived all these years?

Blue had noticed right from the first moment he’d spotted her sitting in the Grill that she wasn’t wearing a wedding band. Was it possible that Lucy was still single, still unattached?

Blue had come to Hatboro Creek today out of obligation. He’d come with every intention of enduring his visit—he hadn’t planned to enjoy any of it. But he was on leave, and his leave time was infrequent and irregular. Why not take hold of an opportunity and have a little pleasure, especially since that pleasure seemed to be handing itself to him on a silver platter? Why not? Especially since the attraction he was feeling right now was stronger than anything he’d felt in a long, long time.

“I, um, I better go,” Lucy said. “I’ll need to fill out a report and…” She turned toward him, using the back of one hand to push her wet hair from her face, but succeeding in leaving a streak of mud on her cheek. “Can I give you a ride somewhere? Are you staying at your brother’s?”

As Lucy watched, Blue glanced up at the cloudy sky as if noticing the rain for the first time. It was finally starting to let up. He pushed his hair back from his face but didn’t meet Lucy’s eyes again. “No,” he said. “Jenny Lee has already moved into Gerry’s place. I thought it would be better if I stayed at the motel. And it’s not far. I can walk there probably faster than you could drive.”

Lucy nodded, wishing almost inanely that he would smile at her again, or that he would look at her and let her get a second glance at that slow-burning heat she’d imagined she’d seen in his eyes. But it had to be just that—imagined. Blue McCoy would never be interested in her.

Would he?

“I wish I could think of a way to thank you properly for what you did,” she said, backing away.

He stepped toward her, following. “I can think of a way,” he said in his soft drawl. “There’s a party tonight at the country club, a sort of rehearsal dinner for Saturday’s wedding. Come as my date.”

Lucy stopped short. Her first reaction was to laugh. This had to be some sort of joke. Go to Hatboro Creek’s exclusive country club—on a date with Blue McCoy, her childhood hero? But Blue wasn’t laughing. He was…serious?

Why? Lucy searched his eyes, looking for the reason he’d asked her out. Why? There had to be a reason.

She found the answer in the heat in his eyes, as clear as day.

Sex.

He was a man and she was a woman, and although his invitation had been to attend a fancy, high-society party, what he really wanted to do with her wouldn’t require any kind of party dress at all. She could see all that in his eyes—and more.

Lucy was floored.

Blue McCoy wanted her. He wanted her. He was actually physically attracted to and interested in the tall, skinny, gawky, awkward Yankee tomboy, Lucy Tait.

Oh, she had no misconceptions about the extent of his desire. It was purely sexual. There were no emotions involved. At least not from his end. But it was clear from the look in his eyes that if she went on this date with him, he was going to do his damnedest to see that she didn’t get home tonight until well after dawn.

A clear and extremely erotic image of Blue pulling her down with him onto his bed at the Lighthouse Motel flashed through Lucy’s mind. Tangled arms and legs, seeking mouths, straining bodies, skin slick with sweat and desire…Strobe like pictures bombarded Lucy’s senses, along with a thousand other thoughts.

She had been plenty reckless and wild before—but never in her personal life. As crazy as she’d been with her career, Lucy had always been extremely careful when it came to relationships. But ever since she’d first laid eyes on Blue McCoy at age fifteen, she’d desperately wanted to run her fingers through his thick, dark blond hair.

Lucy knew she meant nothing to Blue and would no doubt continue to mean nothing to him, even if he slept with her. She’d never made love to a man before without knowing that their relationship was going to grow, without hoping for some kind of permanence. Yet Blue was in town for only a few days—a week at the most. Chances were that he wouldn’t be back. Maybe not for another twelve years.

As she gazed up at Blue, he reached out and touched the side of her face, gently wiping what was no doubt a smudge of dirt from her cheek with his thumb. His hand was warm, warmer even than the rain, and his touch sent a wave of fire spiraling through her, down to the depths of her very soul.

She couldn’t help herself. She reached up and touched his hair. It was wet, but still soft and thick. It was remarkable. One small movement and she was living one of her wildest dreams.

Blue’s eyelids grew heavy at her touch, heavy with pleasure—and satisfaction. He’d won, and he knew it.

“I’ll pick you up at 1900…seven o’clock,” Blue said, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “Or would you rather meet me over there, at the club?”

Lucy found herself nodding. Yes. “I’ll meet you there,” she breathed. Dear God, yes, she was going to do this. She was going to go to this party with Blue McCoy, and later…Later, she was going to live out one of her most powerful, most decadent fantasies.

It wasn’t until after he walked her back to her patrol car, until after he went inside the Grill for the rest of his lunch and his duffel bag and with a nod headed toward the motel, and until after Sarah drove by in her little black Honda Accord, giving Lucy a toot of her horn and a big thumbs-up, that reality crashed in.

What the hell did Lucy think she was doing? Was a one-night stand with Blue McCoy—no matter that he was the man of her hottest dreams—worth the talk and gossip and speculative looks she’d have to endure weeks and even months after he’d gone? Was one night—or even two or three nights—worth the silence that was sure to follow? Because Lucy had no false expectations. Blue would not write. He would not call. He could be killed on a training mission, and she’d be the very last to know.

Could she really love a man she knew would be loving someone else, some other woman, this time next month—or hell, maybe even next week?

She wished she could call Edgar, wished she could tell him about Blue’s invitation, wished they could talk it over, hash it out. But even though Edgar wasn’t around, Lucy knew exactly what he would have said.

Go for it.

Edgar was the only person Lucy had ever told about her high-school crush on Blue. He was the only one who had known that she still carried a torch for a guy she never even really knew.

Yeah, go for it was what Edgar would have said.

And then he would have reminded her to have safe sex.

Safe sex. Now there was an oxymoron if Lucy had ever heard one. A condom would help with some of the physical dangers. But what about her emotional safety? What kind of protection could she use to ensure herself that?

Down at the police station, Lucy went through the motions, taking a shower; putting on a clean, dry uniform; filling out the forms and reports. But all afternoon, she asked herself the same questions over and over again. Could she really go out with Blue tonight, knowing damn well where it was going to lead?

The answer wavered between Edgar’s possible go for it and no. No, it wasn’t worth it. No, she couldn’t do this. Could she? How could she pass up her wildest, hottest sexual fantasy?

But every time she told herself no and started to pick up the phone to dial the Lighthouse Motel, where Blue was staying, Lucy remembered the liquid desire in his eyes and the hot touch of his hand on her face.

She remembered the answering pull of her own longing and need, the promise of a wild, reckless passion the likes of which she’d never known.

And she knew exactly why she’d said yes.







Chapter Two

Lucy pulled her truck into the Hatboro Country Club’s elegant driveway, feeling out of place. She parked in the back lot, unwilling to leave the keys to her trusty but beat-up old Ford four-by-four with the valets. She couldn’t stand the thought of them snickering as they pulled it alongside the Town Cars and Cadillacs. She also wasn’t sure she could handle walking in the front entrance of the posh country club wearing this little black dress she’d borrowed from Sarah. Little was the key word. It was sleeveless, with a sweetheart neckline and a keyhole back, and it hugged Lucy’s body, ending many, many inches above her knees. On Sarah, the tight skirt had been short, but Lucy was at least four inches taller than her friend. Aided further by high heels, the dress made Lucy’s long legs appear as if they went on forever—an effect, Sarah had pointed out, that would not be lost on Blue McCoy.

Lucy glanced in one of the mirrors that lined the hall as she went in the country club’s back door.

Sarah had fixed her hair, too, piling it on top of her head. It seemed as if Lucy had casually swept it up off her neck, but in reality the carefree look had taken the solid part of a half hour to achieve.

She was also wearing more than her usual dab of lip gloss. Mascara, liner and shadow adorned her brown eyes, and blush accentuated her wide cheekbones.

Lucy looked like…somebody else. Instead of skinny, she looked slender, her legs long and graceful. Instead of girl-next-door average, she looked exotic, glamorous and mysteriously sexy.

Blue probably wasn’t going to recognize her. She could barely recognize herself.

Which made sense, because Lucy certainly didn’t recognize this odd sensation she felt, knowing that she was here to meet a man who was practically a stranger—a stranger who could very well be her lover before the night was through.

Blue McCoy.

But he wasn’t a stranger. Not really. After all, he’d been her hero for years. He was pure masculine perfection—if you went for the big, brooding, enigmatic type. And Lucy definitely did.

Music was playing in the country club’s big ballroom, and it filtered down toward Lucy. She started up the stairs, heart pounding; she knew that Blue was somewhere up there near that pulsating music.

The country club had undergone changes in its interior decor since the last time she had been there. She couldn’t remember what color the thick wall-to-wall carpeting had been, but she was positive that it hadn’t been this deep, almost smoky shade of pink. The wallpaper was different, too, a muted collection of flowers and squiggles, in tasteful off-whites and beiges and various shades of that same dark pink.

Her high heels made no noise at all on the plush carpeting as she moved down the corridor toward the ballroom.

The lights in the ballroom had been dimmed, and hundreds of candles had been placed around the room—on the dining tables, on the serving tables, even in candlesticks mounted on the walls. The effect was lovely, giving the entire room a flickering, golden, fairy-tale like glow.

The dining tables covered half the room, leaving the other half of the hardwood floor open for dancing. A small band—drums, keyboard and guitar—was set up in the corner opposite the bar.

Lucy recognized many of the people scattered about the big room. It was a who’s who of the county’s wealthiest and most powerful citizens. The police chief and his wife were there, as was the president of the bank. The mayor and his wife were chatting with the owner of Carolina Island, the seaside resort located several miles north of the Hatboro Creek town line.

The women wore glittering gowns and the men were dressed in black tuxedos—all except for one. One man—Blue McCoy—was dressed in the resplendent, almost shimmering white of a naval dress uniform. As he turned, the candlelight gleamed on the rows and rows and rows of ribbons and medals he wore on his chest.

His shoulders appeared impossibly broad, with his well-tailored uniform jacket tapering down to his lean hips. He wore officer’s insignia, and Lucy was reminded that Blue was a full lieutenant—unless he’d been even further promoted since the last time she’d asked Gerry about his stepbrother’s naval career.

He was carrying a white hat in his hands. His hair, a dark, shining golden blond, reflected the dim light. He was talking to Mitch Casey, the chairman of Hatboro Creek’s chamber of commerce. Blue’s tanned face looked so serious, so stern, as he nodded at something Casey was saying. He was listening intently, but his blue eyes kept straying toward the front entrance, as if he were waiting for someone. Her? Lucy felt a flash of pleasure. He was. Blue McCoy was watching and waiting for her.

He held himself slightly stiffly, as if he wasn’t quite comfortable in his surroundings. But why should he be? Gerry and his father were the ones who had had the memberships to the country club. Throughout high school, Blue had chosen to hang out and work down by the docks where he kept his little powerboat.

Even when Blue was dating Jenny Lee Beaumont he had stayed away from the country-club set. He’d been a loner back in high school, with only one or two friends who were also outcasts or misfits. He wore a leather jacket and rode a motorcycle that he’d rebuilt from parts, yet unlike the other tough kids, his grades were exceptionally above average. Still, he had a reputation for being a troublemaker simply because he looked the part.

Even back in high school Blue had been slow to smile. He’d been serious and quietly watchful, missing nothing but rarely stepping in. Unless, of course, the cruel teenaged teasing and rudeness went beyond the limits—like the time five members of the boys’ junior-varsity baseball team decided to demonstrate just how unhappy they were that a girl, a Yankee girl, had made the cut and gotten onto the team.

Lucy could hold her own in a fair fight, but five to one were tough odds.

Until Blue fearlessly stepped in, ending the violence with his mere presence. The other kids had learned to keep their distance from him, wary of his quietly seething temper and his ability—and willingness—to fight. And to fight dirty, if he had to.

Apparently he’d had to more than a few times.

According to the story Lucy had heard, Blue had been five when Gerry’s father had adopted the little boy out of obligation. Apparently neither Blue nor Mr. McCoy had been overly happy about that, but Blue had had nowhere else to go. Blue had grown up in his elder stepbrother’s shadow, clearly a burden to his stepfather. Was it any wonder that the little boy should have quickly become self-sufficient and self-reliant? And quietly grim?

Was it any wonder that both the boy and the man he’d become were watchful, intensely serious and slow to smile?

Lucy remembered the way Blue had smiled at her that afternoon. Had Blue smiled at Jenny Lee that way back in high school? It was hard to believe that he had. If he had, with a smile like that, surely Jenny would be marrying Blue this coming Saturday rather than his elder stepbrother.

As Lucy watched, Blue’s attention was pulled away from both the main entrance and Mitch Casey when Gerry McCoy and Jenny Lee Beaumont swept onto the dance floor.

Jenny was wearing a long, pink dress that set off her soft, blond curls and her peaches-and-cream complexion. It had been fifteen years since she’d been in high school, but her skin was still smooth and clear. She still looked like the captain of the cheerleading squad, with her sweet smile and perfect, beautiful features—a fact that no doubt had helped her land her job as entertainment news reporter for the local TV station.

Gerry, however, looked tense, his smile forced as he led his bride-to-be in a slow dance. Was he feeling threatened, perhaps, by his stepbrother’s larger-than-life presence?

Physically, the two men couldn’t have been less alike. Gerry was taller than Blue but slighter, almost willowy, if that word could be used to describe a man. Although they both had blond hair, Gerry’s was a lighter, paler shade, and his hair was fine and slightly thinning on top, not thick and wavy like Blue’s. And though Blue’s smiles were scarce, Gerry’s were almost constant. In fact, Gerry’s carefree, fun-time, no-worries attitude contrasted so sharply with Blue’s serious intensity that Lucy found it hard to believe the two men had lived under the same roof as young boys. It seemed almost impossible that they’d shared a home and not driven each other crazy with their different approaches to life.

But the talk around town was that despite their differences, Gerry and Blue had been closer than many blood brothers, that their strengths and weaknesses had complemented one another. Lucy didn’t know for sure that that was true. By the time she and her mother had moved to Hatboro Creek, Gerry was off at college, and by the time Gerry returned after college, Blue had already left to join the Navy.

Lucy gazed across the ballroom, studying Blue’s face, watching him as he watched Gerry dance with Jenny Lee.

His gaze swept around the room, passing directly over Lucy with no glint of recognition, as if she weren’t even there—or as if he’d forgotten that she even existed, as if she paled so absolutely compared with Jenny Lee.

Lucy’s stomach clenched in disappointment. But really now, she scolded herself. What did she expect? Did she honestly think she’d be anything to Blue but a poor substitute for the woman he truly wanted? She had to keep her imagination in line here. If she wasn’t careful, she’d start believing that Blue had unconsciously reached out to her because deep down he was searching desperately for a good woman to love. Or she might start believing that she could make Blue fall in love with her, that just one glorious night of lovemaking with Lucy would soften his damaged heart.

No, the sad truth was, Lucy had come here tonight with her eyes wide open. She knew exactly what Blue wanted from her. He wanted sex. No strings, no desperate search, no falling in love, no softening hearts.

She knew that, and she’d come anyway.

Except now the way Blue’s eyes seemed to look right through her signified a decided lack of interest on his part.

Lucy was a fool for thinking she could ever compete with Jenny Lee. Even though Jenny was engaged to marry another man, she was so pretty and sweet it was crazy to think that Blue wouldn’t be carrying a torch for her. No doubt he’d asked Lucy here tonight hoping for a distraction—a distraction that she’d failed to provide.

Lucy knew she should turn away, walk out of the room and down the long corridor to the stairs that led out to the back parking lot. But she couldn’t move. She could only gaze at Blue and wish that things were different.

His rugged features were impassive, his eyes revealing nothing—no emotion, nothing. And that, of course, convinced Lucy that there was something Blue was working so hard to hide.

On the other hand, she had to admit it was a no-win situation for Blue. She knew that she was not the only person in the room watching him for his reaction to his stepbrother and his former sweetheart’s dance. If he smiled, it would be with “bittersweet longing.” If he frowned, it would be with “barely concealed jealousy.”

No, Blue’s were not easy shoes to be in right now, and Lucy had to give the man credit for showing up in the first place.

Shoes. Blue wasn’t wearing shoes, Lucy realized suddenly. He was wearing sandals. He was wearing his gleaming white navy dress uniform with rows and rows of ribbons and medals on his chest, and a pair of leather sandals on his feet.

As more and more people moved out onto the dance floor, Blue turned away and headed for the French doors that led out onto the patio. The doors were closed tonight. It was too hot to keep them open. The air-conditioning would escape and the muggy night air would be let in.

With his hand on the doorknob, Blue turned back and looked across the room—directly at Lucy. This time he didn’t look through her. This time he met her eyes. He moved his head almost imperceptibly, but his message was clear. Follow him outside.

Lucy’s heart was pounding as she moved along the ballroom wall toward the patio doors. Perhaps she’d been wrong. Blue did recognize her. He did know she was here. It took her several minutes to work her way around the room, but finally she reached the French doors and slipped out onto the patio.

The sounds of the music and laughter from the party became muffled and distant as she shut the door behind her. The heat brushed against her face and arms like something solid. The moon was nearly full and it glowed through a haze of high clouds.

The patio was wide and made of carefully evened-off flagstones, with a decorative cast-iron railing surrounding it. Several chairs and tables with flickering citronella candles were set up around the edges. Japanese lanterns were strung overhead, but the pale light they cast couldn’t compete with the moonlight.

As Lucy stood and let her eyes grow accustomed to the dimness, she saw Blue in the shadows, leaning against the railing, just watching her.

Blue couldn’t believe his eyes. That was strange, because he’d been a lot of places, seen both the best and the worst that humanity could offer, and he’d begun to think that nothing could ever surprise him.

But Lucy Tait, dressed to kill in a sexy black dress, with her legs looking at least seven miles long, with her hair piled sophisticatedly atop her head and her brown eyes made up and smoldering, had proven him wrong.

He’d expected her to arrive at the country club wearing something demure and functional. He’d expected he would have to use his imagination to see beyond her clothing to the woman he suspected was underneath.

She started toward him, and he felt his pulse kick into the double time of anticipation, which he immediately tried to squelch. He hadn’t been thinking straight when he’d asked her to come to this party with him. It wasn’t until he arrived and realized that he was the focus of covert—and some not so covert—attention that it occurred to him that, as his date, Lucy would be subjected to the same curious stares and speculation.

She didn’t deserve that. He had to send her home before anyone saw them together.

That was why, when he first noticed her standing on the other side of the room, he didn’t allow himself to react. He didn’t even let himself do the double take he so desperately wanted to do.

But here in the darkness, away from all the prying eyes, Blue could do all the double takes he wanted.

Mercy.

She could have been the poster model for carnal desire. But as he gazed into her eyes, he realized that it was entirely possible that Lucy didn’t know how incredibly sexy she looked. He could see hesitation in her eyes, and a kind of vulnerability that, combined with her incredible outfit, made her seem a curious mix of experience and innocence.

Blue couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a woman and wanted her more than the way he wanted Lucy right now.

He pushed himself up off the railing as she drew closer. The sexy black spike heels of her shoes made her nearly his own height and she gazed directly into his eyes.

“Seems I’ve been away from town longer than I thought,” Blue said softly. He felt his body tighten as he dropped his gaze to her mouth to watch her nervously moisten her lips with the pink tip of her tongue.

“Twelve years,” she murmured.

He nodded. “So…why aren’t you married…settled down with a couple of kids and all?”

She crossed her arms, one dark eyebrow lifting slightly. “Why aren’t you?”

“I never met someone I couldn’t live without,” he said bluntly. “I guess I’m picky that way.”

Lucy lifted her chin challengingly. “And what makes you think I’m not?”

Blue had to smile. “Touché.” With that defiant gleam in her eyes, she looked so like the girl he’d first met all those years ago—and so unlike her, all at the same time.

He could still remember the way fifteen-year-old Lucy had tried to hide her pain, even after the boys who had been beating on her had run off. Her nose had been bleeding slightly, and she was holding her side. Though Blue had seen one of the boys kick her savagely in the ribs when she was down on the ground, she never cried, and tried not to let on that she was badly hurt. But there was a sheen of perspiration on her face that had told Blue otherwise.

She’d sat on the grass, knees pulled in tightly to her chest, and he’d sat down next to her. “You all right, Yankee?”

“Yeah,” she said, wiping the blood from her nose with the back of one hand. “Yeah, I’m…fine.”

“You don’t look so fine.”

“I just…need to sit here for a minute.”

“Okay,” Blue said quietly. “Mind if I sit here for a minute, too?”

She shook her head. No, she didn’t mind.

“Those boys give you a reason for kicking the bejesus out of you?” Blue asked.

“They don’t think a girl belongs on the baseball team,” Lucy said.

“Well, it is called the boys’ baseball team,” Blue commented.

Lucy’s eyes flashed. “So where’s the girls’ team?”

Blue shrugged. “’Round these parts, girls try out for the cheerleading squad.”

“The coach said I’m the best shortstop this hick town has ever seen,” Lucy said flatly. “And from what I’ve seen, he might be right. He put me in the starting lineup and has me batting lead-off. And you want me to be a cheerleader?”

Blue hid a smile. “You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

“There are some things boys can do better than girls—like pee standing up,” Lucy told him, her eyes narrowed dangerously, “but playing baseball is not one of them. I’m going to stick it in those creeps’ faces by winning MVP this year—and accepting the award in a dress.”

Blue might have even laughed out loud at that, except a spasm of pain made Lucy wince. She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. Her face looked so pale.

“How about I give your mama a call?” Blue asked.

Lucy shook her head. “She’s working.”

“You’re hurt—”

“I’m fine.”

Blue stood up. “She works in the office at the mill, doesn’t she?”

“I said, I’m fine!” Lucy scrambled to her feet, and the effort made her sway.

Blue reached for her, holding her up. “You got a broken rib, Yankee. I’m taking you over to Doc Gray’s.”

“No, please!” Lucy’s dark-brown eyes were wide, her voice beseeching as she gazed up at him. “It’s only a crack. The doctor will tape me up and tell me I can’t play ball for three weeks. By then I’ll have been off the starting lineup for so long I’ll have lost my place. I’ll spend the rest of the season on the bench.”

“Sometimes you gotta sit out.”

“Not this time,” Lucy said desperately. “If I sit out, those creeps will win. I can’t let that happen.”

Blue was silent.

“I’ll tape myself up,” Lucy had told him, chin held high. “It’ll hurt, but I’m damned if I’m not going to play.”

She had played, and sure enough, that year she’d won the coveted Most Valuable Player award for the junior-varsity team. She’d had one hell of a stubborn streak back then, and from the way she was holding her head at that same challenging angle, it seemed that she still had those same guts and grit now. Inside, she wasn’t that different. It was the outer packaging that had changed some. A whole lot of some.

Blue let his gaze travel over Lucy’s formfitting black dress and down her long, nylon-clad legs. “I guess what I really meant,” he said, gazing back into her eyes, “was that I can’t believe you’re unattached. I can’t believe you could walk into this place alone, looking the way you do.”

“But I’m not alone,” she said softly. “I’m with you.”

Desire knifed sharply through Blue, and despite all his best intentions, he knew there was no way he could send Lucy home. Not unless he went, too.

But maybe he could go. In half an hour or so he could make his excuses to Gerry and Jenny Lee and bow out before dinner was served. Until then, he and Lucy could stay out here on the patio. No one would see them. No one would have to know.

Lucy held Blue’s gaze, wondering almost desperately what he was thinking. And he was thinking. He was planning, deciding. There was more than desire in his eyes—although there was plenty of that, too. She’d have to tell Sarah, she thought almost inanely, that her little black dress was a raging success.

“May I have this dance?” Blue finally said, his smooth Southern drawl like black velvet in the darkness.

Oh, yes. But…“Right here?” Lucy asked, breaking free from the magnetic hold of his eyes to glance around the deserted patio.

Blue smiled crookedly, just a slight lifting of one side of his mouth. “Yeah,” he said. He hooked the rim of his hat over one of the posts of the cast-iron railing. And then he reached for her.

Inside the country club, the band was playing an old, slow, familiar tune. The music seemed to drift in the stillness of the night, distant and haunting and pure.

Lucy slipped her right hand into Blue’s, resting her other hand on the solidness of his shoulder. She felt his arm encircle her waist, felt the warmth of his hand on her back.

Dear God, she was slow-dancing with Blue McCoy.

He was graceful and surefooted, and when his thigh brushed hers, she knew it was not by accident. Slowly and so surely he pulled her in, closer to him, until her breasts touched his broad chest, until their legs touched continuously. His hand moved upward, exploring the back of her dress, finding the round keyhole of exposed skin.

Lucy felt herself sigh, felt herself tighten her hold on Blue as his slightly work-roughened fingers caressed her back. Gently she pulled her fingers free from his and ran her hand up his arm and shoulders to meet her other hand at the back of his neck.

She could see satisfaction in the ocean-colored depths of Blue’s eyes. He knew as well as she did that she was probably going to end up in his bed tonight. It was clear that pleased him. It was also clear that he desired her, too—she couldn’t help but be aware of that from the way their bodies were molded together.

Any moment now, he was going to kiss her. Any moment now, he was going to lean forward and touch his lips to hers and they were both going to explode with passion. She could imagine them making a beeline for Blue’s motel room, undressing each other as they climbed into the cab of her truck, barely making it inside before…

Lucy felt dizzy. This was moving much too quickly. Yes, she wanted to make love to this man. She’d come here tonight knowing that the clothes she was wearing sent a message, knowing that her mere presence was a loud and clear affirmative to Blue’s unspoken sexual question. But she’d imagined them having dinner first—shoot, at least having a drink and a certain amount of conversation—before giving in to the animal attraction that flashed between them.

But polite conversation and small talk had no place in this relationship. Her body understood that, heat flooding her, readying her for what she really wanted—the most basic and intimate of acts.

Lucy didn’t wait for Blue to kiss her. Pulling his mouth down to hers, she kissed him.

She felt more than heard his surprised laughter—laughter that lasted only a fraction of a second before he angled his head and returned her kiss with an urgency that took her breath away.

He pulled her with him deeper into the darkness of the shadows. His hands explored her body, covering her breasts, slipping down to cup her derriere, reaching for the edge of her dress and sliding up underneath the hem, pushing her miniskirt up along her nylon-smooth thigh. He discovered the edge of her thigh-high stockings and groaned, kissing her harder, deeper, as his fingers caressed the soft smoothness of her skin, as he found the silky lace of her panties.

They weren’t even going to make it back to his hotel room. The thought flashed crazily through Lucy’s head. But they had to. There were laws against making love in public. For God’s sake, she was a police officer. She couldn’t do this. Not here.

Lucy pulled back slightly. “Blue…”

“Come back to my room with me.” His velvet voice was rough, hoarse, and out of breath.

She nodded. “Yes.”

Blue kissed her again and she clung to him, shutting her eyes tightly against the regrets that were sure to come in the morning and all the rest of her tomorrows. But for the first time in her life, Lucy refused to think beyond the here and now. She lost herself again in his kiss.

He tasted the way she’d always imagined he would—sweet and clean and wonderful.

He broke away from her, taking her hand and pulling her toward the gate. “Come on.”

“We’re just going to leave?”

His eyes were blazing hot in the dim glow from the Japanese lanterns. “You bet.”

“But…”

“Come on, Yankee. Let’s go make all my dreams come true.” His voice was low, vibrating with his desire as he tugged on her hand.

“Your brother will look for you.” His brother and a hundred or so odd guests. “He’ll wonder where you went.”

“If Gerry caught sight of you walking into that country club, he’ll know exactly where I went.”

Lucy blushed. “I’m serious,” she said, pulling her hand free from his grasp. “You know how small-town gossip can be. Everyone is going to think that you left because you couldn’t stand watching Gerry with Jenny Lee.”

“Me and Jenny Lee,” Blue said, shaking his head. “That’s ancient history.”

Lucy could almost believe him. Almost. “That’s not the way it’s going to look,” she said quietly. “No one is going to know that you left with me—no one has even seen us together.”

“And I don’t want ’em to,” Blue said. “I don’t want ’em talking about you, too.”

Lucy smiled ruefully. “Whatever they’d be saying, it would probably be true, wouldn’t it?”

He smiled, a tight, sexy, dangerous smile. “Well, yeah,” he said, “if they say I took one look at you and lost control.”

His soft words made Lucy’s heart leap into her throat. But they were just words, she reminded herself. “I’d be willing to bet,” she said, “that you don’t ever lose control.”

His eyes were unreadable, mysterious. “There’s always a first time.” His voice dropped to a nearly inaudible level. “All I know is, I’d do damn near anything to make love to you right now, Lucy.”

“Well, shoot,” Lucy said, crossing her arms and smiling to hide the way his words made her pulse race. “Maybe if I play my cards right, we can make that wedding on Saturday a double ceremony.”

She was baiting him, watching to see if her words made him back off. “I said damn near anything,” Blue said, smiling at her expression—she thought she had him retreating. So he called her bluff. “I guess getting married falls into that description. Sure. But why wait till Saturday? We can fly out to Las Vegas and get hitched tonight. Right now.”

Lucy surrendered. “We both know you don’t have to marry me to get what you want—what I want, too.”

He stepped toward her. “Then what are we waiting for?”

She lifted her chin. “We’re waiting for you to go inside and make your excuses to Gerry and Jenny Lee.”

Blue smiled again—damn, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled and laughed so much. But this was fun. Lucy Tait was able to hold her own against him. She was a worthy sparring opponent, and he liked that. He liked it a lot.

He’d moved close enough to her to put his arms around her waist, close enough to lean forward for another long, sensuous kiss. But Lucy reached out for him first, sweeping her hands along the lapels of his jacket, lightly tracing the ribbons and medals he wore on his chest with one finger.

“Look at all these,” she mused. “What are you, some kind of hero?”

“Just a SEAL,” Blue murmured, mesmerized by the elegant curve of her lips, by the spattering of freckles that ran across her cheekbones and the bridge of her nose, by the delicate shell-like curve of her ears.

She leaned forward so that her lips were only a whisper away from his. “Go find your brother,” she breathed.

He kissed her again—he couldn’t resist—drowning in her softness, marveling how one woman could be such a complete montage of sweetness and spice. When he finally pulled away, his voice didn’t sound like his own. “Don’t go anywhere.”

Lucy smiled. “I won’t.”







Chapter Three

Blue searched the country-club dining room for any sign of Gerry. The band was still playing in the corner, and couples were still out on the dance floor, but most of the crowd were starting to get seated at the round banquet tables that dotted half the room.

His sharp eyes finally picked Gerry out of the crowd. He was in the corner, having what looked like a serious discussion with R. W. Fisher, the Tobacco King.

Fisher had sold his tobacco farms and cigarette factories in Virginia and moved his massive fortune to Hatboro Creek about the same time Blue had moved to town with his mother. It had been more than twenty-five years since Fisher had earned his wages from growing and selling tobacco, but he would no doubt be known as the Tobacco King until the day he died.

Gerry was forever trying to work his way into R. W. Fisher’s exclusive circle of friends and business acquaintances. Blue knew better than to disturb his stepbrother now.

On the other hand, Lucy was waiting for him out on the patio…

He could just as easily make his excuses for leaving to Jenny Lee, tell her that he’d talk to Gerry in the morning. Blue turned back to the table where he’d last seen his stepbrother’s bride-to-be talking with several of her friends.

He worked his way across the room, and Jenny Lee glanced up. She rose to her feet, smiling a welcome, her cheeks dimpling prettily. Her friends were noticeably quiet, watching them both.

“Carter,” Jenny said in her soft Southern accent. “We haven’t properly said hello yet, have we?”

She held out her hand to him, and he reached for it automatically. Jenny Lee Beaumont. There had once been a time when he’d wanted this girl more than life itself. Her blond hair and blue eyes, her diminutive yet well-rounded figure, her lacy, frilly clothes had all seemed the definition of femaleness. It was funny, but now she seemed overdone—a caricature of the Southern belle, all peaches and sugar and girlish charm.

Funny, but somewhere during the past twelve years he’d developed a definite preference for spice. And for full-grown women.

Jenny Lee’s fragrant scent enveloped him, cloyingly sweet and chokingly strong. Hell, he used to love the way she smelled. Now he had to fight a nearly overpowering urge to step back, away from her, to find some fresh air.

As she smiled up into his eyes, Blue felt nothing.

He had been afraid to see her again, he realized suddenly. He’d been scared that all the old wants and needs and hurts would come flooding back.

But he felt nothing.

Except an urge to get back out to that patio, where Lucy Tait was waiting for him.

“Jenny, I’m sorry,” he said, gently disengaging his hand from hers, “but I can’t stay for dinner. I’ve got to head out.”

“Oh, dear. I was hoping to get a chance to talk to you.”

As her smile faded, Blue could see lines of worry on Jenny’s usually smooth face. And when she smiled again, he could see that it was forced and unnatural.

Blue glanced at the tableful of women, all still listening, as if they were watching an episode of “As the World Turns.” Whatever Jenny had to say, she didn’t want to say it in front of an audience.

“Of course, I really can’t leave without at least one dance,” Blue said, knowing that whatever was bothering her, she could tell him on the privacy of the dance floor.

Relief flashed through Jenny’s eyes. “Of course,” she said, letting him lead her out into the middle of the room. The women at the table were still watching, but at least they wouldn’t be able to hear them.

“Is everything all right?” Blue asked. Dancing with Jenny was odd after he’d held Lucy in his arms. Lucy was nearly his own height, a perfect fit; Jenny was so much shorter. He felt awkward, as if he had to bend clear over to talk to her.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Jenny said. “Gerry has been acting so strangely the past few days…so worried and upset. I can’t figure out why. Business has been better than ever. He just bought a new car, and the honeymoon plans he’s made are extravagant.… It’s not financial worries that have him down, that’s for sure.”

Her eyes were bright with tears, but Blue still felt nothing. Nothing more than brotherly concern for Gerry’s future wife. She looked as if she was going to say more, so he waited.

“I just wonder…”

If she were Lucy, she would have spit out whatever was bugging her the moment they’d begun to dance. Lucy was straightforward and to the point. She said what was on her mind. It was refreshing, Blue realized. He liked it much better than Jenny Lee’s approach, where every tiny piece of information had to be wheedled out of her.

“What is it, Jenny Lee?” he asked. “Just tell me.”

She couldn’t look him in the eye, embarrassment making her blush. “I just can’t help but wonder if I haven’t made a colossal mistake by inviting you here,” she whispered.



Ten minutes stretched into fifteen, and all Lucy’s doubts and reservations grew bigger and bigger.

What was she doing? Now that she was taking the time to think about it, the incredible power of the passion she felt from Blue’s kisses scared her to death.

What if she did something really stupid? What if she fell in love with this guy?

Fell in love? Lord help her, she was already halfway over the edge. Could she really have sex with Blue, keeping the physical and emotional totally separate? Or would the physical intimacy send her into a tailspin from which she could never pull free?

Where was he? What was taking him so long?

Lucy had no questions, no doubts, when she gazed into Blue’s eyes. She could move in no other direction but ahead. It was only when he wasn’t around that she started to back away.

She opened the French doors and went back into the country club. Blue had probably gotten into some deep discussion with Gerry and couldn’t get free. And she—she needed a drink, something with a kick to give her the courage to keep from running away.

Halfway to the bar, she saw him.

Blue was out on the dance floor, with Jenny Lee Beaumont in his arms.

Didn’t it figure.

Lucy turned away, too disgusted with her own self to feel angry at Blue. Blue and Jenny Lee, ancient history? Lucy had almost believed it. That made her as big a fool as Blue.

She had to get away from here, fast, so she headed for the doors to the corridor. She was nearly there when the shouting started.

Lucy turned back, her police officer’s training not allowing her to run from sounds of trouble. What she saw made her heart sink.

Gerry, his face livid, was standing in the middle of the dance floor, between Blue and Jenny. And even though he’d lowered his voice, he pushed at Blue repeatedly, clearly upset and angry.

Lucy could see from Blue’s stance and from the way he held both hands in the air, palms out and facing his stepbrother, that he had no intention of letting this argument become violent. But Jenny was in tears, and Gerry pushed Blue harder and harder with every sentence he spoke. Lucy moved closer, wondering whether she should step in even though she wasn’t on duty. Not that she’d had much luck settling this afternoon’s disturbance…

The room was silent. Even the band had stopped playing. Sheldon Bradley, the chief of police, moved quickly to Gerry’s side, and Lucy was glad. He had far more experience than she did, in addition to being one of Gerry’s friends.

“I want him out of here.” Gerry’s voice started to get louder again. “Who the hell gave him permission to dance with Jenny Lee anyway?”

Was his speech slurred? He sounded funny, as if he were…

“Gerry, you’re drunk,” Jenny Lee said.

“It was your idea to invite him,” Gerry shot back harshly, turning to berate his fiancée. “Stepbrother or not, I didn’t think it was right to invite one of your ex-lovers to my wedding. But maybe you had some other kind of reason to want him here…?”

“When you sober up, brother,” Blue drawled softly, “you’re going to feel like a real idiot.”

“Stay the hell out of my life,” Gerry said, his eyes wild. “You’re not my brother. I don’t want you hanging around. I didn’t when we were kids, and I sure as hell don’t now.’“

The flash of pain that appeared in Blue’s eyes left so quickly that Lucy was sure she was the only one who’d seen it. But she had seen it. Gerry’s bitter words had hurt Blue deeply.

“Come on now, boys.” Chief Bradley tried to step between the two men.

“Besides, Jenny Lee is mine now.” Gerry glared past Bradley at Blue. “You had your chance. You can’t have her.”

“She’s not going to be yours too much longer if you keep this up,” Blue said evenly, quietly.

“Is that some kind of threat? Because if that was some kind of a threat, I’m gonna…” Gerry swung at Blue.

Blue caught his hand effortlessly, stopping his stepbrother’s punch midswing.

“Now, come on,” the police chief said, “is this any way for brothers to treat each other?”

“He’s not my brother.” Gerry pulled his hand free from Blue’s. “If my old man hadn’t felt guilty for picking up and bedding Blue’s white-trash mama—”

Blue reacted so quickly that Lucy didn’t even see his movement. One moment he was standing several feet away from Gerry, and the next he had backed his stepbrother up against a support pillar and was holding on to the taller man by the lapels of his expensive tuxedo.

Chief Bradley looked as if he were thinking twice about getting on the wrong side of Blue. Still, he stepped forward. “Here now, boys. Let’s not—”

Blue ignored Bradley, glaring into Gerry’s eyes. “That time you went too far,” he said softly. “I don’t give a damn what you say about me, but you keep my mother out of this.”

“Blue,” the police chief said. “Son, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“You so much as breathe her name again,” Blue continued, “and there’ll be hell to pay, you understand me?”

Gerry nodded, finally silenced.

Chief Bradley wasn’t used to being ignored. “Blue McCoy, I’m going to have to ask you to unhand your brother.”

But Blue didn’t move. “You apologize to Jenny Lee, and then you go on home and sober up,” he said to Gerry, still in that same low, dangerous voice.

Gerry seemed to wilt, to sag, his arms going around Blue in an odd kind of embrace. He may have said something, whispered something in Blue’s ear, but he spoke so softly Lucy couldn’t hear it.

“As far as I can see, son, you’re the one who needs to be making apologies and clearing on out of here.” Chief Bradley looked around the room, searching for any kind of support. He spotted Lucy. “You on duty tonight, Tait?”

“No, sir. I’m here as—”

“Consider yourself on duty as of right now,” Bradley said grimly. “I’m ordering you to escort Lieutenant McCoy back to his motel. See that he gets there without any more trouble.”

“But…” Lucy glanced at Blue, who had let go of Gerry.

Blue turned to Jenny Lee. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“I am, too,” she said. She held her head high despite the tears that were in her eyes, and with a withering look at Gerry, she swept out of the room.

Blue turned and headed for the other door. Chief Bradley had pulled Gerry aside and was talking to him in a low voice. Lucy briefly considered waiting and voicing her arguments about being suddenly placed on duty during her night off, but she knew it wouldn’t make any difference. Sheldon Bradley ran the Hatboro Creek Police Department according to his own set of rules. With a sigh, Lucy turned and followed Blue. She had to run to catch up with him.

“McCoy—wait!”

He turned and waited, his face impassive, his eyes expressionless. Together, they walked in silence out to Lucy’s truck.

It wasn’t until Lucy was pulling out of the country-club driveway that Blue spoke.

“I’m sorry about that,” he murmured.

She glanced at him. He was watching her in the dim light from the dashboard. “You can’t help the way you feel,” she said quietly.

He shifted in his seat, turning so that he was facing her. “You don’t think I was…” He stopped and started over. “Do you really think I would make a move on Jenny Lee at the rehearsal dinner for her wedding to my stepbrother?”

Lucy pulled carefully up to the stop sign at the corner of Main Street and Seaside Road. “Everyone at that party was waiting for something to happen between you and Jenny Lee,” she said, taking a left onto Main Street. “Everyone at that party saw you dancing with her and came to the same conclusion—that you’re here to stir up trouble, that you want to win Jenny Lee back.”

Blue’s face was in the shadows, but she knew that he was watching her.

“Everyone at the party. Including you?”

She had to be honest. “Yes.”

“And if I told you everyone at the party was wrong? That I feel nothing for Jenny Lee…?”

“I’d have to assume you were only saying that in a last-ditch effort to get me to spend the night with you,” Lucy said bluntly, pulling her truck into the motel parking lot and rolling to a stop.

“That’s not true,” Blue said quietly. “Yes, I want you in my bed, but I wouldn’t lie to get you there. Come on, Yankee, let’s just leave the past in the past.” He reached out across the cab of the truck, gently touching her hair.

Lucy shifted away from him. “Don’t.”

“Lucy—”

She closed her eyes, trying to shut him out. “I can’t do this,” she said. “I thought I could, but I can’t.” She opened her eyes and looked at Blue. “I can’t be a substitute for Jenny Lee.”

Blue laughed, a flare of impatience in his eyes. “You’re not—”

“Look, McCoy, I’ve got to go—”

“Why don’t we go get a beer and talk about this?” he suggested. “Is that roadhouse—what’s it called? The Rebel Yell. Is it still around? Why don’t we go there?”

“No. Believe it or not, I’m actually on duty now. I’ve got to go back to the station and file a report.”

“You know damn well you could do that in the morning.”

“Yeah,” Lucy said. “But I want to do it now.”

Silence. Lucy stared out the front windshield, hoping and wishing that Blue would just open the door and climb out of the truck’s cab. She heard him sigh.

“Damn Gerry to hell,” he said tiredly. “I should have wrung his neck while I had the chance.”

He opened the door and climbed out of the truck. “It was a genuine pleasure seeing you again, Lucy Tait,” he said in his soft drawl. “I’ve got to tell you—I wish it could have been an even bigger pleasure. If you’re ever in California, give me a call.”

She turned to look at him—she couldn’t help it. “Are you leaving town?”

His blond hair glistened in the cab’s overhead light as he nodded. “I’m heading out on the next bus. I don’t care where it goes, as long as it’s a city big enough to have an airport.”

He was leaving as soon as he could. Lucy looked away from him, afraid that he’d see the disappointment that surely crossed her face.

“Bye, Lucy,” Blue whispered. He closed the cab door and was gone.



Lucy’s phone rang well before dawn, waking her from a restless sleep.

It was Annabella Sawyer, the police dispatcher. “You better get down to the station,” she said in her raspy voice, without any words of greeting. “All hell has broken loose. The chief is calling in all available manpower.”

Lucy rolled over and looked at her clock. It was a few minutes after 4 a.m. “What’s going on?”

“It started as a 10-65,” Annabella said. “Jenny Beaumont called in at 2:11 a.m., reporting Gerry McCoy missing. He hadn’t come home. Fifteen minutes ago, Tom Harper came across Gerry’s motor vehicle by the side of Gate’s Hill Road. Shortly after that, the 10-65 became a 10-54. At 3:56, Doc Harrington verified it. We’ve got ourselves a 187.”

Lucy tiredly closed her eyes. “You mind translating that for me, Annabella?”

“The missing person became a report of a dead body,” Annabella said. “We’ve got a homicide on our hands.”

Lucy sat up. “What?”

“Gerry McCoy is dead,” Annabella intoned. “He’s been murdered.”







Chapter Four

Lucy rushed into the police station, pulling her hair back into a ponytail and trying to rein in her growing sense of dread. Gerry McCoy was dead, and Lucy was almost positive that the tragedy wasn’t over yet.

Officer Frank Redfield was behind the front desk, on the phone, but he nodded to her, holding up one finger, signaling her to wait.

“All right,” he said into the telephone. His thinning brown hair was standing up straight, as if he’d rolled directly out of bed. “I understand, Chief. I’ll get right on it.” He hung up the receiver and turned to Lucy. “Hell of a situation,” he said to her, taking a long swig of black coffee. “You been filled in on the specifics?”

“I’ve heard that Gerry McCoy’s body was found up off Gate’s Hill Road,” Lucy said, pouring her own mug of coffee from the urn in the lobby. “I don’t know any of the details. How did he die? Gunshot?” Nearly all the deaths in the county were gun related.

“Come on,” Frank said, gesturing for her to follow him. “I’ve got to put out an all-points bulletin, but I’ll try to bring you up to speed while I’m entering the info into the computer.”

Lucy hurried down the hall after him. Frank was about four inches shorter than she was, and thin as a rail. But what he lacked in weight, he made up for in speed and good nature. It certainly wasn’t his fault that, standing next to him, Lucy felt like some kind of Amazon. He was always friendly and respectful. In fact, Frank and his best friend, Tom Harper—tall and black and built like a defensive lineman—were the only men on the Hatboro Creek police force who hadn’t muttered and complained about Lucy joining their previously exclusively male organization.

“First of all,” Frank said in his thick South Carolina accent, “cause of death wasn’t gun related. Gerry McCoy died from a broken neck.”

“We’re certain it wasn’t accidental?” Lucy asked. “Sustained in a fall?”

“Gerry’s body was found in the middle of a clearing,” he said. “Unless he fell out of the sky, there was no way his injuries were accidental.” He sat down at the computer desk, glancing up at her and grimacing. “Doc Harrington reported that his neck was broke clean through. Snapped like a twig.” He shuddered. “Doc estimated time of death to be a little bit after eleven. We’ll get a more accurate time when the forensics guy gets out here in the morning.”

“Who’s the APB for?”

“The stepbrother,” Frank said, typing the information into the computer, fingers moving at his usual breathtaking speed.

Lucy’s dread deepened. “Blue McCoy.” Of course they were going to want to talk to Gerry’s stepbrother—particularly since Blue was seen publicly arguing with the deceased hours before the estimated time of death. Family members were always high on the suspect list early on in a murder investigation. Statistically, most murders were committed by someone near and dear to the victim. Yet Blue wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. He was a soldier, a warrior, but not a murderer.

Still, damn Gerry to hell, Blue had said. I should have wrung his neck while I had the chance.

Wrung his neck, he’d said. And now here Gerry was, dead—that very same neck snapped in two.

My God, was it possible…?

No, Lucy couldn’t believe it. She wouldn’t believe it.

“We want to bring him in for questioning,” Frank said.

“You don’t need an APB for that,” Lucy said. Questioning. Being brought in for questioning was marginally better than being brought in with charges already filed. “Blue McCoy is staying over at the Lighthouse Motel.”

“Not any more,” Frank said. “Chief just called in and reported that Gerry’s brother checked out of the motel at around 1 a.m. Jedd Southeby over at the Lighthouse said Blue paid his bill and just walked out of there with some kind of heavy duffel bag over his shoulder.” He looked up at Lucy. “In fact, now that you know as much as we know, you better get on the ball and join the search. A man on foot carrying a heavy load couldn’t have gotten far.”

What was it Blue had said as they were saying goodbye? I’m heading out on the next bus. I don’t care where it goes…

Lucy picked up the phone and dialed information. “Yeah, I need the number of the bus station in Georgetown.” She scribbled it on a piece of paper as Frank glanced over at her in barely concealed disbelief.

“There’s no way in hell the stepbrother could’ve gone to Georgetown,” he said. “It’s nearly fifteen miles away. Use your head, Luce. This time of night the roads are quiet. He couldn’t even get there by hitching. Nobody is around to pick him up.”

“Georgetown has the nearest all-night bus station,” Lucy said, dialing the number she was given. “And fifteen miles is an after-dinner stroll to a Navy SEAL.”

“You’re wasting your time,” Frank said in a singsong voice.

After nearly seventeen rings, the phone at the Georgetown bus station was picked up. Lucy identified herself and was forwarded to the manager. “I need the schedule of all buses that have left or are leaving your terminal, starting at 3:00 a.m.,” she said. It was unlikely that Blue had arrived in Georgetown that early, but she wanted to be safe.

“No buses left between 2:00 a.m. and 3:55,” the bus station manager told her. “At 3:55, we had a departure for Columbia and Greenville. At 4:20, just a few minutes ago, a bus left for Charleston, and the next bus…Let’s see—”

“Isn’t there a naval base in Charleston?” Lucy asked Frank.

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“That’s the bus,” Lucy said. It had to be the one Blue would take. He’d ride the bus to Charleston, and at the naval base he’d catch the next flight out of state, probably back to California. “Is there any way to contact the bus driver?”

“Not short of chasing him and flagging him down. The local buses aren’t equipped with radios,” the manager told her. “We can contact the bus depot in Charleston, but that’s about it.”

“What time does that bus get in?”

“It’s not an express,” the manager said, “so it stops in nearly every town along Route 17 from here to Charleston. It won’t arrive at the final destination until 6:45 p.m. That’s if they’re running on time.”

“Thank you,” Lucy said, hanging up the phone. “I’m going to Charleston,” she said to Frank.

“What you’re going on is a wild-goose chase,” he told her.

“Aren’t my orders to join in the search to find Blue McCoy?” Lucy asked.

“Well, yeah, but—”

“I’m joining in,” Lucy said, heading for the door.

“Chief is gonna get riled—”

“Tell the chief,” Lucy said, “that I’ll be back before eight o’clock—with Blue McCoy.”



Blue was drifting in and out of sleep. It seemed incredible that he had spent most of last night hiking to the bus station in Georgetown. It seemed amazing that he had worked so hard just to get on this crummy old bus.

It seemed particularly incredible that he had worked so hard to leave Hatboro Creek, because for the first time in his life, Hatboro Creek was precisely where he wanted to be.

Because a woman named Lucy Tait was there, and try as he might, he couldn’t get her off his mind.

She still lived in the same big, old house that she’d shared with her mother back when Blue had been in high school. Unable to sleep, he’d gone for a walk last night and found himself standing and staring at her darkened windows, wanting to go up to her door and knowing that he shouldn’t.

He could have rung her doorbell, finagled an invitation inside. Once in Lucy’s living room, it wouldn’t have taken much to seduce her. He already knew that she found the attraction between them nearly impossible to resist.

He’d forced himself to turn around, to turn his back on the paradise that making love to Lucy Tait would bring. Why? He didn’t know for sure, but he suspected his motivation was due to wariness. There was something inside that warned him that maybe, just maybe, this Lucy Tait was someone special. And Blue knew, plain as day, that he had no room in his life for anyone, particularly not someone who was special.

He knew from watching Joe Catalanotto, the commander of SEAL Team Ten’s Alpha Squad and Blue’s closest friend, that finding someone special wasn’t all hearts and flowers. Yeah, Joe seemed happy most of the time. Yeah, in general he smiled more and got irritated and frustrated less. But during the times when Alpha Squad was on a mission, when it had been weeks since Joe had seen his wife, Veronica, and weeks, possibly even months, until he’d get a chance to see her again, Joe would grow quieter and quieter. Joe never complained, never spoke about it, but Blue knew his friend. He knew that Joe missed the woman he loved, and that he worried about her when he was gone for so long.

Blue didn’t want that, didn’t need that. No, sir—no, thanks.

So why was he sitting here on this bus, dozing and fantasizing about Lucy Tait, as if he could conjure her up just by wishing and wanting? When he pulled into Charleston, he’d look up one of the women he knew from back when he’d been stationed at the naval base, and…

“What the hell…?” he heard someone say. “Why are we pulling over here?”

“This stop ain’t on the route,” another voice said.

Blue opened his eyes. Sure enough, the bus was moving to the side of the road. Two men in work clothes, sitting across the aisle and several seats toward the front, were the only ones on the sparsely filled bus who were talking.

“Aw, hell,” the first man said. “Driver must’ve been speeding. We’re getting pulled over by a cop.”

“If I don’t get to Charleston by 7:00, I’m going to lose my job,” the second voice complained. “I’ve been late too many times before.”

Blue tried to see out of his window, but couldn’t see a police cruiser, couldn’t see anything, so he closed his eyes again. It didn’t matter to him if this took five minutes or an hour. He’d get to Charleston when he got there.

He heard the hiss as the driver opened the door, heard the murmur of voices from the front of the bus.

“Oh, sugar,” the first man said. “Come and arrest me.”

“Where do I sign up to get frisked?” the other man asked with a giggle.

“I’ve heard that one before,” a third voice said, “so unless you can come up with something original, why don’t you just keep your mouths shut?”

Lucy?

Blue opened his eyes, and sure enough, there she was, standing in the aisle, looking down at him.

“McCoy, you’ve got to grab your stuff and come off the bus with me,” she said.

She looked tired, and her face had been wiped clean of last night’s makeup. Her hair was up in a utilitarian ponytail, and her uniform shirt hid the soft curves of her body. Still, she looked damn good and Blue felt his mouth curve up into a smile of pleasure.

“Hey,” he said, his voice rusty from sleep. He cleared his throat. “Yankee. Didn’t think I’d see you again.”

“Come on, we’re holding these people up,” Lucy said.

She wouldn’t look him in the eye, as if she were afraid of the inferno of attraction he knew was burning there.

“Am I under arrest?” he teased, tilting his head so that she was forced to meet his gaze.

But she didn’t smile. “No,” she said. “Not yet.”

Blue felt his own smile fade as he searched her eyes. She wasn’t kidding when she’d said “not yet.” Whatever Lucy was doing here, it wasn’t gonna be good. “What happened?” he asked, suddenly concerned. Clearly she hadn’t followed him halfway to Charleston because of their unconsummated, sizzling attraction to each other. “Something happened, didn’t it?”

She gestured with her head toward the front of the bus. “Get off the bus and I’ll fill you in.”

Blue stood up and swung his duffel bag down from the overhead rack. He followed Lucy down the aisle and out the narrow stairs onto the dusty road. Something was going on here. Something bad.

As the bus pulled back onto Route 17, he dropped his duffel bag onto the street. “Spill it.”

“Why don’t you get into the car?” she suggested.

Blue didn’t move. “Don’t play games, Lucy. It’s not your style. Just tell me what’s going on.”

“I’ve got bad news,” she said tightly. “I’d like you to sit down.”

Bad news.

Bad news meant death or the equivalent.

Last time Blue got “bad news,” he’d been in the hospital, waiting with the rest of Alpha Squad for word about Frisco. For hours, they didn’t know if he was going to live or die. And I’ve got bad news was what the doctor had said when he’d come out of surgery. Frisco was going to live, but he wasn’t going to walk ever again.

That doctor knew about Navy SEALs. He knew that losing mobility, losing the ability to run and jump and even walk, was bad news akin to death.

And in a way, Frisco had died in Baghdad. The unsmiling man lying in that hospital bed with lines of pain around his eyes and mouth was nothing like the laughing, upbeat SEAL Blue had once known.

Bad news.

Someone had died. He could see it in Lucy’s eyes. But who? Blue didn’t want to guess. He just wanted her to tell him.

Lucy felt a rush of relief as she looked at Blue. He was gazing into her eyes as if he were trying to read her mind. He honestly didn’t know what she was about to tell him. He didn’t know—he honestly didn’t know that Gerry was dead. He couldn’t possibly be the killer. No one was that good a liar.

“I don’t need to sit down to get bad news,” Blue said in his soft drawl.

Lucy knew that she was just supposed to tell him that his stepbrother was dead. That way she could gauge his reaction, further verify that he didn’t know anything about the killing. But it seemed so cruel, so heartless. Although recently Blue and Gerry hadn’t been on the best of terms, they had been friends in their youth.

“Come on, Yankee,” Blue said softly. “If it’s gonna hurt, do it fast, get it over with.”

Lucy nodded, moistening her lips. “Gerry is dead.”

Blue squinted slightly, as if the sun were suddenly too bright for him. “Gerry,” he said, looking out over the farmland that stretched into the distance as the muscle in his jaw clenched again and again. “Dear God. How?”

“He was killed sometime last night,” Lucy said.

Blue turned to look sharply at her, his blue eyes neon and intense in the morning light. “Killed,” he repeated. “As in…murdered?”

Lucy nodded. “His neck was broken.”

Blue swore under his breath. “Who would’ve done that to him—three days before his wedding?”

“We don’t know yet. The homicide investigation has just started.”

Something changed in his eyes and his entire body became stiffer, more tense. “Am I a suspect?”

“Right now everyone in town is a suspect,” Lucy told him. “As a family member, you just happen to be up a little higher on the list.”

“I can’t believe he’s dead.” Blue shook his head. “Gerry. When I was a kid, I thought he was immortal. One of the gods.” He laughed, but it held no humor. “The last thing I said to him I said in anger, and now he’s dead.” He fixed Lucy with his brilliant blue gaze, and she caught her breath at the depth of the pain she saw in his eyes.

“I loved him,” Blue said simply. “He was my brother. I wouldn’t kill my brother.”







Chapter Five

“I believe him,” Lucy said.

Sarah gazed back at her silently for several long moments from her prone position on the couch. “Richard told me that Gerry’s neck was broken cleanly,” Sarah said. “He said that in order to do that, a man either had to be a martial-arts expert or have extreme upper-body strength.” She paused for a moment, pushing herself up on one elbow to take a cooling sip from a tall glass of orange juice. “Speaking of upper-body strength, didn’t you tell me something about Navy SEALs being able to bench-press three or four hundred pounds or something like that?”

Lucy shook her head. “I know what you’re getting at,” she said. “Yes, you’re right. Blue McCoy probably has the strength and ability to break a man’s neck the way Gerry’s was broken. But I don’t think he did it.”

“Have they arrested him?” Sarah asked, her hazel eyes sympathetic.

“No,” Lucy said. “They don’t have enough to hold him. The fact that he was—quote, unquote—‘fleeing the scene of the crime’ is only circumstantial evidence.”

The phone rang jarringly loudly, disrupting the calm of Sarah’s living room. Lucy jumped and Sarah winced, making a face in apology. “Richard got a ring amplifier for the phone,” she explained. “He was afraid he’d sleep straight through some medical emergency because he wouldn’t hear the phone ringing in the middle of the night. I tell you, it’s tough being married to a small-town doctor.” Her smile turned impish. “Or maybe it’s just tough being married to Richard. Excuse me for a sec.” Sarah reached out and took the cordless phone from its resting place on the coffee table in front of her. “Hello?”

Lucy gazed around Sarah’s living room. It wasn’t until the baby was well on its way that Sarah and Richard had gotten around to furnishing their new house. For nearly a year, there had been almost nothing in the living room. But now everything was finally out of boxes. The house was filled with furniture that was toddler friendly. There were no sharp edges or breakable surfaces; everything was softly rounded, designed for being bumped by small heads and grabbed by tiny fingers. Yet despite its functional furnishings, the living room was tastefully decorated. Sarah wouldn’t have had it any other way.

“No,” she was saying into the phone. “I’m still waiting for this baby to decide that it’s time to be born.” She laughed. “Don’t worry, you’ll get a call.” She paused, glancing up at Lucy. “Yes, she’s here. Do you want to talk to her?”

“Who is it?” Lucy mouthed.

“Tom Harper,” Sarah mouthed back. “Oh, okay. I’ll give her that message. Consider her on her way.” She laughed. “Sure, Tom. Thanks. Bye.” Sarah pressed the off button, looking up at Lucy. “Tom was calling with a message from the chief. You’re wanted down at the station. Immediately.”

Lucy drained the last of her orange juice. “Did he happen to say why?”

Sarah smiled. “He mentioned something about Chief Bradley putting you in charge of the entire investigation since you did such a good job tracking Blue McCoy down.”

Lucy nearly dropped her glass. “Me?”



“I don’t understand,” Lucy said vehemently, climbing into her truck. “Every other person on this police force is better qualified to handle this investigation. Why me?”

Blue stowed his duffel bag under his feet and calmly closed the passenger door, locking it with his elbow. “Because every other person on this police force thinks that I killed Gerry.”

“And since when does Chief Bradley let the prime suspect select the officer in charge of the investigation?” she sputtered.

“Drive this thing, will you?” Blue said, squinting as he gazed out the front windshield. “I want to get out of here.”

It was clear that he wasn’t going to answer any of her questions until she put her truck in gear and pulled out of the parking lot.

It wasn’t until she was on Bluff Drive, heading down toward the beach, that Blue started to talk. “Bradley doesn’t know that I chose you,” he said in his soft drawl. “He thinks he did. He was trying to get me to sign a confession and he claimed that the case against me was gonna be open and shut. Even though they don’t have enough evidence to hold me today, the chief said this one was so easy that even the dumbest, greenest rookie on the force would be able to collect the necessary evidence to send me to jail within forty-eight hours. I took the opportunity to maneuver him into standing by his claim.”

“And I’m that dumbest, greenest rookie,” Lucy said dryly.

“You’re green, Yankee,” Blue said, “but you’re not dumb. And you’re not going to overlook any evidence that supports my innocence in your zeal to hang me.”

Lucy was silent for a moment. “What if I only find evidence that will help convict you?” she finally asked.

Blue pointed toward the beach parking lot. “Pull in,” he said. “Please.”

Lucy did. At this time of the late afternoon, the parking lot was almost empty, the last of the beachgoers heading home. She pulled up to the big boulders that lined the lot and turned off the engine. When she was in high school, this was where kids had come at night to park and make out. She’d never gone, but she was willing to bet that Blue had brought Jenny Lee here plenty of times.

Blue turned in his seat to face her. “I have a gut feeling,” he said slowly, “that you’re only going to find evidence that points to my guilt.” He held up one hand, stopping her before she could speak. “Something about this whole thing reeks of setup. Whoever killed Gerry wants it to look like I’m the murderer. I don’t know who’s involved, or how far they’re willing to take this. Until I do know, there’s only one person I’m going to trust in this town, and that’s you.”

Lucy stared at him in disbelief. He was serious. Out of all the people he could have turned to for help, he’d turned to her.

But as the officer in charge of the investigation, her job wasn’t to play favorites with a suspect. Her job was to find the killer—no matter who that killer turned out to be.

Lucy rested her head on her folded arms atop the steering wheel. “What if I decide you’re guilty?”

“I believe you already decided that I’m not.”

Lucy lifted her head. “I need to question you,” she said. “you need to tell me where you were at the time of Gerry’s death.”

“I don’t have an alibi,” Blue told her. “I was by myself.”

Lucy took her notebook out of her pocket and opened the truck door. “Let’s walk on the beach,” she suggested.

Blue nodded. “I’d like that,” he said, following her out of the truck.

The sand crunched beneath Lucy’s shoes. Blue had kicked off his sandals, she noticed, and his feet were now bare. He had nice feet. They were strong looking, with high arches and long, straight toes.

Lucy held her questions until they reached the edge of the water. They headed south along the coast in silence, watching the play of the early evening sun on the ocean.

“We’re in an interesting position here,” Lucy finally said. It wasn’t easy, but she had to be honest with him because she needed him to be honest with her. “Last night we were on the verge of a…certain kind of relationship, but today that relationship has to be something entirely different.”

Blue was quiet, just listening, so she pushed on. “I’m going to ask you a whole bunch of questions, and you’ve got to answer them honestly, do you understand?”

Lucy moved away slightly so that a wave rushing up to shore wouldn’t get her shoes wet. Blue let the water wash over his bare feet. It soaked the hem of his pants, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. He glanced up as if he felt Lucy watching him, and nodded. Yes, he understood.

“Okay.” Lucy exhaled a burst of air. She hadn’t realized it, but she had been holding her breath. “I dropped you off at your motel room around 8:30 p.m.,” she said. “Tell me everything you did from then till the time you checked out.”

Blue narrowed his eyes, thinking. “I went inside the room, took a shower and changed out of my dress uniform. I got some fried fish and a salad to go from the Grill, went back to my room and watched part of a movie on cable while I ate dinner,” he said. “It wasn’t very good—the movie, not the food—so I turned it off before the end. It was probably around ten at that point. The air conditioner wasn’t working real well, and I was…restless, so I went outside, for a walk.”

Restless. Lucy had been restless last night, too. She knew he was watching her, so she kept her eyes carefully on her notebook. “Where did you go? It’s possible someone saw you while you were out.”

“I went down Main and cut over some back lots to the marina,” Blue said. “I sat down there for a while—I don’t even know how long.” He paused. “And then I walked up toward Fox Run Road.”

Lucy couldn’t keep from turning and looking at him. Her house was on Fox Run Road.

“That’s right,” he said. “I went to see if maybe you were still awake, like me.”

She had been. She’d been awake last night until well into the early hours of the morning. She’d stared at the shadows on her ceiling, wishing that she had been reckless and bold, wishing that Blue were there with her. But even as she’d wished for his presence, she knew that what she really wished for was some kind of fairy-tale ending, for him to kiss her and confess that he couldn’t live without her, that his only hope of finding true happiness was there in her arms.

She’d told herself all along that she was walking into a short, hot, love affair, a one-night stand. She’d tried to convince herself that that would be enough. But all along, she’d hoped—secretly, even from herself—that something magical would happen and Blue would stay in town.

Lucy stared down at the neat lines of notes in her pad, but her eyes were unfocused, and the notes looked more like the tracks of seabirds in the sand than words. Blue was going to stay in town, but the something that had happened was far from magical. It was evil and deadly.

If Blue hadn’t killed Gerry—and he was right; she didn’t believe that he had—then the real killer had long since disappeared or, worse, was somewhere out there, watching and waiting, biding his time.

Lucy glanced up to find Blue still gazing at her. “There wasn’t a light on in your house,” he said, “but even if there had been, I wouldn’t have knocked. You made it clear when you dropped me off at the motel that you didn’t want me around.”

That wasn’t true. She had wanted him around. But it just got way too complicated when she’d seen him holding Jenny Lee in his arms out on the country-club dance floor.

“I don’t know why I even walked over to your place,” Blue continued, glancing away from her, out at the ocean. “I guess maybe I hoped I’d find you out dancing naked on your back lawn or something.”

Lucy had to laugh. “I don’t spend much time dancing naked these days,” she said.

“Too bad,” he said, looking back at her with a slow smile.

Too bad. It was too bad that Blue hadn’t knocked on her door last night. And it was too bad that Lucy had turned down his invitation to come into his hotel room earlier. “If I’d spent the night with you, you would have had an alibi,” she noted.

Blue met her eyes, the heat in his gaze suddenly dangerously high. “That’s right,” he said softly.

Lucy looked away, scanning her notes again, knowing without a doubt that it was time to get into the sticky questions, the ones she’d been avoiding asking. She needed to know about Blue’s conversation with Jenny Lee and the ensuing argument with Gerry. That would keep them from drifting into these dangerous waters.

“Let’s backtrack a bit,” Lucy said. “Last night, at the country club…”

“I arrived at the club a little before six-thirty,” Blue said. “See, I’d called Gerry’s office in the afternoon, after I’d checked into my room at the motel. His secretary said he would be in meetings all day and that he’d said he would see me at the party, that I should come early to talk to him.”

Lucy stopped walking. “What did you talk about?”

“He never showed.” Blue drew a line in the wet sand with his toe and watched as a gentle wave erased all but part of it. “I watched for him until after seven, but the first I saw of him was when he and Jenny Lee made their grand entrance.”

Blue had been looking for his stepbrother at the country club last night, Lucy realized. He hadn’t been watching and waiting for her as she’d thought. Disappointment washed over her, and she forced herself to ignore it. There was no room for such emotions in their current relationship as investigator and suspect.

“Any idea what he wanted to talk to you about?”

Blue raked his fingers through his thick, blond hair, pushing it back from his face. The breeze immediately made a wavy lock fall forward again. It danced lightly about on his forehead. “I thought it was just a casual meeting,” he said. “You know ‘Hey, how are you? How’s it goin’? Whatcha been up to in the past two years since I last saw you?’ Catching up. That stuff.”

“But…?”

Again Lucy saw that glimmer of hurt on his otherwise expressionless face. If she hadn’t seen it before, she might not have noticed it. He started forward down the beach and she walked backward, in order to watch his face as he spoke.

“After that little show on the dance floor,” Blue said. “I’m thinking Gerry was originally intending to give me his ‘get lost’ speech in private, before the party started.”

“You can’t blame him for being jealous,” Lucy remarked. “You were dancing with his fiancée.” She caught herself, turning away, facing forward now, as if she were intent on reading her notes. She wasn’t here to give her opinions on the situation. She was supposed to be gathering facts. “Okay, I know where you were from seven-fifteen until a few minutes before eight.”

“I remember that part pretty damn clearly, too,” Blue said.

Lucy knew that if she glanced up, she’d find him gazing at her, so she kept her eyes carefully locked on her notebook. “You went inside to talk to Gerry,” she said. “Apparently you didn’t find him.”

“He was in the middle of a business conversation with Mr. Fisher,” Blue told her. “So I gave my regrets to Jenny Lee.”

“By asking her to dance?” Lucy couldn’t keep the incredulousness from her voice. God, she sounded like a jealous girlfriend. She immediately backpedaled. “I’m sorry. Please continue. What happened then?”

But Blue didn’t continue. He stopped walking and looked at her, studying her face and her eyes, his gaze probing, searching. The sensation was not unlike being underneath a microscope.

“You didn’t believe me when I told you that the only thing between Jenny Lee and me was ancient history,” Blue finally said. “When you saw me dancing with her—that’s what changed your mind about spending the night with me, wasn’t it?”

“That has nothing to do with this investigation—”

“Come on, Yankee,” Blue drawled. “I’m answering all your questions honestly. The least you can do is answer one of mine.”

Lucy lifted her head and looked him squarely in the eye. “Yes,” she said. But it was only half the truth. The real answer was yes and no. Seeing Blue with Jenny Lee had somehow broken the spell he’d cast over her. Seeing him with her made Lucy remember that she didn’t do things like sleep with sailors who were in town for only a few days.

Blue was watching her. He moved a step toward her and then another step. Lucy found herself immobilized, unable to back away. He reached out and gently tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear.

“Let’s get back to Jenny Lee,” Lucy said desperately. The mention of Blue’s former girlfriend was successful, as usual, in dissolving the odd power he had over her.

“When I told her I was leaving the party,” Blue said, “she told me that she wanted to talk to me.” He crouched and picked up a smooth rock from the beach, wiping the sand off it, weighing it in the palm of his hand. “She seemed really worried, really upset about something. It was clear that she wanted the conversation to be private, and since pulling her off into some secluded corner of the room seemed inappropriate, I asked her to dance.”

Blue straightened up and flung the rock out into the ocean, past the breaking waves. It skipped several times before it vanished. “You probably won’t believe me,” he said, his voice still matter-of-fact. “But what I’m gonna tell you is God’s own truth, Lucy.”

Lucy nodded, her pen poised to take notes.

Blue wiped the remaining sand from his hands, glancing at her notebook. “You don’t need that,” he said. “This doesn’t have anything to do with the case.” His gaze was steady. “I just wanted you to know that the entire time I was dancing with Jenny Lee, I was wishing it was you in my arms.”

Lucy closed her eyes. My God! Was it possible Blue still thought he had a chance with her? Was it possible that he didn’t realize that their current roles didn’t allow for any type of romantic interaction whatsoever? And, really, did he honestly think she was so naive she would believe he’d prefer her over Jenny Lee Beaumont?

“Let’s stay focused on the case,” she said. “I’d rather hear God’s own truth about what Jenny Lee said to you while you were dancing.”

Lucy didn’t believe him. Blue hadn’t really expected her to. But now, perhaps, was not the best time to convince her otherwise.

“Jenny Lee told me that she was worried about Gerry,” Blue said. “He was acting strangely, as if he was under a lot of stress. She told me that she believed she’d made a mistake in inviting me to the wedding. Apparently it was her idea to ask me to be best man. She thought Gerry liked the idea—if he didn’t, he didn’t tell her otherwise. But over the past few days, Jenny Lee was starting to wonder if Gerry’s upset was caused by my coming back to town, considering my and Jenny’s history.” He paused. “In short, Jenny asked me to leave.”

Lucy nodded, scribbling in her notebook, lower lip clasped gently between her teeth in concentration.

Blue couldn’t help but remember how soft those lips had felt, how delicious Lucy’s mouth had tasted, how willing she’d been to take that kiss to a more intimate level. Before he left town again, he was going to find a way back to that moment they’d shared. And when he did, the attraction that ignited between them like rocket fuel was going to launch them past the point of no return. It was going to be good. It was going to be very, very good.

It was also going to be good to track down the son of a bitch who’d killed Gerry, to see him brought to justice. Although Blue and Gerry had had their disagreements in the recent past, and despite Gerry’s harsh words to Blue last night, Blue couldn’t forget the friendship he’d shared with his stepbrother during his childhood and adolescence. And he still couldn’t believe that Gerry was really dead. The thought that he’d never see Gerry’s upbeat smile again made him feel empty.

“I’d like to take a look at the body,” Blue said. “See if there’s anything that the police might’ve missed.”

Lucy shook her head. “The state medical examiner’s office is performing an autopsy. It’s required on all suspicious deaths. If everything goes smoothly, the body will be returned to town on Friday for Saturday funeral services.”

“Who’s taking care of the funeral arrangements?” Blue asked.

Lucy looked up from her notebook. “Jenny Lee is.”

Jenny Lee. Hell, whatever pain Blue was feeling at Gerry’s death, it surely was amplified hundreds of times over for poor Jenny Lee. Instead of marrying Gerry on Saturday, she was going to be burying him.

“How’s Jenny holding up?”

“As well as can be expected, I guess,” Lucy told him. As always, when Jenny Lee’s name came up, her dark eyes were guarded. The shadows were getting very long, and she turned, looking back down the beach in the direction they had come. “We’d better head back.”

“This whole thing stinks,” Blue said in a low voice.

Lucy glanced at him again, compassion in her eyes. “This must be hard for you,” she said. “Everyone has been so busy making accusations. No one has offered you condolences on your stepbrother’s death.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does,” Lucy said. “At times like this, you need to know that people care.”

Blue smiled. “I know you care, Yankee,” he said. “And that’s all I need.”







Chapter Six

Lucy dropped Blue off at the Lighthouse Motel, then swung back onto Main Street, heading for the Grill. It was well past suppertime, and she was far too exhausted to cook. She pulled into a parking spot on the street in front of the tiny restaurant, dreaming about a cheeseburger and french fries and knowing that she’d end up ordering vegetable soup and a salad.

She hadn’t been inside and sitting at a booth by the window of the crowded Grill for more than five minutes, when the door opened and Blue McCoy came in.

All conversation stopped.

Blue headed for the only empty table—the one next to Lucy’s. Giving Lucy a nod hello, he dropped his duffel bag on the floor and sat down. He glanced around the still-silent room, as if noticing for the first time that he was the center of attention. Some people were downright rude as they stared at him, hostility in their eyes.

Iris came out to Blue’s table. The normally friendly waitress wasn’t smiling. In fact, she looked worried. “I’m sorry,” she said to Blue, and it was clear that she was. “But that table is reserved for someone else.”

Lucy knew it damn well wasn’t. Tables at the Grill had always been, and would always be, first come, first served.

Blue knew that, too, but he reached down under the table and picked up his duffel bag.

“Why don’t you come sit with me, McCoy?” Lucy called out. “I’ve got this big booth all to myself.” She looked up at Iris challengingly. “Unless it’s suddenly reserved for someone else, too.”

Iris flushed, but she faced Lucy and then Blue. “I feel real bad about this, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” she said to Blue. “I can’t risk trouble getting stirred up inside my establishment, and you, sir, are trouble.”

The crowd murmured its agreement. “Get him out of here,” said a voice, as Iris disappeared into the back.

“Yeah.” Travis Southeby stood up, light glinting off his police badge. “Eating dinner with Gerry McCoy’s killer in the room is gonna give me gas.”

Lucy raised her voice to be heard over the sudden din. “Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?” she asked, looking directly at Travis. “Blue McCoy hasn’t been convicted of any crimes—he hasn’t even been charged.”

From the other side of the room, a chair scraped across the floor as it was pushed back from a table. Leroy Hurley stood up and Lucy’s heart sank.

“Whatever happened to the good old days,” Leroy asked the crowd, “when a town didn’t have to pay millions of dollars to convict a cold-blooded killer? Anyone remember back then? My granddaddy used to tell me about those times. They didn’t need no judge or jury. No, sir. They just needed the townfolk, the guilty man and a sturdy length of rope.”

Travis Southeby grinned. “It sure saved the taxpayers a heap of money.”

As Blue watched, Lucy pushed herself to her feet. She was spitting mad. Her cheeks were flushed and her brown eyes were alight with an unholy flame. Her teeth were clenched and she had one hand on the handle of her sidearm. He was glad as hell that she was on his side.

“Are you talking about a lynching?” Her voice was low and dangerous. She turned to glare at the stocky police officer. “Shame on you, Travis, for making light of this. You should know better than that.” She turned back to Leroy. “How about it, Hurley? Shall I run you in for attempting to incite a riot, or shall I charge you with attempted murder? Because times have changed since your dear old granddaddy was allowed to run amok in this town. These days we’ve got another name for a lynching, pal. It’s called first-degree murder.” She looked around the room. “Are you all clear on that? Does anyone have any questions? I wouldn’t want to leave anyone confused about this matter.”

Leroy Hurley stomped out of the Grill, and the rest of the customers turned back to their food. Travis Southeby still stood, a pink tinge of anger on his puffy face.

He gestured toward Blue. “If I was in charge of this investigation, he’d be locked up by now.”

“Well, you’re not in charge,” Lucy said tartly. “So just sit down and finish your dinner, Travis. If you have any complaints, take them to Chief Bradley.”

Travis threw down several dollar bills and left the Grill, his dinner barely touched.

Before Lucy could sit down, Iris appeared from the kitchen, carrying a big paper bag. “It’s enough for both of you,” she said, looking from Lucy to Blue and back. “And it’s on the house.” She moved to the front door and opened it wide. “As long as you take it outside.”

Lucy shook her head. “I’m disappointed in you,” she said to Iris.

Blue silently slipped his duffel bag over his shoulder as Iris said, “Last time there was a fight in here, that big plateglass window broke. Insurance company wouldn’t cover it, and we were paying off the debt for three months straight. Billy Joe and me, we’ve got a kid in college now, Lucy. We can’t afford that again. You know that.”

Blue went out the door first and Lucy followed. “I’m sorry,” Iris said again as she shut the door tightly behind them both.

“I’m sorry about that, too,” Lucy said to Blue.

“People get passionate,” he said quietly. “They don’t always stop to think.”

She looked at the heavy bag he was still carrying over his shoulder. “Why didn’t you leave your stuff in the motel?”

He shook his head. “I’m not staying over there.”

“There’s nowhere else in town to stay,” Lucy said. “What are you going to do? Sleep outside?”

Blue shrugged. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess.”

She looked closely at him, her eyes narrowing. “What’s going on?”

He gazed at her several long moments before answering. “Jedd Southeby informed me that there are no vacancies at the motel at this time,” Blue finally said.

Lucy’s mouth got tight, and she flung open the driver’s-side door to her truck with more force than necessary. “Get in,” she said.

Blue climbed into the truck and watched with interest as she jammed the key into the ignition, revved the motor much higher than necessary and threw the truck into reverse.

“There are never no vacancies at the Lighthouse Motel,” she said grimly. “That’s total bull. I know for a fact that there are at least fifteen rooms unoccupied right this very moment.”

It took less than a minute to drive to the motel. Lucy came to a halt with a squeal of tires.

“Jedd Southeby, what is wrong with you?” she fumed, marching into the motel office lobby. “No vacancy, my foot!”

Jedd didn’t even get out of his chair. “He’s not welcome here,” he said coldly, motioning to Blue with his chin. He was small and angular, in contrast to his brother Travis, who was small and beefy.

“That’s illegal,” Lucy said, crossing her arms. “You can’t discriminate against—”

“I most certainly can,” Jedd told her smugly. “I reserve the right to turn down any paying guest if I have justifiable reason to believe he will cause injury to my property, himself or my other paying guests. Considering Blue is suspected of killing his stepbrother, I’d have to say that I have a damned good justifiable reason, wouldn’t you?”

Lucy was aghast. “So where is Blue supposed to stay?” She shook her head. “Chief Bradley told him not to leave town. If you won’t rent him a room…”

“There’s room in the town jail,” Jedd said. He looked at Blue and smiled nastily. “You might as well get used to sleeping in a room with bars on the windows, McCoy.”

Lucy took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Jedd.” She carefully kept her voice steady, reasonable. “Your own brother is on the police force. I’m sure he’s told you that no one gets any sleep at the station at night. The lights are always up, it’s noisy, the TV is on and—”

“Blue shoulda thought of that before he killed Gerry, huh?”

“What if it rains tonight?” Lucy asked, slapping her hand down on the counter as she lost her cool. “Are you going to sit there and tell me that you’re going to make this man—who, I might point out, has not been accused of any crime—sleep out in the rain?”

“I don’t give a flying fig where he sleeps.” Jedd turned back to his television set.

“Dammit!” Lucy turned away, pushing open the glass door and stepping out into the muggy heat of the night. Giving in to her urge to slap Jedd Southeby’s smug smile off his face wouldn’t do Blue or her career any good. “Dammit!”

“I’m a SEAL. I’ve slept in the rain before,” Blue said calmly. He looked up at the sky. “Besides, it’s not gonna rain.”

“Get in the truck,” Lucy fumed, climbing back into the driver’s seat of her Ford.

Blue looked at her through the open passenger-side window. “Where are we going?” he asked. “Because I’d honestly rather sleep out in the rain than spend the night in the Hatboro Creek jail house.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not taking you to the jail,” she said. She took in a deep breath, then let it slowly out in an attempt to calm herself down. This was not the best solution, but it was the only one she could think of at the moment. “You can spend the night at my house.”

Blue opened the door and climbed into the truck. “That sounds like the best idea anyone has had all day.”

Lucy shot him a dangerous look. “In one of the spare bedrooms.”

He smiled back at her. “Whatever you say.”



Lucy’s house was a great big, rambling old thing on top of the hill off Fox Run Road. It had been built sometime around the turn of the century, Blue guessed. He knew that it had stood empty for a few years before the Taits had moved into town. No one had wanted to buy it—it would have cost way too much to keep up—and Lucy’s mother had gotten it for a song. Of course, the Taits had spent every weekend and most weekday evenings scraping paint and sanding and painting and repairing the old monster. When they finished with the inside, they started in on the outside.

Even in the eerie glow of twilight, Blue could see that all their hard work had paid off. The big, old house was gorgeous. They’d painted it white, with dark green shutters and trim. It looked clean and fresh and as if it might even glow in the dark.

“Place looks great,” Blue said.

“Thanks.”

“Still as big as ever.”

“Yep. Too big since my mom died.” She snorted. “Too big before that, too.”

“Maybe you should sell it,” Blue said.

Lucy looked up at the house as she climbed out of the truck. “I could. Betty Stedman over at the real-estate agency makes me an offer on the place every few months or so. It’s just…It’s the reason I’m still here in town,” she admitted. “If I sold it, I’d have to find someplace else to go.”

“There are about a million choices out there,” Blue said dryly, pushing himself up so that he was sitting on the hood of her truck, “and in my opinion just about every one of ’em is better than Hatboro Creek.”

“You were in a big hurry to get out of this town, weren’t you?” Lucy asked, gazing up at him.

“I made a promise I’d get my high-school diploma. I knew I needed it to get where I wanted to go in the navy,” Blue said, “or I would’ve left town the day I turned sixteen.”

“If you had, I never would’ve met you,” Lucy mused. “I would’ve had the devil kicked out of me, or worse—remember that day the boys from the baseball team tried to beat me up?”

Blue nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He leaned forward slightly to see her face in the darkening twilight. “What do you mean, ‘or worse’?”

“Nothing really.” Lucy hefted the paper bag that Iris had handed her. “What do you say we sit on the porch and eat some of this food?”

Blue slid down off the hood of the truck, following her up the path to the house. “You wouldn’t have said ‘or worse’ if you meant nothing.” He caught her arm before she went up the stairs. “Lucy, what did those boys do to you? Did they ever come near you again?”

Her eyes were wide as she looked down at where he was holding on to her arm, but he wouldn’t let go.

“They just…” She sighed. “They were jerks. They told me that if I stayed on the baseball team they’d take me out in the woods and show me the only thing a girl was good for—and I don’t think they had cooking and cleaning in mind. I was too embarrassed to tell you—or anyone—about their threats.”

She gently pulled free from his grasp and went up the stairs and onto the porch.

“Did they…?” He could hardly get even that much of the question out as she sat down on a porch swing.

“They never touched me again,” Lucy said. “Not after you did your superhero imitation. They thought I was high up on your list of friends.” She glanced up at him, a smile playing about the corners of her mouth. “Of course, I helped perpetuate that myth by telling them how Blue McCoy was going to take me fishing, or how I was helping Blue McCoy fix up his boat…I had quite the little fantasy world going, and they bought into every word of it.”

When Lucy smiled at him like that, Blue forgot about everything—about Gerry’s untimely and tragic death, about the murder charges looming over him, about how the people in this town had turned their backs on him yet again. He could only think about Lucy—about the way she’d had that same sparkling smile back when she was a high-school freshman, back when she’d had a crush on him.

If he had known then what he knew now, things would have been mighty different for him. He probably wouldn’t have left town with his heart stomped into a thousand pieces. No, he would have left Lucy with her young heart trashed and broken, instead. But that really wasn’t more appealing than the way things had worked out. Of course…maybe…if Lucy Tait had been his girlfriend back in high school, Blue wouldn’t have left town at all.

Now, where the hell had that thought come from? Blue had wanted to leave Hatboro Creek from the first moment he’d pulled into town at the tender age of five. Even if things had turned out differently between Blue and Jenny Lee, even if she had truly loved him rather than tried to use him to reach Gerry, he still wouldn’t have stayed in town. And if Jenny Lee Beaumont, with her considerable charms, couldn’t keep Blue from leaving town, what made him think Lucy Tait could have done otherwise?

“It looks like Iris packed a couple of burgers, a vegetable soup, some of her fish chowder, two turkeys on whole wheat, an order of fries and some onion rings,” Lucy said, spreading the feast out on the porch railing. “There are even plastic spoons. I’ve got dibs on the veggie soup, but everything else is up for grabs.”

Blue picked up the waxed cardboard soup bowl that held the fish chowder and pried off the lid. He gave the fragrant soup a stir with one of Iris’s plastic spoons, then sat down next to Lucy on the porch swing. He sensed her stiffen, and knew the words were coming before she even spoke.

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t sit quite so close.”

“Come on, Yankee. You know you’ve got to have two on one of these swings to get the proper balance.”

Lucy didn’t look up at him. She wouldn’t meet his eyes. She just stared down into her vegetable soup as if it held the answers to all the questions in the universe.

And when she finally did speak, she surprised him again with her frankness. “I know you’re probably thinking about me as a sure thing,” Lucy said. When he started to protest, she held up one hand, stopping him, her dark eyes serious. “I mean, here we are at my house. I brought you home to spend the night, right? Sure, I said you’d have to sleep in the spare bedroom, but you’re figuring I probably didn’t mean it. How could I mean it after last night? We nearly went all the way on the patio outside the country club. And if we had gone straight to your motel room from that patio, things would have turned out really different than they did.”

She set her soup down on the railing and turned to face him. “Yes,” she continued. “In some ways you’re right. Yes, we came very close to having sex last night. You wanted to. I wanted to. And if we’d been anywhere but out in public, we most likely would have. Even though it’s not something I’m comfortable admitting, and even though I’ve never done anything so reckless in my life before last night, I can’t deny that.

“It puts a very odd spin on our relationship today—because today if there is one thing that I absolutely, positively cannot do, it’s engage in sexual activity with you. I’m the investigator. You’re the suspect. If I were to allow us to have sex, I’d be breaking every rule in the book and then some.”

She took a deep breath. “So there, I’ve said it.”

Blue nodded, trying to hide his smile. Damn, but he liked this girl. She didn’t play games. She just laid the facts out straight, just lined ’em all up on the table in full view. “No chance of changing your mind?” he asked.

She didn’t realize he was kidding. She shook her head. “No way. I’d lose my job. And my self-respect.”

“Well, all right,” Blue said. “I guess there’s only one thing we can do.”

Lucy was watching him, her eyes nearly luminous in the porch light.

He wanted to kiss her. Instead, he stood. “We start with me easing back a bit. We don’t want any spontaneous combustion,” he added. “Then we wake up tomorrow morning, bright and early, and work our butts off to find a way to eliminate me from the list of suspects. And tomorrow night…we can take it from the porch swing.”

Lucy sighed, closing her eyes briefly. “I wish it were that simple.”

Blue tossed his empty chowder bowl into the brown paper bag. “It is simple.”

But Lucy didn’t look convinced. She looked tired and wistful and very weighed down by responsibility.

Blue wanted to put his arms around her and ease her burden. But right now he knew that would only make it harder to bear.







Chapter Seven

Lucy’s alarm clock rang at 5:45, pulling her up and out of a deep, dreamless sleep. She’d finally fallen asleep sometime after midnight. Before that she’d lain awake in her bedroom, listening to the familiar quiet noises of her house, straining to hear any hint of Blue moving around upstairs in the guest bedroom.

She’d heard the thump of the pipes as he turned on the shower, and the hum of the pump and the hissing of the water as it was pushed up from the deep well. Several minutes later, she’d heard another thump as the water was turned off, but then…nothing. Silence. No footsteps. No noise.

Not that she’d expected to hear anything. Blue was Alpha Squad’s point man. She’d asked, and he’d told her that last night, after she’d shown him to the guest room and gotten several clean towels down from the linen closet.

“I lead the squad in combat or clandestine situations,” he said.

Blue didn’t know it, but Lucy already knew what a point man was. A point man could lead his team of SEALs silently right up to an enemy encampment without being discovered. A point man could lead his squad single file through a mine field without a single injury. A point man moved silently, carefully, always alert and watchful, responsible for the safety of his men.

Lucy already knew all this because she’d read every book about SEALs that she could get her hands on. She’d read the first book in high school because she’d been thinking about Blue, and had heard through the local grapevine that he’d been accepted into the SEAL training program.

She’d read the rest of the books not because of Blue, but because the first book had fascinated her so thoroughly. The concept of a Special Operations team like the SEALs intrigued her. They were unconventional in every sense of the word. They were trained as counterterrorists, taught to think and look and act, even smell, like the enemy. Due to the special skills of individual team members in areas such as language and cultural knowledge, they were able to lose themselves in any country and infiltrate any organization.

They were tough, smart, mean and dedicated. They were a different kind of American hero.

And Blue McCoy was one of them.

Every man in a SEAL unit was an expert in half a dozen different fields, including computers, technical warfare, engine repair, piloting state-of-the-art helicopters and aircraft. Each SEAL in the elite Team Ten was an expert marksman, intimately familiar with all types of firearms. Each was an expert scuba diver and extensively trained in demolition techniques—both on land and underwater. Each could parachute out of nearly any type of aircraft at nearly any altitude.

They seemed superhuman, strong and rugged and very, very dangerous.

And Blue McCoy, already her hero, was one of them.

She was attracted to him. There was no point in denying that. And Blue had made it quite clear that the feeling was mutual. He’d told her that he’d thought about her as he’d danced with Jenny Lee at the country club.

That was a hard one to swallow—Blue McCoy thinking about Lucy Tait while he was dancing with Jenny Lee Beaumont.

Still, he’d told the truth about his conversation with Jenny. Lucy had read Jenny Lee’s statement about the events leading up to the time of Gerry’s death. The statement had included a description of Jenny’s conversation with Blue at the country club. Jenny’s version was identical to Blue’s.

But there was no way to verify exactly what Blue had been feeling when he’d danced with Jenny, holding her in his arms.

Lucy knew that Blue wanted to make love to her. She saw that truth in his eyes every time he looked in her direction. The power of his desire was dizzying. But she was brought down to earth quickly enough by the thought that Blue probably only wanted her because Jenny Lee was not available.

Lucy moved quietly into her bathroom and took a quick shower before pulling on a clean uniform. She brushed out her hair, leaving it down as it dried, grabbed an apple from the kitchen and left the house. She’d be back before Blue even woke up.



Blue saw Lucy’s truck pull away from the house as he finished his morning run.

He’d slept only two hours last night. He’d gotten up well before sunrise, wide awake and alert, filled with a restless kind of energy and anticipation he’d felt in the past before going into combat situations. This time, however, it was laced with an undercurrent of sexual tension that sharpened the feeling of anticipation, giving it a knifelike edge.

He had run five miles before dawn, another five as the sun rose, and still the edginess wouldn’t go away.

He watched the dust rise as Lucy’s truck pulled out of the driveway. She looked as if she had on her uniform, and he was willing to bet she was heading down to the police station. She was probably going to fill the chief in on all that Blue had told her yesterday and find out if anything new had come in from the autopsy report.

Blue climbed the stairs to the porch and tried the kitchen door. It was locked. He’d left his bedroom window open all the way up on the third floor. He knew he could get in that way; still, there was bound to be another window open a bit closer to the ground.

The ground-floor window over the kitchen sink was open, but the sill was lined with plants being rooted in jars of water. He spotted an open window on the second floor, recognizing it instantly as Lucy’s room by its location.

He climbed easily up the side of the porch and was outside the window in a matter of moments. There was nothing to knock over inside, just a filmy white curtain blowing gently in the morning breeze.

He unfastened the screen and slipped into the house.

Lucy’s room was big—at one time it had no doubt been a front parlor or a sitting room. She’d put her bed in an offset area, surrounded on almost three sides by big bay windows. Her bed was unmade, her sheets a bold pattern of dark blues and reds and greens. A white bedspread had been pushed off the bed onto the highly polished hardwood floor. A white throw rug was spread on the floor. It was unnecessary in the summer heat, but it would be nice in the winter when the bare floors would be cold.

The walls were white, with a collection of framed water-colors breaking up the monotony. The pictures were mostly seascapes with bright-colored sailboats out on the water or beach scenes. There were only two framed photographs, and they sat on a dresser. Blue recognized Lucy’s mother in one, smiling through a hole in the half-finished wall of the kitchen. The other was a photo of Lucy, her arms around a tall, thin man he didn’t recognize. The man had his arms around Lucy’s shoulders, and the two of them were laughing into the camera.

Who the hell was he? What did he mean to Lucy that she should keep this picture in her bedroom? Was he a former lover? A current lover? If so, where was he? Did he live across the street, or across the country?

Lucy hadn’t mentioned having a boyfriend. She hadn’t acted as if she had one, either. But on the other hand, Blue had no right to feel these pangs of jealousy. He wasn’t looking for commitment, just a night or two of great sex. If Lucy had some kind of steady thing going on the side, that was her problem, not his.

So why did the thought of Lucy laughing like this as she leaned forward to kiss this other man leave such a bad taste in Blue’s mouth? Why did he have this compelling urge to tear this photograph in two?

Blue headed for the door, suddenly very aware that he was invading Lucy’s privacy. But he turned and looked back over his shoulder before he headed for the stairs up to his bedroom and the third-floor shower.

It was a nice room, a pleasant room, spacious and as uncluttered as the rest of the house. Lucy wasn’t the sort of person who had to fill every available space with doodads and souvenirs. She wasn’t afraid of a clean surface or an empty wall. Yeah, he liked this room. He hoped he had a chance to see it again—from the perspective of Lucy’s bed.



“Lucy!”

Lucy turned to see Chief Bradley jogging down the corridor toward her.

“Hey, glad I caught you, darlin’,” he said, out of breath. “I see you picked up a copy of the autopsy report. Good. Good. Did you also get the message from Travis Southeby? He just happened to be talking to Andy Hayes over at the Rebel Yell last night and found out that Andy saw Blue McCoy leave his motel room at about ten o’clock on the night of Gerry’s murder.”

Lucy nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said. “That fits with what Blue told me as to his whereabouts that evening.”

Sheldon Bradley nodded, running his fingers through his thinning gray hair. “Did he also mention that Matt Parker was just in, not more than a few minutes ago, saying how he thought he saw someone who looked just like Blue McCoy arguing with Gerry at around 11 p.m., up in the woods near where the body was found? He saw them there just twenty minutes before the established time of death.”

“Matt thought he saw someone who looked like Blue?” Lucy allowed her skepticism to show. “No, I didn’t get that message. I’ll make a point to go over and talk to both Matt and Andy this afternoon.”

“Let me know what else you come up with,” the chief said.

“I’ll have another report typed up and on your desk by the end of the day,” Lucy told him. She opened the door, but again Bradley stopped her.

“Oh, and one more thing,” he said. “Leroy Hurley mentioned that he saw Blue McCoy here in town with an automatic weapon.”

“Chief, it wasn’t a real—”

He held up his hand. “As a result, it came to my attention that as of yet no one has confiscated whatever weapons McCoy might have—and I’ve heard some of those Special Forces types walk around carrying an arsenal.”

“It’s Special Operations. And without a warrant, I’m not sure we have the right to—”

“Actually, we do,” Bradley told her. “It’s an old town law, dates back from Reconstruction, from when folks ran a little wild. The Hatboro Creek peacekeeping officers have the right to gain possession of any individual’s personal weapons until that individual crosses back over the town line. We never did get around to amending that law. It was brought up at a meeting a few years back, but then Hurricane Rosie came through, knocked it off the town agenda.”

“I’ll ask him if he has any weapons—”

“You’ll search the son of a bitch,” the chief told her. “Or you’ll bring him down here so that we can search him, if you’re not up to it.”

Lucy lifted her chin. “I’m up to it. But you should know that the gun Hurley saw him with was just a plastic toy.”

“Either way, I won’t have him running around my town with an Uzi or the likes,” Bradley said. “Whatever he’s got, I want it locked up in my safe by noon, is that clear?”

Lucy nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“And get a move on with this investigation,” Bradley added, heading back down the hallway. “I want Blue McCoy locked up, too, before sundown tomorrow.”



Lucy pulled her truck into her driveway, unable to shake the feeling of dread in her stomach, dread that had started with the chief’s news that someone had allegedly seen Blue arguing with Gerry near the murder site. Matt Parker. He was an upstanding citizen. He’d recently had his share of bad luck, though. He’d even been the cause of one of Annabella’s 415 dispatches earlier in the summer when he and his wife got to fighting about his recent unemployment just a little too loudly. But other than that, he wasn’t one of the town troublemakers or one of Leroy Hurley’s wild friends. Parker stayed mostly to himself, kept up his house and yard and showed up at church every Sunday without fail.

Why would Parker lie about what he’d seen the night of Gerry’s murder?”

And if he wasn’t lying, did that mean Blue was?

No. Blue had looked her in the eye and told her that he wasn’t the one who had killed his stepbrother. Lucy believed him. He wasn’t lying. The air of calm that seemed to surround him, his definite tone of voice, his steady eye contact all reinforced her belief.

Lucy got out of the truck and walked up the path to the house. It was only 9:30 in the morning, and already she felt as if she couldn’t wait for the day to end.

She had to search Blue McCoy for concealed weapons. That was going to be fun. Lucy rolled her eyes. She couldn’t get within three feet of the man without risking third-degree burns. How on earth was she supposed to search him? She was going to have to make him assume the classic body-search position, arms stretched out in front of him, legs spread, hands against the wall. Because God help her, if he simply held out his arms while she patted him down and she happened to glance up and into his eyes…What was it that Blue had said last night? Spontaneous combustion. It was an accurate description of the way she’d felt at the country club when he’d held her in his arms and she’d kissed him. What a kiss that had been.

God, maybe she should take Blue down to the station, let Frank Redfield or Tom Harper search him. But that would be admitting that she wasn’t “up to it,” as Chief Bradley had said.

Lucy unlocked the kitchen door. She’d picked up a bag of doughnuts and two cups of coffee at the bakery in town, and she put them on the table. The house was quiet. Was it possible Blue was still asleep?

Then she saw it. There was a note on the kitchen table. Blue had written a message to her on a paper napkin. He’d taken care to write neatly, printing in clear block letters: “Seven a.m. Went to scout out woods off Gate’s Hill Road. C.M.”

C.M.?

It took Lucy a moment to realize that C.M. were Blue’s initials. His real, given name was Carter McCoy. Why hadn’t he signed the note Blue? Did he think of himself as Carter? Or was he just so used to initialing Navy paperwork that the C.M. had come out automatically?

Either way, he was already up and out, doing her job. Lucy grabbed the doughnuts and coffee, locked the kitchen door behind her and went back to her truck.







Chapter Eight

Lucy didn’t find Blue up in the woods by Gate’s Hill Road. Blue found Lucy.

He just sort of appeared next to her. One minute she was alone at the edge of the clearing where Gerry’s body had been discovered, and the next Blue was standing right beside her.

She’d been expecting him to do something like that, so she didn’t jump. At least not too high. She handed him a paper cup of coffee, instead.

“Hope you like it black,” she said.

He nodded, sunlight glinting off his golden hair. “Thanks.”

The day was promising to be another hot, muggy one. Blue was still wearing his army fatigue shirt with the sleeves cut off, but he had it unbuttoned most of the way, allowing Lucy tantalizing glimpses of his rock-solid, tanned chest.

She handed him the doughnut bag. “I also hope you like jelly doughnuts,” she said, wishing that it were winter and thirty degrees so he’d have to wear a parka zipped up to his chin. “I ate all the honey glazed. That’s what you get for coming out here without me.”

Blue smiled. “Serves me right. What’s the latest news down at the station?”

“The autopsy report is in.” Lucy took a sip of her own coffee, leaning back against a tree as she gazed at him. His blue eyes were clear, his face unmarked by fatigue. He’d probably gotten eight hours of dreamless, perfect sleep, damn him. He didn’t look as if he’d tossed and turned for one moment last night, distracted not a whit by the thought of her sleeping several rooms away.

Lucy had tossed and turned enough for both of them.

“The cause of Gerry’s death was definitely a broken neck,” she continued, “but we already knew that. It was a clean break, though, and the medical examiner found some slight bruising on his head and neck, indicating some kind of stranglehold. Whoever killed him knew what he was doing. It wasn’t accidental, and apparently the bruising wasn’t severe enough to indicate a long, passionate struggle. The killer knew exactly what he intended to do before he even got his hands on Gerry.”

Blue looked away, swearing softly.

“The good news is that Gerry didn’t feel it,” Lucy said quietly. “He probably didn’t even know.”

“Yeah, I know that.” His mouth was tight as he looked up at Lucy again. “What else was in the report?”

She shook her head. “I just skimmed the first few paragraphs. I’ll read it more thoroughly later. You can look at it, too, if you want.” She sighed, knowing that she had to tell him about what Matt Parker allegedly saw.

“You’ve got more bad news,” Blue said, reading her face. “What is it?”

“A couple of witnesses have surfaced,” Lucy said. “One of them places you up here, arguing with Gerry, about twenty minutes before his established time of death.”

Blue didn’t say a word. His lips just got tighter.

“Either this witness is lying,” Lucy continued, “or he saw someone or something up here that could give us a lead to finding out what really happened.”

“Someone was up here, all right,” Blue said. He set his coffee cup and the bag of doughnuts down on a rock and headed out into the center of the clearing, motioning for Lucy to follow.

“Gerry’s body was found right about here,” he told her, pointing at an area where the weeds were trampled flat. “I didn’t expect to find anything new. Too many people, both police and paramedics, added their footprints before a proper investigation could be made.” He straightened up. “What I did this morning was search the clearing and the woods, moving out in circles away from the place where Gerry was found.”

He headed into the woods, and Lucy followed him through the thick underbrush.

“I don’t think the police searched out this far from the murder site,” Blue said over his shoulder as they walked for what seemed like half a mile. “But I didn’t have anything better to do this morning, so I just kept going.”

He stopped at a trail that was cut through the dense growth. It was little more than two tire paths, ruts worn into the side of the hill for a truck or Jeep to get through.

Blue crouched, pointing at the damp earth. “Tire tracks,” he said. “Big tires. Wider than your average truck tires by a good four inches. And whatever it was those great big tires were attached to, it was big and heavy, too.”

Sure enough, the tracks sank deeply into the dark soil. The mud was starting to dry. Whatever had left this track had been here directly after the last rain—probably around the time of Gerry’s death.

“Was it some kind of monster truck?” Lucy mused, crouching next to him.

“That or an all-terrain vehicle,” Blue said.

“The tires look new,” Lucy remarked. “The tread is barely worn. God, we can take a print of this and make an easy match, find out who else was up here that night—if they’re still in town.”

“And look over here,” Blue said, standing up and pointing farther down the trail. “Whoever drove this thing left in one hell of a big hurry.”

Lucy straightened too, wiping her hands on her pants. “This is great! Let’s go back to my truck and radio for assistance. I’ll have the crime team take some photos and make a mold of these tire tracks.” She grinned. “McCoy, I think you may have just saved your own neck.”

Blue smiled at her enthusiasm as he followed her toward the main road, where she’d parked her truck. “Careful, or folks are going to say that this isn’t an unbiased investigation.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not,” Lucy admitted.

When she glanced over her shoulder at him, he could see a healthy dose of that simmering heat that could turn his blood boiling hot in less than a blink. But he could also see admiration shining in her eyes. He could see admiration and respect and something akin to hero worship.

And in that instant, Blue realized that Lucy still had that old schoolgirl crush on him—no, not on him, but on some larger-than-life heroic image of him. He was a superhero who’d saved the day, chasing away her attackers twelve years ago. He was a member of the elite Navy SEALs—and he knew from the shelf of books about the Navy and the SEALs that he’d found in Lucy’s living room that she’d read all about the legendary heroism and patriotism and loyalty of the SEAL units. To Lucy, he was a living legend.

And that made him attractive to her—probably more attractive than any normal, mortal man she’d ever known.

The truth was, Lucy didn’t really know Blue at all. Because he was mortal. But all her powerful attraction, all her respect and admiration, was based on some idea of how he should be. It was based on an image of the way she thought he was.

Still, what did he expect? Since he’d arrived, he’d done nothing to straighten her out. He’d told her none of his secrets, shared none of his feelings. As a matter of fact, Blue could count the people he’d shared his feelings and secrets with on the fingers of one hand.

Frisco was one. But it had been years since Blue had really talked to the injured SEAL. He’d gone to see him in the Veterans’ Hospital and the rehab center a few times right after he’d been wounded. But Frisco didn’t want to talk. And Blue finally stopped going to see him.

It was hard to visit. It was hard to handle the guilt of knowing that he, Blue, could stand up and walk out of the hospital, while Frisco never would. It was hard to smile and offer hope in the face of Frisco’s pain. And now it had been so long since Blue had visited Frisco, he wouldn’t know what to say to the man.

But Blue could still talk to Joe Catalanotto, the commander of Alpha Squad. And Daryl “Harvard” Becker, Alpha Squad’s chief. But that was it. Hell, forget his fingers. These days, Blue could count the people he let in to his life on his thumbs.

He watched the sunlight play in Lucy’s long, brown hair as she opened the door to her truck and took out the microphone attached to her radio. She smiled at him—a flash of white teeth and sparkling brown eyes.

What did he care that she wanted to sleep with him because of some overblown heroic image she’d been carrying around in her head for a dozen years? The key part of that sentence was that she wanted to sleep with him. Everyone had motives. Jenny Lee’s motive back in high school had been to hang around Gerry’s house to catch the attention of Blue’s elder brother. The women he’d had relationships with since then had had their motives, too. They’d wanted to break away from the boredom of their lives, live on the edge for a while, go the distance with a good-looking stranger who was going to slip out of their lives in a day or two. So what if Lucy’s motive was that she wanted to sleep with Superman?

Of course, she wasn’t entirely convinced that she should sleep with anybody. She had a solid streak of good girl running through her that had been overpowered by emotions and lust and the pull of the full moon the other night at the country club.

Blue watched Lucy radio in the information about the tire tracks he’d found. She was so alive, so animated. Even though she was speaking to the dispatcher over the radio, she talked with her hands, gesturing, shrugging, moving, smiling. He was struck again by just how beautiful she was.

It wasn’t the kind of beauty that would draw stares or whistles when she walked down the street. In fact, dressed as she was right now in her police uniform, most men wouldn’t give her a second glance.

But Blue knew better. He knew the encompassing warmth of her smile; the powerful draw of her fresh, funny, upbeat personality; the dazzling sparkle of her eyes. And he knew the seductive taste of her kisses and the unforgettable feel of her incredible body against his.

As he watched, her body language changed, subtly, slightly. He tuned himself in to her words.

She glanced at her watch. “I realize the time,” she said. “I know it’s almost eleven, but this is more important than—”

“The chief says he’ll send someone out right away,” a woman’s scratchy voice said over the radio, “but you better get your rear end back here to the station before noon with whatever weapons McCoy is hiding, or there’ll be hell to pay.”

Whatever weapons McCoy is hiding?

It wasn’t really that much of a surprise. Blue had figured it was going to come sooner or later. They’d search him, hoping to find and take away whatever he had on him, hoping to make him less dangerous.

Lucy was doing her best to postpone the inevitable. “Annabella—”

“The chief is yelling for me, Lucy. I can’t stay on and argue with you right now,” the dispatcher said. “Do your job. This transmission is over.”

“No, Annabella…” Lucy swore sharply, leaning into the truck to adjust the radio. “She turned it off.” She hooked the microphone back into its slot and looked at Blue. “She actually turned off the police station’s radio.”

“You know, Yankee, if there’s something you have to do back at the station, I can hang here and wait for the crime team to show up,” Blue volunteered.

Lucy shook her head. “That won’t work,” she said. “Because you’re what I have to do.”

Blue smiled. “While I truly like the way that sounds,” he drawled, “I’ve got a feeling that’s not exactly what you meant.”

Lucy felt her face flush. Still, she forced herself to look into his eyes. “I have to confiscate your weapons, McCoy,” she told him. “I need to search you. And then we have to go down to the station so you can fill out the paperwork to get your property back when this is over.”

Blue nodded slowly. “This is easy,” he said. “You’re not going to find any weapons on me. We don’t have to go anywhere. You can just radio that information in.”

He hadn’t said he didn’t have any weapons. He’d said she wouldn’t find them. Lucy held his gaze. “Look me in the eye and tell me you’re not carrying,” she said softly.

“I’m not carrying,” he said, his eyes steady.

The rush of disappointment that went through her almost knocked her down. “Well, damn,” she said. “I guess now we’ve established that you will lie to me.”

Blue didn’t say anything. He just watched her.

Her eyes blazed fire as she looked up at him again. “You want to try that one more time?” she asked.

He didn’t bat an eyelash. “I’m not carrying.”

Blue thought for a moment that Lucy was going to haul back and punch him in the stomach. Instead, she crossed her arms. “Hands against the truck, and spread ‘em, mister.”

“Lucy, it’s not going to do any good—”

“Because I won’t find anything?” she finished for him. “You want to make a bet on that?” She gestured to the truck. “Come on, move it, McCoy. Assume the position.”

“This isn’t necessary.”

Lucy exploded. “You’re a SEAL, dammit,” she said, slapping the side of her truck with one opened hand. The sound echoed in the stillness. “I know you didn’t come into town unarmed, and Chief Bradley knows you didn’t come into town unarmed, either. He’s not stupid and I’m not stupid, and—”

“And I’m not stupid, either.” Blue caught her chin in one hand, pulling her head around so that she was forced to look into his eyes. In one swift movement he was standing close to her, penning her in against the side of her truck. His thigh was pressed against hers, the sensation nearly making him forget everything but his enormous need to feel her lips against his again. Nearly. Somehow he centered his focus and returned to the task at hand.

“You’re right,” he whispered. “I’m a SEAL. And I can’t forget that somebody out there killed Gerry. I’m not walking around unarmed—virtually naked—with a killer on the loose. And if that means I have to lie to you, Yankee, then I’m gonna have to lie to you. It’s not personal. Don’t think that it is. There’s not a SEAL alive who wouldn’t lie to Mother Teresa herself to stay armed in a potentially dangerous situation like this one.”

Lucy tried to pull away from him, but he held her tightly.

“You look me in the eye,” Blue continued, “and you tell me that if I admitted to you that I was armed you wouldn’t insist on confiscating those weapons.” His eyes were like blue steel, hard and unrelenting. “You tell me that you’d simply say, ‘Well, thank you very much, Blue. Thank you for telling me the truth. I know how much having that sidearm and that knife on your person means to you, so I won’t include that information in my report to Chief Bradley.’”

Lucy was silent.

“Can’t tell me that, huh?” Blue nodded. “In that case, I’ll say it again. I’m not carrying.”

Lucy lifted her chin even higher. “And I said, hands against the truck and spread your legs, mister.”

Blue had to laugh. She was so clearly overpowered, so obviously in a position of being dominated, yet she wouldn’t give in. She refused to back down. As annoying as that was, he had to like her for it. And he did. Mercy, he did like her.

“Are you going to let go of me and do as I say, or do I have to haul you to jail first?” Her brown eyes were flashing again, her mouth trembling slightly in anger. It was all that Blue could do not to kiss her. Dear, sweet Lord, he wanted to kiss her something fierce. He wanted to, and dammit, he was going to.

“Come on, Yankee,” he said softly. “Let’s not fight. We’re on the same side here, aren’t we?”

She glared at him. “I’m not so sure of that anymore.”

“Yes,” he said definitely. “We are on the same side. So let’s just kiss and make up.”

Lucy’s eyes widened as he leaned forward, lowering his mouth to hers. His lips grazed the softness of her sweet lips and he was milliseconds from sheer, total paradise when she spoke.

“Don’t,” she breathed. “Please, Blue—don’t.”

He didn’t. He didn’t kiss her. He pulled back. Out of all the tough things he’d done in his life, it was quite possibly the toughest.

“I can’t do this,” Lucy whispered. “Remember? Until I’m through investigating Gerry’s murder, you’re a suspect, and I cannot do this.”

“It’s just a kiss.” His voice sounded raspy and strained in his own ears.

Lucy shook her head. “No,” she said. “It most definitely is not just a kiss.” Somehow he’d lost his ability to hold her, and she broke free from his arms, pushing herself away from the truck and moving a safe distance away from him. She turned to face him. “It’s not just a kiss, and you know that as well as I do.”

Her hand shook slightly as she pushed her hair back behind her ear, and she folded her arms tightly across her chest as if she had to hold herself steady. Her eyes looked big and almost bruised, and she clasped her lower lip between her front teeth. But still she gazed directly at him, her chin held high.

“Either way, it’s totally inappropriate,” she added. She took a deep breath, exhaling it quickly in a loud burst of air. “So let’s just get on with it, then, okay?”

Was she talking about…?

Son of a bitch, she still intended to frisk him. Blue swore under his breath.

Lucy tried to slow her hammering heart, waiting and watching as Blue slowly turned back to the truck. The muscles in his powerful arms flexed as he used them to support most of his weight, his feet planted and his long legs spread.

He turned his head and looked at her over his shoulder. The heat in his eyes was unmistakable.

Not quite a minute ago, he’d been about to kiss her, and now she was supposed to frisk him, patting him down all over his body to make sure he had no weapons concealed underneath his clothing. Or concealed in his clothing, she realized, looking at the big, metal buckle of his belt. Still, this was weird. Too weird.

“Well, come on,” he said. “Don’t keep a man waiting.”

Lucy stepped forward, uncertain exactly where to begin. Blue was watching her with one of those slow, lazy half smiles on his handsome face, though, so she started with his back. It seemed a whole hell of a lot less dangerous than the long, sturdy lengths of his legs or, Lord help her, his perfect, athletic rear end.

Or was it less dangerous? As she ran her hands down the soft, worn cotton of his shirt, she could feel the ridges and bulges of his muscles. It was only his back. How could he have so many muscles in his back? But she wasn’t supposed to be looking for muscles. She was looking for any kind of concealable weapon. A handgun. A knife. Who knows, maybe even some kind of grenade. He was carrying something, and despite what he said, she was going to find it.

Lucy could feel a bead of sweat dripping down her own back as she slid her hands around to his sides.

Jackpot. He was wearing a shoulder holster under his left arm. Triumphantly, she slipped her hands up underneath his shirt, only to find the holster was…empty?

“Where’s the gun, McCoy?” she asked.

“I told you,” he said. “I’m not carrying.”

“Yeah, right,” she said. She was standing there with her hands inside his shirt, the back of her fingers resting against the smooth warmth of his skin. She moved her hands quickly away. “I’m supposed to believe you wear the holster empty because you’re so used to wearing it you’d feel off balance if you didn’t have it on, gun or no gun. Right?”

“Exactly,” Blue said with a smile. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

Lucy humphed, searching through the contents of his shirt pockets, trying hard not to touch his satiny-smooth skin again. In his right-hand shirt pocket she came up with a Swiss Army knife.

It was Blue’s turn to humph. “That’s no weapon,” he scoffed. “I use the knife on that thing to spread peanut butter on my sandwiches.”

“From what I’ve read about Navy SEALs,” Lucy said, “a shoe could be a weapon.”

“I’m not wearing shoes,” Blue drawled. “Although if I were, you’d want to be sure to check for the secret SEAL submachine gun that’s hidden in the soles.”

“Just be quiet and let me get this over with,” Lucy muttered, bending to pat his right ankle, her hands moving slowly up his leg. He had disgustingly nice legs.

“Get this over with?” Blue murmured. “Shoot, I thought you were enjoying this. I sure as hell am. I figure if you want to touch me all over, and I mean all over, well, that’s more than fine with me. I’d sure prefer it if we’d do it back in the privacy of your bedroom, though, instead of out in the open like this. But…whatever turns you on.”

Lucy tried to move her hands over the hard muscles of his legs quickly and impersonally, until she realized what he was doing. He was purposely trying to fluster her, to keep her from taking her time. There was something here that he was trying to hide.

Her hands moved up one strong thigh, all the way to the juncture of his legs. But then she hesitated. Dear Lord, how exactly did a woman search a man thoroughly without embarrassing them both? And then there was the question of his belt…

“Don’t stop there, honey,” Blue drawled.

And Lucy suddenly knew that he only said that because he wanted her to stop there. He was trying to freak her out, make her back away.

Well, fine. She’d play it his way—but only for a while.

She went back to his left ankle, working her way up, again, to the top of his thigh. Again she stopped short.

She patted his rear end and hips rather gingerly—to make him think he was winning the game.

“Nice belt,” she said, continuing with the ineffective patting around his waist. Then she dropped her bomb. “A big, metal buckle like that must set off all the bells and whistles at the airport, huh? I bet airport security makes you take that belt off and walk back through the metal detector without it on all the time.”

Blue shrugged “It’s happened once or twice,” he said.

“You don’t mind if I take this off and have a look at it,” Lucy said, unfastening the buckle. “A much closer look?”

She had to hand it to him. He didn’t react as she pulled his belt free from the belt loops on his pants. He didn’t show his surprise. He didn’t sigh, didn’t groan, didn’t even clear his throat in acceptance of his defeat. And he had to know it was coming.

He just said, very matter-of-factly, “That belt holds up my pants.”

“Looks like it does more than that,” Lucy said, examining the inside of the buckle. Sure enough, hidden inside the buckle, and extending down through part of the thick leather of the belt, was a short but very deadly looking switchblade knife.

Blue glanced at both her and the knife over his shoulder, but still said nothing.

“What you use this one for?” Lucy asked, putting the knife back into the belt buckle. “And don’t tell me it’s the grape-jelly knife.”

He met her eyes steadily. She could see no remorse on his face. “I guess I underestimated you,” he said, starting to straighten.

Lucy stopped him. “We’re not done,” she said, smiling sweetly. “As long as you’ve got your belt off, maybe you want to unfasten your pants and give me that gun I know you’re hiding in your shorts.”

He smiled. Then he laughed. And then he called her bluff. “You think I’m hiding something there,” he said. “But you’re wrong. ’Course, feel free to check and see for yourself.”

He knew she wouldn’t do it. No, he thought he knew—but he was wrong again.

The worst that would happen was that Lucy was mistaken and she’d end up briefly handling a man she’d daydreamed about since she was fifteen. Of course, if she was mistaken, he’d probably never let her live it down.

But she wasn’t mistaken. She couldn’t be. God only knows where the gun from his shoulder holster had gone. Still, Blue had surely had a second gun tucked into the small of his back. It wouldn’t have taken too much to push it down into his shorts and then wriggle it to a place where most women wouldn’t search very carefully—if at all.

Praying that she was right, she reached for him and her fingers found…

Metal.

“Ouch,” Blue said. “Careful. Please.”

“Sorry,” Lucy said sweetly. “You want to get that thing out of there, or should I? Of course, God forbid that it’s loaded and I accidentally knock the safety off and—”

Blue scowled at her, reaching into his pants. He pulled the tiny handgun out.

And aimed it at her, dropping into a firing stance. “Hands up,” he shouted, and she raised her hands in alarm.

Stepping away from him, Lucy tripped over a tree root and went down in the dirt right on her rear end.

Blue popped the safety back on and helped her up with one hand while handing her the gun with the other. “Dammit, Lucy,” he said. “You ID’d a weapon on my person, and you had me get it out myself? That’s damned stupid. If I were the bad guy, I would’ve come out shooting and you’d be dead right now. Next time you’re in a similar situation, you aim your own firearm at the guy’s head and order him to drop his pants and his shorts, and let his weapon fall on the ground. Whereupon you pick it up. Do you understand?”

Lucy nodded. Her heart was still pounding, adrenaline surging through her veins. This was one lesson she was never going to forget. But she had one to give him, too.

“If you ever,” she said coolly, “ever aim a gun at me again in the course of this investigation, I will arrest you and hold you on charges of threatening a police officer. Do you understand?”

Down the road she could spot a police cruiser heading in their direction. It was Frank Redfield and Tom Harper. They’d come out to take photos and a plaster casting of the tire tracks.

Blue looked from the cruiser to Lucy and nodded. “Sounds fair to me,” he said. Then he smiled. “Provided you can catch me and contain me after I do it.”

Lucy didn’t smile. She just stared coldly at him. She’d triumphed by finding two weapons he hadn’t thought her capable of finding, but he’d kept the upper hand by making her look a fool.

“Stick my gun and my belt in your lockbox,” Blue told her. “We just have time to take these guys out to see the tire prints before we have to head into the station and surrender my gear.”

Lucy picked Blue’s belt with the knife hidden inside it up off the ground, praying that she wasn’t about to become an even bigger fool. Instead of holding on to the belt, she handed it back to him.

“You said you needed this to hold up your pants,” she told him. She pulled her keys out of her pocket and unlocked the heavy steel box that was attached to the bed of her truck. She stashed Blue’s gun and the Swiss Army knife inside and locked it back up. “I know you said never to assume,” she added, turning to look at him, “but in this case, I’m assuming that the occupant of your shoulder holster isn’t too far away. Otherwise I’d give you the gun back, too. Too bad I can’t complete the scenario by thanking you for telling me the truth.”

Blue hadn’t moved. He stood staring at her, just holding his belt. There was an odd mixture of surprise on his face—surprise and something else that she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Whatever it was, it was clear he hadn’t expected her to break any rules on his account.

Lucy walked past him, heading toward where Frank had parked the patrol car. She glanced over her shoulder at Blue. “I guess you did underestimate me,” she said.

Blue didn’t say a word, but the expression in his eyes spoke volumes.



Lucy helped Tom and Frank lug the heavy equipment and supplies they needed to make a plaster casting of the tire tracks up through the woods. The three of them huffed and puffed and sounded like an entire army crashing through the thick growth. Only Blue managed to move silently despite the fact that he carried at least as much—and maybe even more—gear.

They were halfway up the hill, when Blue held up a hand, stopping them.

There was a sound in the distance. It was little more than an odd buzzing, a midrange-pitched whine.

It wasn’t until Blue turned and began to run toward the tire tracks that Lucy realized what that sound was.

Dirt bikes.

It was the sound of a group of dirt bikes. With very little effort, the dirt bikes could obscure the tire tracks on the trail, bringing the investigation back to square one.

Lucy dropped the bucket of dried plaster she was carrying and ran after Blue. She shouted over her shoulder for Frank and Tom to follow.

Blue was moving so quickly through the trees it was nearly impossible to keep up with him. Still Lucy tried, leaping over rocks and roots as leaf-filled branches slapped her in the face and arms.

The sound of the dirt bikes grew louder and then more distant, and when Lucy saw Blue just standing up ahead, she feared that the worst had happened. She slowed, and he surely heard her approaching, but he didn’t turn around. He just stood, looking down at the trail.

The imprint of the big tires had been totally flattened and erased. There was nothing worth saving, nothing they could use to get a match on the vehicle that had been here the night of Gerry’s murder.

Blue’s face was tight, expressionless, and when he glanced at her, his eyes were cold.

“I should have stayed up here,” he said softly. “I should have guarded the tracks until the casting was done. This was my mistake.”

“Mine, too,” Lucy whispered. “Oh, Blue, I’m sorry.”



Blue was silent as they drove back to her house. He was silent as she did a cursory search of his duffel bag, silent as they drove down to the police station and turned in one of his guns to Chief Bradley.

It wasn’t until they’d left the station that he spoke.

“Sheldon Bradley is involved,” Blue said.

Lucy turned to look at him in surprise. “Involved in what?”

“This setup,” he said. “This frame. And probably in Gerry’s murder.”

“You think the chief of police,” Lucy repeated skeptically, “murdered Gerry and is trying to pin it on you?”

“I didn’t say that,” Blue said. “I said I think Bradley is somehow involved. Bradley or someone else on the police force.”

“Look, I know you’re upset about this,” Lucy said. “It was bad timing that those dirt bikes were up on that trail—”

“I thought the timing was pretty damn perfect myself,” Blue interrupted. “You radio in to the station, tell Bradley about the tire tracks, and not forty minutes later dirt bikers ride on that very same trail, erasing the evidence?”

Lucy sighed. “You’re right,” she admitted. “It does seem a little too coincidental. But it doesn’t mean that the chief is involved. Anyone listening in on the scanner could have heard that we found those tracks.” She pulled her truck up in front of the Grill. “What do you say we get some lunch?”

Blue took a five-dollar bill from his wallet. “Better get mine to go,” he said, handing it to her.

Lucy nodded. “I’ll be right out.”

The Grill was crowded, as usual, but Lucy caught Iris’s eye and quickly gave her an order for a couple of sandwiches. Sarah waved at her from a table in the corner, and Lucy walked over.

“Hey,” she said, sitting down across from Sarah.

Sarah made an obvious point of looking out the window, out at Lucy’s truck, where Blue was sitting. “Can’t he come in and order his own lunch?” she asked. “Or does he have too many Y chromosomes to do that?”

Lucy sighed. “Last time he was in here, we almost had a riot,” she said. “Most of the town has already found Blue guilty of murder.”

“Not you, though,” Sarah said, watching her friend.

“No, not me,” Lucy agreed.

“Are you sure you’re not getting in too deep with this guy?”

Lucy forced a smile. “Can we talk about something else?” she asked.

Sarah hesitated. She clearly had more to say on the subject.

“Please?”

“Okay,” Sarah said evenly. “Here’s something new—some good news. Remember that demo tape I sent to the Charleston Music Society? They want me to be part of their winter concert series as a featured artist. They’ve asked me to do a program of French art songs.”

Lucy smiled at her friend. “That’s great! Did they give you a date?”

“Sometime in December,” Sarah said. She made a face. “That’s assuming I’ve had the baby by then.”

Lucy had to laugh. “That’s six months away. No one has ever been pregnant for fifteen months.”

“Not yet, anyway.”

“Lucy,” Iris called out. “Your order is up.”

Lucy stood. “Congratulations,” she said.

“Thanks,” Sarah said. “Call me later, okay?” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Lucy, I’ve got to ask you if it’s true what I’ve heard—that the superhunk is staying at your place? With you?”

Lucy closed her eyes, swearing silently. She sat back down at Sarah’s table. “You heard that?” she asked.

Sarah nodded. “People are talking,” she said, “and what they’re saying isn’t very nice.”

“Jedd Southeby wouldn’t give Blue a room at the motel,” Lucy said. “What was I supposed to do, make him sleep in the jail?”

Sarah nodded. “Yes,” she said. “It’s a shame, but…yes.”

Lucy shook her head, standing up again. “I can’t do that,” she said. “Thanks for telling me, but…” She shrugged. “I guess people are just going to have to talk.”

“Lucy, he could have done it, you know.” Worry showed in Sarah’s hazel eyes. “You’re opening your house to a man who could very well be a killer. I know you probably don’t see it that way—he’s a man you’ve always respected and admired. Don’t let that cloud your good judgment.”

“I appreciate your concern,” Lucy said. “I really do.”

“But…”

“I’ll talk to you later.”

Lucy could feel Sarah’s eyes on her as she paid Iris for the lunch and carried the paper bag of food with her out to the sidewalk. She started for her truck and stopped.

Blue was gone.

This time she didn’t swear silently. She turned around, did a complete three-sixty, searching for any sign of where he might have gone.

Tom Harper’s police cruiser went past, moving faster than usual, and on a hunch, Lucy climbed into her truck, tossed the bag with the sandwiches onto the passenger seat and followed.

Tom’s patrol car pulled up in front of the vacant lot next to the gas station, several blocks down Main Street.

Sure enough, there was Blue. He was facing off with three men, looking as if he was intending to fight them all simultaneously. One of the men had a chain and another had a length of two-by-four, but Blue was the one advancing. A small crowd had gathered to watch.

As she jumped out of her truck and ran toward them, Lucy could see that one of the men was Merle Groggin. Another was Matt Parker. And the third was Leroy Hurley. Matt’s nose was bleeding, Merle had what appeared to be the start of a black eye and Leroy was hot and sweaty. Blue didn’t even look ruffled. Just mad as hell.

“All right, break it up,” Lucy called out, Tom Harper just a step behind her.

“You call him off,” Merle said, gesturing to Blue. “He’s the one threatened to tear us limb from limb.”

“You jumped me,” Blue drawled. “Remember?”

“McCoy, back off,” Lucy said sharply.

He glanced at her, and she could see anger in his eyes. Real, hot, molten, deadly anger.

“These boys just came back from a joy ride on some dirt bikes,” he told her. “Shiny, brand-new dirt bikes. Who do you suppose gave them those bikes? They tell me they found ‘em, that they fell off a truck that went past on the state highway. I figured they needed a little encouragement to tell me the real story—like who called them and told them to take that ride on that trail over by Gate’s Hill Road—so I asked them to think a little harder. That’s when they jumped me.”

“He’s crazy,” Leroy said. “It’s the truth that we found those bikes. The packing crates are still up there on Route 17. We’ll show you where, if you want. We didn’t think it would do ’em any harm to take ’em for a test drive.”

Blue’s voice was low, dangerous. “You are so full of garbage. You and your ‘buddy’ Merle just happened to be out for a stroll along the state highway? Or maybe you were the one who found ’em and you thought, ‘Gee, maybe I should give Merle a call, see if he wants to take a ride.’ Never mind the fact that two days ago you were threatening to kill him.”

Leroy brandished the two-by-four he was holding. “Are you calling me a liar?”

“Hell, yes.” Blue’s eyes were shooting fire. “You’re a liar and a drunk and a son of a bitch, and I aim to get the truth out of you if it’s the last thing you do.”

Leroy bristled. “Call me a liar again, and I’ll—”

“You want to hit me with that stick, go on and do it, you lying sack of—”

Leroy sprang, the two-by-four slicing down through the air.

But Blue had moved. He was no longer where he had been standing. He spun, kicking as he turned, his foot connecting solidly with Leroy’s arm. The piece of wood went flying, and there was a loud crack that had to be the sound of breaking bone.

Leroy screamed.

Lucy threw herself in front of Blue, grabbing his arms, trying to hold him back. “Stop it,” she hissed. “Right now!”

Leroy was curled up on the ground, moaning and holding his arm.

“Tell me who gave you those bikes,” Blue demanded.

Leroy spit on the dirt.

Blue looked at Lucy. His eyes were wild and he was still breathing hard. “I can make him tell me,” he said.

She shook her head. “No, you can’t,” she said.

“Radio for medical assistance,” Tom told her. “We better bring ’em all in.”



Lucy was angry at Blue.

Her anger was a palpable thing that filled the inside of her truck, surrounding them both. She was angry as she pulled out of the police-station parking lot, angry as she drove down Main Street. She was still angry as she took the right-hand turn onto Fox Run Road and skidded to a stop in her gravel driveway.

She climbed angrily down from the truck cab and stalked up the front walk and onto the porch. She unlocked the kitchen door and pushed it open.

“I want you to go inside,” she said tightly, “and I want you to stay there until I get back.”

Blue’s own temper sparked. “Since when did you start telling me what to do?”

“Since you started acting like an idiot,” Lucy said. “God Almighty, McCoy, what were you thinking? Did you honestly figure you could beat up Leroy Hurley, make him tell you what you wanted to know and not risk imprisonment? I had to talk rings around Chief Bradley to keep him from locking you up.” She pushed her hair off her face in frustration as she stalked into the kitchen and paced back and forth across the floor. “I don’t know how it works in the SEALs, but in this part of America, you just can’t go around terrorizing people because you’re mad. Lord, I expected more from you.”

I expected more from you. Her words pushed Blue over the edge, sending him down into a spiral of emotion and anger that he couldn’t pull out of. He tried, but it enveloped him completely, and he lost his temper.

“If you expected more from me,” Blue exploded, “that’s your problem, Yankee, not mine. Because guess what? I’m not perfect. I never have been.”

The force of his words pushed Lucy back against the kitchen counter. He could see shock in her eyes, alarm on her face, but once he’d started, he couldn’t stop.

“You see me as some kind of damned hero, but I’m not. I’m flesh and blood, and just as capable of screwing up as the next guy.

“Guess what else?” he continued. “I yell sometimes. I like to yell. I like to fight. But I don’t always win, because I’m not a hero. I’m not always right. I’m not always in control. I make mistakes, sometimes stupid mistakes. I get angry. I get hurt. I get scared. And right now I’m all three of those things.” His voice got softer, and he looked away from her, out the kitchen window. “Only I can’t tell you that, can I? Because…you expect more from me.”

The silence that surrounded them seemed almost unnatural, artificial. Blue could hear the hum of the refrigerator, the almost inaudible ticking of the clock. Outside, a breeze blew and a tree branch bumped the house.

He heard Lucy take a step toward him and then another step, and then he felt her hand on his back. It was a touch meant to give comfort. Blue didn’t know what he wanted from her, but he was almost certain it wasn’t comfort. Still, when he turned and saw the sheen of tears in her eyes, he knew without a doubt that he was going to take whatever she had to offer. And maybe even then some.

She went into his arms, holding him as tightly as he held her, and the longing that welled up inside him was sharp and painful as hell. This wasn’t comfort; it was torture.

“I’m so sorry,” she murmured.

He felt her hands on his back, in his hair, meant to soothe and calm. It wasn’t working.

“Lucy, I want you,” he whispered, “and I don’t think I can stand it anymore.”

He felt her stiffen at his words. She lifted her head and he gazed directly into her eyes.

“Blue—”

He touched her lips with one finger, silencing her.

“I’m not what you think I am,” he said. “You think I’m some kind of gentleman. You think all you have to do is tell me ‘no,’ and ‘don’t,’ even though you damn well want it as much as I do. You think that because I’m some kind of hero I’ll keep both of us from going too far. You think you can look at me with these big, brown eyes, not bothering to hide how much you want me, too. You think you can put me upstairs in some guest room, while you sleep one flight away, with your bedroom door unlocked and open, as if I’m strong enough to keep us apart. But guess what? You leave that door open and unlocked tonight, and I’m going to take it as the invitation that it is—because I’m not strong enough. I don’t want to be strong enough anymore. I’m not a hero, Lucy, and I’m tired as hell of playing one.”

She was trembling, actually trembling, in his arms. “Blue, I can’t. You’re right. Part of me wants to be with you that way, but I can’t—”

“Maybe you can’t, but I sure as hell can.”

Blue kissed her. He covered Lucy’s mouth with his and drank her in. She tasted sweet and hot and she so absolutely set him on fire. If she resisted his kiss, she resisted for all of a half a second. And then her tongue welcomed him fiercely, pulling him into her mouth, harder, deeper.

The power of her answering passion took his breath away. He kissed her again and again, trying desperately to get even closer, to fill his senses with her, to have more, more.

He reached for her shirt, yanking the tails up and out of the waist of her pants. He found the softness of her skin and moaned at the smooth sensation beneath his fingertips.

And still he kissed her and she kissed him. It was wild, incredible, amazing. He couldn’t get enough, would never get enough. Her hands were in his hair, on his back, on the curve of his rear end, pulling him closer to her.

She could surely feel him pressed against her, fully aroused. He was so hard he hurt.

Blue picked her up and her legs locked around his waist. He was dizzy, delirious with the knowledge that he was going to have her. Right here and right now, he could take her and she wouldn’t refuse.

He pulled his shirt off over his head and quickly unbuckled his shoulder holster, then tossed it onto the kitchen table. Lucy’s hands were everywhere, skimming across the muscles in his shoulders and chest and back, touching him, caressing his skin, just lightly enough to drive him totally insane.

I can’t.

Blue’s eyes opened. Lucy hadn’t spoken. She was still kissing him. She hadn’t given voice to her protest again. But still, it echoed in his head, over and over and over.

I can’t.

If they didn’t stop, she’d lose her job and her self-respect, just as she’d told him.

And if they did stop, he’d lose his mind. After all, he was no hero.

But even so, how could he willingly do something that would destroy her?

As if she felt his hesitation, Lucy lifted her head, staring with sudden shock into Blue’s eyes.

“Oh, my God,” she said. “What are we doing? What am I doing? Blue, I can’t do this…”

Blue gently set her down, away from him, on the kitchen counter. He had to look away from her—she looked too damn good with her hair messed and her clothing askew. He picked up his holster from the table and his shirt from the floor, keeping his eyes averted.

“I’ll be outside,” he said, barely getting the words out through his clenched teeth, “getting some air.”







Chapter Nine

When Lucy came home from the police station, the sun had already set. Her house was dark. There were no lights on, and she climbed out of her truck filled with trepidation. Where had Blue gone this time?

She’d told him to stay here, but that didn’t mean he’d be here.

Hoping she’d find another note on the kitchen table, Lucy wearily climbed the stairs to the porch, searching for her key in the darkness.

“It’s unlocked.”

Lucy jumped. My God. Blue was sitting out on the porch in the dark.

“You’re here,” she said inanely.

“You asked me to stick around.”

As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see that he was on the porch swing, rocking slightly, just watching her.

“And you told me you were going to do what you wanted.”

“Not entirely,” he said softly, his meaning clear. He was referring to this afternoon—to when they had almost made love.

Lucy sat down on the steps. It was as far as she could get from him and still be on the porch.

“I’m sorry about before,” he murmured.

She turned to look at him. From this distance, she couldn’t quite make out his features in the darkness. “Which part of before?” she asked bluntly. “The part where you yelled at me, or the part where we almost had sex?”

“I’m sorry for yelling.”

“But not for the other.”

He chuckled. “I’m sorry about that, too—but only that we didn’t get to finish what we started.”

Lucy was silent for several long minutes, just looking up at the stars. Another man probably wouldn’t have admitted that. Another man would have pretended to apologize.

Of course, another man wouldn’t have blithely lied about the fact that he was carrying three different concealed weapons. Another man wouldn’t have egged on an angry man holding a two-by-four.

Blue McCoy wasn’t a hero. He was a man, with a man’s strengths and weaknesses. Until his outburst, Lucy hadn’t allowed herself to see past the comic book-perfect facade she’d constructed for him. She hadn’t allowed him to have any real human emotions or fears. But he did.

The moon came out from behind the clouds. It was still quite full, and it lit the yard and made the white paint of the porch seem to glow.

“Are you really afraid?” Lucy asked.

She heard him sigh. “Normally, I wouldn’t admit something like that more than once a decade,” he said. “But, yeah, Yankee. I’m scared.”

She turned to face him, leaning back against the banister, tucking her knees in to her chest and holding them with her arms. “You don’t act like you’re afraid of anything.”

“I’m not afraid of fighting,” he said. “I know what to do when it comes down to violence. I know how to respond to that. I know I’m good at it. The thought of getting hurt doesn’t frighten me, either—I’ve been hurt before. Pain ends. Bodies heal. I’m not afraid of dying, either.” He looked up at the moon, squinting slightly as he studied it. “I’ve got my faith,” he added quietly.

He turned to gaze at her, and his eyes reflected the moon’s silvery light, making him appear otherworldly.

“But I’m terrified of getting caught in a legal system that’s corrupt—and possibly controlled by the people who are trying to frame me. I feel like I’m in the middle of a war that I don’t know how to fight.”

He closed his eyes briefly, and Lucy knew that this wasn’t easy for him.

“I’m afraid of going to jail, Lucy. It damn near scares me to death. I won’t let them lock me up. I swear, I’ll run before that happens.”

Lucy sat forward. “But don’t you see? That’ll make you look guilty.”

“I already look guilty as hell,” Blue said flatly. “Everyone in town thinks I did it.”

“Well, I know you didn’t kill Gerry,” Lucy said fiercely, “and I’m going to make damn sure that you don’t go to jail for something you didn’t do.”

She could see an odd play of emotions cross his face in the moonlight.

“You still believe in me,” he said. He sounded faintly surprised.

“Of course.”

“Even though I’m not…some kind of superhero?”

The truth was, Lucy liked him better this way. The human Blue seemed so much warmer, so much more real. Realizing he had imperfections and weaknesses added a depth and dimension to her image of him. He was still outrageously attractive—maybe even more so, because she knew now that he was human, with a full array of human emotions. His vulnerabilities contrasted with his strengths, giving him a sensitivity she hadn’t realized he’d possessed.

“What does that have to do with whether I think you killed your stepbrother?” she asked evenly.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. He paused. “I guess maybe I misunderstood your reasons for wanting to help me.”

Lucy laughed softly. “I assure you my reasons are only pure,” she said. “The pursuit of justice. The defeat of evil. Things like that. Whether you can leap tall buildings has nothing to do with it.”

Blue was silent. She knew he was thinking about Gerry. In Gerry’s case, evil had won. And Lucy knew that if she didn’t come up with some new evidence exonerating Blue, Chief Bradley was going to bring charges against him. With Matt Parker’s damning testimony and without the hard proof of the tire tracks they’d seen, it was only a matter of time. She’d talked to Matt Parker today. He insisted that Leroy’s story about finding the dirt bikes on the side of Route 17 was true. And he swore it was Blue he saw up in the woods on the night Gerry had died.

“Maybe you should call someone,” Lucy said. “Get a lawyer.”

Blue shifted his weight, making the swing rock slowly.

“I tried calling Joe Cat this afternoon—Joe Catalanotto. He’s my commanding officer in the Alpha Squad. And he’s my friend,” Blue told her. “I figured he’d know how to proceed, maybe even get me a good Navy lawyer, get this mess cleared up. But I found out that Alpha Squad is out on a training mission until further notice. And SEAL Team Ten’s normal liaison, Admiral Forrest, is suddenly unavailable.” His normally relaxed voice sounded tense, tight. “I spoke to some pencil-pushing commander from Internal Affairs, who says he’s handling all of Alpha Squad’s paperwork and messages until further notice. IA does this every few years when it’s time for budget cuts. This commander is looking for dirt—for reasons to get rid of Alpha Squad. I didn’t dare tell him I wanted to talk to a lawyer. If he found out that one of the members of Alpha Squad was going to be up on murder charges…” Blue shook his head. “I’ve got to get through this on my own.”

“But you’re not on your own,” Lucy said softly. “You’ve got me.”

Across the porch, Blue tried to smile. “Thanks, Yankee, but…”

“I’m not part of Alpha Squad,” she finished for him.

He nodded. “We’ve been trained to work as a team,” he tried to explain.

“I know,” Lucy said. “I know how the SEAL teams operate. And from what I’ve read about Alpha Squad, some of you guys have been together since basic training.”

Blue nodded. “Joe Cat and I went through BUD/S together more than ten years ago. We were swim buddies. Still are.”

Swim buddies. That meant that all throughout BUD/S—Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training—Blue and his friend Joe Cat had stuck together like glue. Where one went, the other had to follow. They had no doubt formed a bond that went way beyond friendship, based on respect and determination and an unswerving responsibility toward each other and Alpha Squad.

“I’ve read about Hell Week,” Lucy said, resting her chin in the palm of her hand as she gazed up at him. “It sounds awful. Was it true that you had only four hours of sleep all week?”

“Yeah,” Blue said with a smile. “Both Cat and I were hallucinating before it was over. Fortunately, when I was seeing sea monsters he took charge. And when he was the one foaming at the mouth I was able to grab him and set him back on track. That was one hell of a week. I guess that’s why they call it that.”

“Will you tell me about it?” Lucy asked.

Blue gave the porch swing another push with his foot and it creaked rhythmically as it swung back and forth. He gazed at her, his expression unreadable for many long moments.

“Please?” she added.

“’You gotta want it badly enough,’” Blue said.

For a second, Lucy was confused. But then he explained.

“That’s what one of the SEAL instructors used to shout at us, and it’s the single most lucid thing I remember about Hell Week.”

The moon slipped back behind a cloud, taking its silvery light with it. Blue became a dark outline on the other side of the porch, but his voice surrounded her, as warm and smooth and completely enveloping as the darkness.

“The instructors would shout at us over these bullhorns,” he said. “It was relentless. They would ridicule and torment us all the time as they hit us with surf torture or made us run endless laps on the beach or do sugar-cookie drills. But there was this one bastard—his nickname was Captain Blood—and he was the meanest, toughest instructor of them all. He was out for blood, literally. But one of the first things he ever said to us through his megaphone was ‘You gotta want it badly enough.’”

Blue laughed softly. “It must’ve been on the first day. We were in the water. It was cold water, less than sixty degrees. We had to lock arms and just sit in the surf and try not to freeze our asses off. They called it surf torture and it was designed to see how much we could endure, the thought being that someday we’d find ourselves swimming for hours in the ice water off Alaska.

“Anyway, we were in the freezing mother of an ocean for about an hour, when the first man quit. It was so damn cold. I’d never been that cold before in my life. All around me I could hear other guys complaining. What were we doing this for? Why did we need to do this? What were the instructors trying to prove?”

The clouds covering the moon thinned and then broke apart and Blue paused. Lucy gazed up at him. She could picture him sitting in the freezing water, silently enduring the cold, his handsome face tight, his teeth clenched.

“As I sat there,” Blue continued, “these other guys started to give up. Just like that. It got too uncomfortable, too tough, too painful, so they just up and quit. But I wasn’t going anywhere. And I looked at Joe Cat, and I knew he wasn’t going anywhere, either. I could tell from the expression on his face that he was thinking the same thing I was thinking—‘You gotta want it badly enough.’ And we did. We wanted to make it through, get our SEAL pin.”

Blue smiled down at her, and Lucy found herself smiling almost foolishly back at him. His eyes seemed to caress her face and he shook his head slightly, as if he were bemused. “You are pretty, aren’t you?” he asked softly.

Lucy had to look away. Everyone was pretty in the moonlight.

“You sure you don’t want to sit up here on the swing, next to me?” Blue added.

She met his eyes evenly. “You know I can’t.”

“I know you won’t,” he countered.

“Either way,” she said. “I better stay where I am.”

“We could just hold hands,” Blue said. “Like sweethearts. Nothing more. It’d be real innocent.”

Lucy had to laugh. “You don’t have a single innocent cell in your body, McCoy. You know as well as I do that holding hands would lead to a kiss, and we both know where that would go.”

Blue’s eyes turned hot. “Yeah, I sure do,” he said softly. “I spent most of the evening fantasizing about it.”

Lucy stood up. “I think it’s time for this conversation to end.”

Blue sat up. He didn’t want her to go. More, even more than he wanted to make love to Lucy, he wanted her company. Her smile and her beautiful midnight eyes kept all his demon fears at bay. “You sure you don’t want to hear more about Hell Week?” he asked.

He’d never talked so much in his entire life. He’d never told his stories, recounted his past the way some of the other guys in the squad did over and over again. It wasn’t that he didn’t have good tales to tell—he just always preferred to listen.

And he and Joe Cat didn’t talk that much. They knew each other so well that they shared each other’s thoughts, communicating with a look or a nod.

His friendship with Daryl Becker—nicknamed Harvard because of his Ivy League college education—was filled with talk of books and philosophy, of science and art and technology and anything—you name it and they’d touched on it. But Harvard did most of the talking, thinking aloud, rattling off ideas before they’d even become fully formed. Blue kept his thinking to himself, carefully forming his opinions before he spoke. As a result, his comments were always short and sweet.

But tonight, even though he was nearly hoarse from doing so much talking, he was willing to keep going if it meant Lucy would stay with him just a bit longer.

Lucy was still standing by the steps, her arms crossed in front of her. “Are you going to let me sit over here?” she asked warily.

He nodded. “Yeah.”

She sat down, just gazing at him expectantly in the moonlight.

It took Blue a minute to remember he’d promised to tell her more about Hell Week. Except he was damned if he could think of a single thing to say.

“I’m not sure what you want to hear about,” he said lamely.

Lucy shifted, getting more comfortable on the hard wood of the steps. “I’ve read about something called ‘rock portage,’” she said. “Did you have to do that in basic training?”

“Yeah. Halfway through Hell Week we had to do a nighttime coastal landing in our IBS—our rubber life raft.” Blue nodded again, glad she had given him something to talk about. Or had she? The night his BUD/S team had done rock portage was a nightmare blur. He hesitated. “I don’t remember much about it,” he admitted. “I remember wondering how the hell we were going to get safely ashore with our boat intact. The surf was rough and the coast was nothing but a jagged line of rocks. It wouldn’t take much to crush a man between the rocks and our boat.” He looked down at his hands, wondering what else he could tell her. “We were exhausted and freezing and some of our boat crew had injuries. I can’t really tell you exactly how we got ashore, just that we did.”

Blue glanced up to find Lucy still watching him. She was listening, her dark eyes luminous and warm in the moonlight. And he knew then what he could tell her. He could tell her the truth.

“I remember being scared to death while we were doing it,” he added quietly. “I felt like such a coward.”

His words hung in the air. He’d never admitted that to anyone before. Not Joe Cat, not Frisco or Harvard. He’d barely even admitted it to himself. The sounds of the night surrounded him as he gazed into Lucy’s eyes, wondering what she would do with this intimate truth that he’d shared with her.

She smiled. “You weren’t a coward,” she said. “A coward doesn’t keep on doing something that scares him to death. A coward quits. Only a very strong, very brave person perseveres in the face of fear.”

Blue nodded, smiling back at her. “I know that now,” he said. “But I was younger then.”

“I bet a lot of guys quit during rock portage,” Lucy said.

“Our boat crew’s senior officer did,” Blue told her. “He took one look at those rocks and checked out of the program. We made our landing that night without a senior officer—just us grunts, getting the job done.”

Lucy was fascinated, hanging on his every word. Blue knew that as long as he could keep talking, she’d stay there with him. And he wanted her to stay.

“By the end of the week, only half the class was left,” he continued, the words flowing more easily now. “We were running down the beach and my entire boat crew was limping—we were a mess. Like I said, our senior officer had quit on us, and Joe Cat and me, even though we were grunts—just enlisted men—we took command. Someone had to. But by this time, Cat was really hurting. Turned out he had a stress fracture in his leg, but we didn’t know it at the time.”

“He was running on a broken leg?”

“Yeah.” Blue nodded, watching all of Lucy’s emotions play across her face. She gazed up into his eyes, waiting for his response, one hundred percent of her attention focused on him. He had to smile. He quite possibly had never had a woman’s total, undivided attention before—at least not while they both had all their clothes on. Maybe there was something to this storytelling thing after all.

“Anyway, Cat was damned if he was going to get pulled because of his injury,” Blue said, “so we hid him from the instructors. We carried him when we could, surrounded him, held him up, dragged him when no one was looking. But Captain Blood finally spotted him and started in on how Cat was slowing us up, taking us down with him. He shouted into his damned bullhorn how we should ditch him, just leave him behind, toss him into the surf.”

Blue grinned. “Well, Joe Cat and me, we’d both about had enough. This was day seven. We were sleep deprived. We were psychologically abused. We were hurting. Cat was in excruciating physical pain, and I don’t think there was a single part of me that didn’t ache or sting. We were cold and wet and hungry. And Cat, he gets really annoyed when he’s cold and wet and hungry. But I get mean. So I tell Captain Blood to go to hell, going into detail about just exactly what he should do with himself when he gets there. Then I order the rest of the boat crew to put Cat up on top of our IBS. We’d carry him on the life raft.

“But as we’re doing that, Captain Blood realizes that Cat is hurt worse than he thought, and he orders him out of the line. He’s gonna pull him because of his injury, and he starts calling in for an ambulance. I look up at Cat, sitting on top of that raft, and he’s got this expression on his face, like his entire world has come to an end. There are five hours left in Hell Week. Five lousy hours, and he’s gonna get pulled.

“So I get in Captain Blood’s face and I interrupt that phone call. I tell him that Joe Cat’s leg is fine—and to prove it to him, Cat will do a mile lap down the beach. The captain knows I’m full of it, but he’s into playing games, so he tells me, fine. If Cat can run a mile, he can stay in till the end.”

The moon went behind the clouds again, plunging the porch into darkness. But Blue could hear Lucy’s quiet breathing. He heard her shift her weight, saw her shadowy form. He could feel the power of her attention as if it were a tangible thing, as if she were next to him, touching him.

“Cat is ready to jump down off that IBS to try to do a five-minute mile right then and there,” Blue continued. “But I know he’ll never make it. Just putting his weight on his damned leg is enough to make him start to black out. So I put Joe Cat’s arm around my shoulder. I’d figured we could run down the beach together, kind of like a three-legged race, with Cat staying off his bad leg. But he was hurt worse than I thought, so I ended up picking him up and carrying him on my back.”

Blue heard Lucy’s soft inhale. “You carried him for a mile?” she whispered.

“We were swim buddies,” Blue said simply. “Cat is no lightweight—he’s about five inches taller than me and he’s built like a tank—so about a quarter mile in, I’m starting to move really slowly. But I’m still running, ’cause I want it badly enough, and I know Cat does, too, and I’m not gonna let him get pulled. But I start to wonder how the hell I’m going to find the strength to do this. And then I look up, and the rest of our boat crew is running right next to me. Me and Cat, we’re not alone. Our crew is with us. Crow and Harvard and all the rest of the guys. They’re all hurting, too, but they’re with us. We all took turns carrying Cat that entire mile down the beach. It was no five-minute mile—it took more like a half an hour.

“But when we were done, Captain Blood looks at Cat and he looks at me, and then he nods and says to our boat crew, ‘You boys are secure.’ Just like that, four and a half hours early, Hell Week was over for our entire crew. We’d made it—all of us. And I swear to God, Captain Blood turned and gave us a salute. An officer, saluting a bunch of enlisted men. That was a sight to see.”

Lucy had tears in her eyes and goose bumps on her arms. She sat hugging her knees to her chest, glad for the darkness that hid her emotional response to his soft words. It was an amazing story. And Blue had told it so matter-of-factly, as if he didn’t realize how rare and moving his loyalty to his friend truly was.

She knew that Blue’s loyalty had to be a two-sided thing, and she knew that if this Joe Cat hadn’t been on a training mission, he would be on his way here to Hatboro Creek. Lord knows Blue could use some help. Lucy was doing the best that she could, but she knew without a doubt that her best wasn’t enough. She didn’t have the experience to pull this investigation off.

And the one thing she did know how to do, she couldn’t. She couldn’t let herself love Blue—not on the physical level that he so desperately wanted, and not even on an emotional, spiritual level. She couldn’t fall in love with him; she couldn’t allow herself to feel more than dispassionate compassion for him.

But she did. She felt far more than that. She ached at his pain, suffered his worries, felt the cold of his fears.

She couldn’t fall in love with him…but that was exactly what she was beginning to do. Right here, in the darkness, with the echo of his velvet voice in her ears, she was sliding deeper in love with Blue McCoy.

It was ironic. Until this afternoon, until Blue’s outburst had jolted her, she would have labeled her feelings for Blue as a crush. It had been a very surface-level mixture of awe and admiration and lust—mere hero worship.

But then, with his actions and his words, Blue had stripped off his superhero costume, revealing the imperfections of the flesh-and-blood man underneath.

The hero could only be worshipped.

But the man could be loved.

It was crazy. Even if she succeeded in clearing his name, Blue would be gone in a matter of days, probably hours. How could she let herself fall in love with a man who would never love her in return?

But the point was moot. She couldn’t let herself love him. She had to stop herself from falling. Because right now her hands were securely tied by her responsibility to the murder investigation.

“Try calling Joe Cat again in the morning,” she said. Her voice was husky with emotion, and she cleared her throat. “If he’s not there, try again in the afternoon.”

“I will,” he said. “Sooner or later he’ll be back.”

She stood up, and she felt, more than heard, him tense.

“Lucy,” he said softly. “Don’t go inside yet. Please?”

She could hear loneliness in his voice and knew how much he wanted her to stay, how much it had taken him to ask her not to go.

But she couldn’t stay. Every word he spoke brought him a little deeper into her heart. She wasn’t strong enough to resist him. Even here in the darkness, six feet apart, she found the sexual pull, the animal attraction between them, alarmingly strong. And the emotional pull that she felt was overpowering.

But she couldn’t tell him that.

“I’m sorry, I’m exhausted,” she said. She crossed the porch and opened the kitchen door. “I’m going up to take a shower and then go to bed.”

She could feel his disappointment, but he didn’t try to change her mind.

“All right,” he said quietly. “Good night.”

The screen door closed after her, and she was halfway through the kitchen before she heard Blue’s soft voice.

“Lucy?”

She stopped, but she didn’t turn around. She heard him move so that he was standing on the other side of the screen.

“Lock your door tonight,” he said quietly.

Lucy nodded. “I will.”



The clouds that covered last night’s moon brought a dismal, gloomy rain to the day. It was an appropriate backdrop for Gerry’s funeral.

Most of the town had been there, many of the people slanting dark looks in Blue’s direction.

He had sat alone in a pew toward the front of the church, wearing his gleaming white dress uniform. Only Jenny Lee Beaumont spoke to him, and just briefly, as she was led from the church, following Gerry’s gleaming white coffin out to the waiting hearse.

This was supposed to be Lucy’s day off, but she’d gone into the police station intending to carry on with the investigation into Gerry’s murder. Except, when he saw her there, Chief Bradley had taken the liberty of temporarily assigning Lucy to the task of directing the funeral traffic. She now stood in the rain, halting traffic and giving the right-of-way to the funeral procession heading out to the cemetery.

Blue had borrowed Lucy’s truck and he met her eyes briefly through the windshield as he pulled out of the church parking lot. Lucy had gone into the church for the ceremony and had seen that he clearly wasn’t welcome at his stepbrother’s funeral. He hadn’t been asked to carry the casket. He’d been virtually ignored. The minister of the church hadn’t even mentioned Blue in his short eulogy to Gerry’s life.

Lucy’s heart ached for Blue. As she stood getting wetter with each drop of rain that fell, she prayed for a break in the case.

Today wouldn’t be a good day to talk to Jenny Lee Beaumont, but maybe tomorrow Lucy could go over to the house that Jenny and Gerry had shared. If she wanted to find Gerry’s killer, maybe she should start by looking for a motive. Why would someone want Gerry dead? Did he have any enemies? Was he in the middle of any fights, any business disputes? Maybe Jenny would know.

And if Jenny didn’t, someone in town had to know. Lucy was going to start out on Gate’s Hill Road, near where the murder had taken place, and work her way through town, knocking on doors and asking questions. Somebody saw or heard something that night. Somebody knew who really killed Gerry McCoy.

And then there were Leroy Hurley and Matt Parker. Blue was right about them. Their story about finding the dirt bikes by the side of the road was ludicrous. Someone had paid them off to obscure those tire tracks. And it was possibly the same someone who was paying Matt Parker to say he’d seen Blue up in the woods with Gerry.

The last of the cars pulled out of the church lot and Lucy watched their taillights vanish as they made a left at the corner of Main and Willow.

Turning, she pushed her wet hair out of her face, adjusted her soggy hat and headed for home. It was nearly three o’clock, and she wanted to change out of her soaked uniform and have something to eat. She’d make herself a salad and actually sit down at her kitchen table to eat it. And in order not to feel as if she were wasting time, she’d take the opportunity to really read over Gerry’s autopsy reports.

It was three-fifteen before she got home, three-thirty before she got out of the shower and nearly four o’clock before she sat down with her salad at the kitchen table. She’d pulled on a short pair of cutoff jeans and a tank top, and brushed out her wet hair.

She skimmed through the autopsy report, then went back to read it more carefully. It wasn’t until the third time through that she saw it.

There was almost no alcohol present in Gerry’s blood.

No alcohol?

She checked the numbers again, and sure enough, according to these figures, Gerry couldn’t have had more than one beer all evening long on the night he died.

That had to be wrong.

She’d seen Gerry’s drunken behavior with her own eyes. He had looked and acted inebriated at the party at 8:15, yet had been dead at 11:06, not quite three hours later, with only the slightest trace of alcohol in his blood.

It didn’t make sense. Either the autopsy report was wrong…

Or…

Was it possible that Gerry’s drunken behavior had been an act? Had he been stone sober at the country club, only pretending to be drunk? And if so, why? What purpose could it possibly have served? He’d embarrassed himself and Blue and Jenny Lee. Why would he have done that intentionally?

It didn’t make sense.

Lucy had to tell someone. She had to ask questions, talk to Jenny herself, find out if Gerry had seemed sober or drunk earlier at the party. And R. W. Fisher. Blue said he’d seen his stepbrother talking to the Tobacco King right before Gerry’s outburst. Lucy had to talk to Fisher, see if he’d noticed anything odd about Gerry during their conversation.

Lucy stood up, stuffed her feet into her running shoes and grabbed her raincoat from its hook by the kitchen door. She was out on the porch before she realized that she didn’t have her keys—or her truck.

Okay. That was okay. She’d take a few minutes, go inside, change out of her shorts and into a pair of jeans. As hot as it was with the humidity from the rain, it wouldn’t do her any good to appear at the police station in shorts.

Lucy took the stairs to her room two at a time and quickly kicked off her sneakers. She wriggled out of her shorts and pulled on her jeans. She fished her cowboy boots out from under her bed and pulled them on, too.

She was reaching for the phone, about to call down to the station, looking for a ride, when she heard the kitchen door open and shut.

Blue was back.

Lucy clattered down the stairs and into the kitchen, stopping short when she realized that Blue was taking off his dripping clothes right there in the doorway.

But his clothes weren’t just wet, she realized. They were also muddy and torn. And smeared with blood. His blood.

Blue had been in a fight.

He’d taken off his jacket and the shirt he wore underneath. His arm was bleeding, his fingers dripping with blood. Lucy got a glimpse of a nasty cut across his biceps before he pressed his shirt against it, trying to stop the flow of blood.

Fear welled up in her. He’d been out there, in town, all alone, without her. He could have been badly hurt. Or even killed. “Are you all right?”

He met her eyes briefly as he stepped out of his muddy pants. “I could use a first-aid kit,” he said. “And I’ll need some ice for my leg.”

Lucy saw that he had the beginnings of a truly dreadful-looking bruise on his left thigh.

Silently she moved to the cabinet and took out her first-aid kit, with its vast array of bandages and gauze. As she set it on the kitchen table, she saw that Blue was still standing in the doorway, awkwardly holding his filthy clothes.

“I don’t want to get your floor any dirtier,” he apologized.

“Just put them down,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t notice how her voice was shaking. “The floor can be washed.”

He nodded, setting his clothes on the floor.

“What happened?” Lucy asked, since it was clear he wasn’t going to volunteer the information himself. She filled a wash basin with warm water and set it on the table next to the first-aid kit.

“Fight,” Blue said, gingerly lowering himself onto one of the kitchen chairs.

Lucy took a soft washcloth from the shelf, throwing him an exasperated look over her shoulder. “You want to be a little more specific there, McCoy?”

She handed him the washcloth, then went to the freezer to get an ice pack for his leg.

“No.”

His knuckles and hands were torn up, and he had a scrape across his left cheekbone. It was still bleeding, and he tried futilely to blot the blood with the back of his hand.

Lucy’s cold fear turned hot with frustration. “No,” she repeated. She wrapped the ice pack in a small towel and crossed toward him.

“It was nothing I care to issue a complaint about,” he said. He lifted his wad of shirt from the cut on his arm, and it welled with blood. He quickly covered the wound with the soapy washcloth, applying pressure.

“Issue a complaint?” Lucy stared at him. “I asked you what happened. I didn’t ask you if you wanted to file a complaint.”

“I’m not trying to start another fight here,” Blue said, glancing up at her. His eyes were startlingly blue. “It’s just…you’ve been careful about remaining in your role as a police officer at other times, I figured what happened to me this afternoon was something you wouldn’t want to know.”

Lucy was shocked. “Is that all I am to you, a police officer?”

“I thought that was your choice,” Blue said, rinsing the washcloth in the basin, then using it to reapply pressure to his slashed arm. “I thought you were the one who set those limits.”

“I can’t be your lover,” Lucy told him. “That’s my limit. But I thought at least I was your friend.”

He looked up at her again, his eyes sweeping down the length of her body and back up before settling on her face. “My friends don’t look that good in their jeans.”

“I suppose you don’t have a single friend who’s a woman.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You do now,” she said grimly. She crouched next to him, not certain of the best way to put the ice pack on his leg. The bruise looked incredibly painful. It was turning all sorts of shades of purple, with a long, darker welt in the center, as if…“My God, were you hit with a pipe?”

He briefly met her eyes again. “Yeah. I think that’s what it was.” He took a bottle of antiseptic spray from the first-aid kit and sprayed it on his arm. It had to sting, but he didn’t even blink.

“God, Blue, if they’d hit you with this much force on your head…” Lucy sat back on her heels, feeling sick to her stomach. He could have been killed.

“They didn’t,” he said. “I was careful not to let them do that.”

“Please tell me what happened.” Slowly, carefully, trying to be gentle, Lucy lowered the ice pack onto Blue’s leg. He didn’t wince; he merely clenched his teeth a little tighter at the contact.

“I stayed behind at the cemetery,” Blue said, using a roll of gauze to wrap up his arm.

“Do you want me to do that?” Lucy asked, interrupting him.

He sent her a tight smile. “No,” he said. “Thanks. It’s tricky doing it with only one hand, and that’s keeping my focus off my leg.”

“It must really hurt.”

“Like a bitch,” he agreed.

“It could be broken,” Lucy said, worried.

“It’s not,” Blue said. “I’ve felt broken before and it’s not.”

He was sitting in the middle of her kitchen, wearing only a pair of white briefs, Lucy realized suddenly. Even battered and bruised, he was drop-dead gorgeous. Every inch of him was trim and fit and muscular and tanned a delicious golden brown.

“I hung back to visit my mother’s grave,” he was saying, continuing his story.

Lucy forced herself to pay attention to his words, not his body.

“I thought everyone had gone home from Gerry’s burial, but apparently I was wrong. I was walking back to your truck, and I was jumped.”

He’d rinsed the washcloth clean and was now using it to wipe rather ineffectively at the cut on his cheek. Lucy pulled another chair over and took the cloth from his hand, leaning across him to wash the cut for him. She had to use her left hand to push his hair back from his face. It felt thick and soft underneath her fingers. She tried not to think about it, tried not to think about his mouth, only inches away from hers.

“Did you see who it was who jumped you?” she asked evenly.

“My old friend Leroy Hurley was there,” Blue said. “And Jedd Southeby. He was the owner of the pipe, I believe. I’m not sure who else was at the party. There were an awful lot of ‘em.”

Lucy pulled back slightly so she could look into his eyes. “How many?”

“I don’t know.”

She searched his eyes. Did he really not know, or was he keeping the truth from her? “Make a guess.”

“More than fifteen, fewer than twenty.”

Lucy’s mouth dropped open. “That many?”

“Most of ’em weren’t a real threat,” Blue said. “When it was clear that I wasn’t going to curl up into a little ball and die, most of ’em ran away.”

Lucy’s gaze dropped to the bandage on his arm. “Who exactly was the owner of the knife?” she asked.

“We weren’t introduced,” Blue said, “but he’ll be the gentleman checking in to the county hospital with a broken hand.”

Lucy laughed. She had to laugh, or she would start to cry. Still, her eyes welled with tears.

“Hey,” Blue said softly. He gently touched the side of her face with the tips of his fingers. “I’m okay, Yankee. It’s the other fifteen guys who don’t look so good right now.”

“More than fifteen guys attack you, and they’re the ones who don’t look so good?” Lucy laughed again, and this time the tears escaped, flowing down her cheeks. “What if one of them had had a gun?”

“Someone probably would’ve been shot,” Blue said, gently running his fingers back through her hair. “But there wasn’t a gun. No one was badly hurt.”

Lucy almost couldn’t help herself. She almost put her arms around Blue’s neck and held him close.

He could see it in her eyes, she knew, because his own eyes grew hotter, more liquid. Other than that, he didn’t move a muscle.

Lucy made herself back away, wiping her face free of tears with her hands.

“I have to go down to the station,” she said, taking a tissue from a box on the kitchen counter and blowing her nose, trying desperately to break the highly charged mood that lingered in the room. She emptied the basin of water and rinsed out the washcloth. “I read the autopsy report and found something odd. Gerry had almost no alcohol in his bloodstream when he died.”

Blue frowned. “It must be a lab error,” he said. “Gerry was corked that night.”

“Was he?” Lucy asked, turning to face him. “Or was he only trying to make you think he was? Did you actually smell alcohol on his breath?”

Blue was silent, trying to remember. “I don’t know,” he finally admitted.

“I was thinking about that whole incident,” Lucy said, leaning back against the sink, “and it occurred to me—I’ve never asked what Gerry whispered to you before you left the country club. Do you remember?”

Blue nodded, the muscle working in his jaw. “He said, ‘I’m sorry, but you have to leave town.’ You know, I thought he was referring to Jenny Lee—that he didn’t want me around stirring up the past during his wedding. But now…”

“What if he knew something bad was going to happen?” Lucy asked. “What if he staged that whole drunk scene because it was the only way he could communicate with you?”

Blue stared down at the ice pack on his leg. “That was one hell of a way to communicate,” he said. “Why wouldn’t he just pull me aside and talk to me?”

“Maybe he couldn’t,” Lucy said, excitement tingeing her voice. “Maybe he knew he was in danger. Maybe he knew someone was going to kill him.”

“Why wouldn’t he tell me about it?” Blue asked, looking back up at her, his frustration vibrating in his own voice. “I could’ve helped him. I could’ve kept him safe.”

Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But the first thing I’ve got to do is talk to some of the people who were at that party—people who interacted with Gerry. And I’ll have the lab double-check the results of the autopsy blood test. I want to find out for sure if Gerry was sober that night.”

She picked up her raincoat from where she’d thrown it over the back of a chair. “I’m going down to the station right now,” she said. “Will you be all right alone?”

He smiled. “I’ll be fine.”

Lucy started for the door, but then turned back. “My bathroom has a Jacuzzi in it,” she said. “Maybe it would help your leg to sit in it for a while.”

Blue shook his head. “That’s all right. I don’t want to invade your personal space—”

“Please,” she said. “Use it. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”







Chapter Ten

Sheldon Bradley sat behind his big, oak desk and stared at Lucy. “That’s ridiculous,” the police chief said. “Whether or not Gerry McCoy was drunk at a party has nothing to do with the events that transpired nearly three hours later—events that led to his death.”

“I think it does,” she said, stubbornly holding her ground. “I intend to talk to the people who were there—people who spoke to Gerry before his outburst. R. W. Fisher had a long conversation with Gerry—”

“No,” Bradley said, rising to his feet. “Absolutely not. This has gone too far. I’m taking you off this case. In fact, I’m temporarily suspending you from the force.”

Shocked, Lucy stood up, too. “What?”

“I’ve had word of your inappropriate behavior concerning Blue McCoy,” the chief said. “Clearly, your judgment is skewed.”

He sat down again, opening a file—her personnel file, Lucy realized. “Sir, I have done nothing that could be considered inappropriate.”

Bradley looked up at her, eyebrows raised. “Do you deny then that the chief suspect in this case is sharing your house with you? And before you perjure yourself, darlin’, be warned that neighbors have seen McCoy come home with you at night and leave with you in the morning.”

“He needed a place to stay!”

“So naturally, you offer him your bed?”

“I did no such thing—”

“Officially, the charge would be sexual misconduct,” Bradley told her, “and the punishment would be dismissal, not mere suspension. But you’re young and you’re new, and I give everyone here one mistake. This one is certainly yours.”

“But, sir—”

“I suggest you keep your mouth closed, Ms. Tait,” Bradley said, “because I am going to say this only once, and this matter is not negotiable. I’m suspending you for at least one week, your return subject to my approval. You’ll turn in your badge and your sidearm.” He held up his hand. “However, I’ll record the suspension in your permanent file as an unpaid vacation. There’ll be no further questions asked, no more talk about this matter and no ugly blot on your record. Unless, of course, you raise a racket about it.”

Lucy shook her head. She felt numb. “But I did nothing wrong.”

“I’m not asking you for a signed confession,” he said. “Like I said, as of this moment, there will be no more questions asked—”

“Yet I’m suspended.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Because you think I had sex with Blue McCoy.”

Bradley winced at her lack of delicacy. “I don’t wish to discuss the details—”

“But I’m telling you that I didn’t.”

“Other individuals have expressed their concerns and suspicions, fearing that you have allowed yourself to…shall we say, fall under the suspect’s…influence.” Bradley closed her file. “I have no desire to attempt to judge exactly who is right or wrong in this matter—”

“But you are,” Lucy said. “By suspending me, you’re finding me guilty of something that I did not do.”

“Are you telling me that your opinions about this case are one hundred percent impartial?”

Lucy couldn’t answer that, and she knew her silence damned her.

Bradley leaned forward. “Do yourself a favor, Lucy,” he said. “Take a vacation. Leave town for a few days—at least until this mess is over.”

“I can’t do that,” Lucy said. She was so angry her voice shook.

“Don’t make this worse than it has to be,” Bradley said. “Don’t make me have to fire you.”

“If you’re charging me with sexual misconduct, I want to be officially charged.”

“If I charge you,” Bradley said tightly, “the penalty will not be suspension. As I said, you will be removed from the force.”

“If I’m found guilty,” Lucy said.

Bradley had had enough. “Fine,” he said. “I find you guilty. Hearing closed. You’re fired, darlin’.” He tossed her personnel file into the garbage can. “Leave your badge and your gun on my desk and get the hell out of my office.”

“If that’s your idea of a fair hearing, then I don’t want to work for you. You can’t fire me—I quit!”

She nearly threw her badge and her gun down onto Bradley’s desk.

“I’ll pass along your reports on the investigation to Travis Southeby,” the chief said.

Travis Southeby? “You’re letting Travis take over the investigation?” Lucy was aghast.

Travis Southeby, whose brother Jedd had been among the group of men who’d attacked Blue just this afternoon. Travis Southeby, who’d stood up in the Grill because he didn’t want to eat dinner in the same room as Gerry’s “killer.”

Travis Southeby? Impartial investigator?

Not even close.

Frustration and anger bubbled inside Lucy, and she left Chief Bradley’s office, slamming the door behind her.



Blue closed his eyes, leaning back in the tub and letting the water gently massage his aching leg.

When Lucy had first told him about the Jacuzzi in her tub, he’d imagined it was one of those little tiny ones. Instead, it was a great big hot tub with room enough to throw a party.

He tried to imagine Lucy serving champagne and wine as she and a bunch of her friends sat laughing and talking in this tub. But he couldn’t picture it. It seemed too out of character. He tried to imagine her sitting in this tub with the man in that photo on her dresser, having a very, very private party. That picture came far too easily, and he shook his head, trying to clear his mind of that image. He didn’t want to picture that.

He tried to imagine her, instead, coming back from the police station. He could picture her clearly, dressed in those sinfully snug-fitting blue jeans and those black cowboy boots, black tank top clinging to her curves, her shining hair loose around her shoulders. She’d lean in the doorway for a moment, watching him with the temperature in her dark-brown eyes soaring way past that of the hot tub. Then she’d straighten up and pull her shirt up and over her head and—

Blue opened his eyes at the sound of the kitchen door opening. Lucy was back. He heard her toss her keys down onto the kitchen table. The refrigerator door opened.

“Blue, you want a beer?” he heard her call out.

He didn’t have to think about it. “Yeah. Thanks.” Damn, he would have accepted an offer of hemlock if it meant she’d bring it up here to him.

He heard the thump of the refrigerator door as she closed it. A drawer opened in the kitchen and she fished around, looking for something. Then he heard the sound of bottle caps being removed, a thud as she put what had to be a bottle opener down on the table and two smaller thuds as she tossed the caps into the trash.

Then he heard her climbing up the stairs. Mercy, just the thought of Lucy walking in here had made him hard as rock. He forced himself to keep breathing, to relax. She was bringing him a beer. Nothing more. But maybe if he wasn’t shooting pheromones into the air, if he could look as if he didn’t want to gobble her up, maybe then she’d sit down and talk to him awhile.

That was really what he wanted. True, he’d give damn near anything to have sex with this woman, but he wouldn’t risk scaring her away. Because he needed her company tonight—her smile, the sound of her husky laughter, the warmth of her eyes and maybe most important her patient and unswerving belief in him. He needed all that more than he needed sexual relief.

And then she was standing in the doorway.

Blue could sense her tension. He picked up her undercurrent of anger and frustration before she even spoke.

“I hope American beer is okay,” she said, handing him the dark-brown bottle. She turned to pull the shade down on the window. “It was on sale and—”

“It’s fine,” he said. Her hands were shaking and her voice was unnaturally tight. But she was working so hard to hide it from him, he wasn’t sure if he should ask her what was wrong. “How’d it go in town?” he asked instead, keeping the question neutral, his voice light.

“Well, it went,” she said, taking a long pull of her beer. “It went straight to hell in a handbasket.” She turned and gazed directly into his eyes. “Mind if I climb in there with you?”

Blue’s heart stopped. And then it jump-started in double time. “No,” he somehow managed to say.

Lucy leaned against the sink to pull off her boots and socks. She tossed them into the bedroom, then unzipped her pants.

As Blue watched, she wriggled out of her blue jeans. Her legs were longer and even more shapely than he remembered. Her panties were bright white against her tanned skin. Mercy. He was going to die.

She didn’t look at him as she peeled her shirt up and over her head and threw it down on top of her jeans. Her bra was also white, and she unfastened the front clasp as if she casually stripped naked in front of a man every day of her life. Her breasts were beautiful, so full and firm, with dark-brown tips that tightened under his gaze. Her body was exactly as he’d imagined it. She was slender, yet she had some real muscle in her arms and legs and torso, giving her body shape and definition. Her stomach was flat, her hips curving softly out.

He was going to explode, Blue realized. Out of all the ways he’d imagined that this evening would end, he hadn’t considered the possibility that Lucy would throw all her cautions and reserves to the wind and make love to him. He’d fantasized about it, but he never believed it could possibly happen. Just last night she’d locked her door tightly against him. He knew she’d locked it—he’d tried the knob.

So what had happened between now and then? What had happened between now and just a few hours ago, when Lucy had maintained that they stay friends instead of lovers?

Lucy slid her panties down her legs and moved up the steps to the top edge of the hot tub. She paused for a moment, looking down at him, boldly meeting his eyes. “You seem to have run out of things to say,” she said.

She slid down, letting the water slowly cover her body. She sat, a full half circle away from him. Closing her eyes, she let her head fall back against the side of the tub.

“I’m just trying to figure out when I died and went to heaven,” Blue said.

Lucy opened her eyes. “You’re not in heaven, McCoy—at least not yet.”

Blue had to laugh. This was just too much. He couldn’t have written a better script for a sexual fantasy himself. “Lucy, I’m confused as hell,” he admitted. “What’s going on here?”

“I decided I’d come home and seduce you.” Her eyes suddenly looked uncertain, vulnerable. Her voice got very soft. “Am I doing it wrong?”

“Oh, no,” Blue said quickly. “No, you’re doing it perfectly. I just don’t understand why you’re doing it.”

“I was suspended from the police force,” she said in that same low voice. “For sexual misconduct.”

“But—”

“I had no real hearing and no chance to challenge the charges,” she said, her voice growing stronger. There was a spark of anger in her eyes. “Bradley removed me from the investigation and gave me a one-week suspension, disguised as a vacation. I argued—he fired me—I quit.”

Blue swore. “This is my fault.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Lucy said. “And I didn’t, either. But I figured as long as I’ve been tried, convicted and I’m serving sentence for breaking a rule I didn’t break, well, hell, I might as well break that rule, right?”

Blue didn’t know what to do, what to say. She wasn’t here because she honestly wanted to be. She was here in some kind of knee-jerk reaction to her altercation with Chief Bradley.

With any other woman, Blue wouldn’t have hesitated. With any other woman, he would have already been on the other side of the hot tub, performing a seduction of his own. She’d taken it this far; he could easily see it through to its climax, so to speak.

But…Lucy was his friend. She had been right earlier today. Something had developed between them that could only be called friendship. And as much as Blue wanted her, he didn’t want her this way.

So he kept his distance and waited for her to answer her own question.

“But this really isn’t me,” she finally said. “I mean, I don’t…do things like this. I’ve never tried to seduce someone before…”

“Yankee, I do believe you’re a natural,” Blue said with a slow smile.

Lucy laughed, covering her face with her hands. “I’m feeling pretty stupid.”

“Don’t be,” he said. “I’m in serious pain.”

“Then why are you sitting way over there?”

Her soft question made the bathroom seem suddenly very, very quiet. Blue could hear his watch ticking from underneath the pile of clean clothes he’d brought into the room. He moistened his dry lips. Damn, he couldn’t remember ever being this nervous with a woman before. “Do you want me to sit next to you?” he asked.

Her eyes were wide and a bottomless shade of brown as she gazed at him. “I don’t know what I want,” she admitted.

Blue took a deep breath, trying to slow his raging pulse, trying to lower his soaring blood pressure. “When you know,” he said, “then you let me know.”

She was silent, just staring at him. “I can’t believe you’re turning me down,” she said at last.

“I’m not turning you down, because you haven’t made me a real offer,” Blue said quietly. “You make me an offer, Lucy, and I assure you, I will not turn you down.”

There was wonder in her eyes, wonder and the sheen of tears. “You told me you weren’t a gentleman,” she said.

“I’m not.”

Which was why he had to get out of there. Right now. Blue stood, water sheeting off him. He climbed up the stairs and out of the tub, trying not to limp. He could feel Lucy’s eyes on him, skimming over his nakedness, and he wrapped his towel around his waist. She couldn’t have missed his state of arousal. Even though he’d tried his best to calm his raging libido, he could have sat in the tub forever and still it wouldn’t have completely gone away.

“What do you say we go downstairs and I cook us both some dinner?” Blue said. He didn’t wait for her to say no. “Throw some clothes on and meet me in the kitchen.”



It was nearly ten o’clock before dinner was over.

Lucy had gone into the kitchen with some trepidation, but Blue did or said nothing to remind her how foolishly she’d behaved up in the bathroom.

He made her set the table and then sit and do nothing but watch as he cooked up a fragrant pot of spaghetti sauce and pasta.

As he cooked, and then as they ate, he told her the story of how his friend and swim buddy, Joe Cat, had met his wife, Veronica. She was a seemingly prim-and-proper media consultant who worked for European royalty. He was a rough, tough Navy SEAL from a bad part of New Jersey. According to Blue, it was love at first sight—only, both Joe Cat and Veronica stubbornly refused to acknowledge it.

“Do you really believe in love at first sight?” Lucy asked Blue as he began washing up the dishes.

“Yeah,” he admitted. “I know it sounds corny, but, yeah, I do. I saw it happen with Cat. Something just grabbed him and wouldn’t let go. It scared the hell out of me. One day everything was normal, and the next Cat was totally out of control.”

Lucy was silent. She understood. She was falling in love with Blue, and it was way, way beyond her control.

“Cat and Veronica both tried to run away from what they felt,” Blue said in his slow Southern drawl. “But you can’t run away from something that’s inside you. I saw that first-hand. Cat was miserable without Veronica.”

And Lucy would be miserable without Blue. But why force herself to be miserable with him, too? She could have him—even if only for a few days, even if only on a physical level.

She knew Blue wanted their relationship to be a sexual one. Even though he’d gallantly turned her down up in the hot tub, he’d made that more than clear. She could have his body. All she had to do was ask. It was more than nothing, and it would have to be enough.

Why should she refuse herself even just an hour or two of happiness and pleasure? Yes, Blue was going to leave. No, Blue wasn’t in love with her. Yes, she’d probably be just a substitute for Jenny Lee Beaumont. But Lucy didn’t have to think about that. She didn’t have to make herself miserable. She had the entire rest of her life to do that. She deserved at least a day or two of happiness now, even if it was only false happiness.

But how was Lucy supposed to tell him that she finally knew what she wanted—that she wanted to make love to him?

Another seduction attempt? The thought made her squirm.

Make me an offer, he’d said. That kind of offer seemed so unromantic, so calculated and cold.

Maybe instead of an offer, she could issue an invitation.

Lucy stood. “I’m going to head upstairs,” she said. “Unless you want me to help clean up?”

Blue glanced at her over his shoulder and then at his watch. It was still early, and he was clearly disappointed that she was leaving. “No, that’s all right,” he said. “I’m almost done down here.”

“Good night, then,” she said, and started out of the room.

“Lucy.”

Lock your door. He didn’t have to say it aloud. “I know,” she said. Heading up the stairs, she smiled.



Blue tried calling California from the telephone in the kitchen as he finished up the dishes. Yes, Lieutenant Joe Catalanotto was still out on a training mission. Yes, Admiral Mac Forrest was still not available.

He hung up the phone, fighting a feeling of dread.

Lucy was no longer in charge of Gerry’s murder investigation. Travis Southeby was. Blue figured it was only a matter of days, maybe even hours, before Southeby found what he felt was enough evidence to lock Blue up. Tomorrow Blue very well might be in jail.

And today Blue had had heaven in his hands, and like a damn fool, he’d let it slip away.

It was still early—before midnight, anyway—and he was feeling way too restless to sleep. His leg hurt too badly to go for a run, but a walk might do him good.

He headed upstairs to get his handgun and…

The door to Lucy’s room was unlocked and open a crack.

Her room was dark inside, but the door had definitely been left open.

Dammit, he wasn’t strong enough for this. He’d turned her down once tonight, but there was no way he could handle twice. He knocked loudly on her door. “Hey,” he said crossly. “Yankee. You forgot to lock up.”

“No, I didn’t.” Her voice was soft, but very certain.

The meaning of her words crashed down around him, and Blue had to hold on to the door frame for a moment to keep his balance. She’d left the door open. Intentionally.

“May I…come in?” he asked.

He heard her husky laugh. “How many invitations do you want, McCoy?”

Blue pushed open the door. The dim light from the hallway spilled all the way across Lucy’s room, falling onto her bed. She was sitting there, wearing an old extra large T-shirt and a pair of panties and quite probably nothing else.

Her hair was down around her shoulders and she had no makeup on her face. She looked clean and fresh, and as she smiled hesitantly at him, he couldn’t believe how utterly beautiful she was.

She held out her arms, shrugging slightly, her smile turning almost apologetic. “This is me,” she said, laughing self-consciously. “What you see right now is really me. No negligee. No borrowed little black dress or spike heels. No fancy hairdo. No hot-tub seduction. Just an old University of South Carolina T-shirt and a pair of cotton underpants. White. No frills. Just like me. If you decide to…accept my…invitation, this is what you get.”

Blue knew instantly that this was what he’d been waiting for. She had no police badge to hide behind, no hesitation, no more doubts. She’d worked their relationship down to the simplest equation: she wanted him and he wanted her.

And oh, how he wanted her. He’d had his share of women wearing fancy negligees and seductive clothing, but none of them looked even half as sexy as Lucy Tait did in an old university T-shirt with her hair tumbling down her back, her face clean of makeup. No frills, she’d said. Maybe not. Maybe just one hundred percent pure woman.

Blue sat down on the bed next to Lucy and gave her his answer in a kiss. Despite all the fire surging through his veins it was a sweet kiss—the sweetest he’d ever known. He felt her fingers on his chest, unfastening the buttons of his shirt and he put his hand over hers, stopping her, slowing her down.

“We’ve got all night,” he whispered, pulling back to look at her.

He closed his eyes as she ran her fingers through his hair. It felt sinfully, deliciously, good.

“Then you won’t mind if I just sit here and do this for about an hour,” Lucy said.

“Not as long as I can kiss you, Yankee,” Blue murmured, pressing his lips to hers.

He pulled her back with him onto the bed, and their legs intertwined, and still he kissed her. He gave her long, slow, deep kiss after long, slow, deep kiss, until her breath grew short, her hands gripped him tighter and her body strained against his.

Deftly, he removed her T-shirt, pulling it up and over her head in one quick motion. And then all of her smooth, sleek skin was his to touch, to caress, to kiss.

Lucy was delirious. She’d known that making love with Blue was going to be an extraordinary experience, but she’d never imagined that his hands could be so gentle. She’d never dreamed that he could kiss her so slowly, so completely.

She’d imagined a frantic, urgent joining, not this languorous, sensuous worship of her body. She clung to him as he brought his lips down first to one breast and then the other, laving her tender nipples with his tongue, drawing them slowly into his mouth.

She tugged at his shirt and he slipped it off, tossing it onto the floor along with his shoulder holster. As she ran her fingers across the satiny skin of his back, careful of the bandage on his arm, his mouth journeyed downward, to her stomach, stopping to explore the softness of her belly button.

Heat pooled through her, sending liquid fire through her veins. Her love for this man seemed such a tangible thing that Lucy was almost certain he could see it.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, meeting her gaze and smiling as he slid her panties down her legs. The heat in his eyes was more than lust. It was more powerful, more pure—almost transcendental, making the blue of his eyes seem luminous and soft.

For the first time in her life, Lucy felt cherished.

She knew it couldn’t possibly be so. In reality, Blue didn’t love her. He would never love her. But she fought that reality, allowing herself the complete illusion tonight. Tonight, she would be cherished.

He kissed the inside of her knee, parting her legs as he slowly moved his mouth down toward the sensitive skin of her thigh. And farther. Lucy gripped the bed as he touched her, kissed her, first gently, then harder, deeper.

The sensation was beyond pleasure, beyond ecstasy, beyond anything she had ever felt or known before. And that, in tandem with her love for this man, catapulted her up and over the edge.

She heard herself cry out as he held her tighter, as a sudden and unexpected release cannonballed through her, seeming to rip her apart with wave upon wave upon unending wave of sheer, excruciatingly wild pleasure.

Finally, finally, it came to an end. She reached for Blue, pulling him up and across her. He was laughing, real delight in his eyes.

“Hoo-yah,” he said.

“Oh, man,” Lucy gasped.

“Do you do that all the time, Yankee?” he asked, smoothing her hair back from her face.

“No,” she breathed. “Never. Not like that.”

His smile grew broader, satisfied. “Good.”

He kissed her, slowly, tenderly, but that wasn’t what she wanted. She deepened their kiss and reached for his belt, unbuckling it.

“Mercy.” Blue pulled back, laughing again. “You want more?”

“Yes.” Lucy unzipped his pants, tracing his length with her fingers. There was so much of him. She ached to feel him inside her. “Please.” She reached down into his shorts, touching him, encircling him with her hand as she kissed him fiercely.

She heard him groan, felt him pull away as he pushed and kicked his pants from his legs. She tried to help, but she suspected she only made the process more difficult. Still, she wanted to touch him, to run her hands along the lengths of his long, muscular legs—

Oh, shoot, she’d forgotten all about his injured leg. She pulled back. “Oh, Blue, have I hurt you?”

He just laughed at that, catching her mouth with his and kissing her, hard. She felt herself melt against him, opening herself to him in every possible way. She reached down to touch him again and found he’d already ensheathed himself with a condom he must have taken from his pocket.

He kissed her again, a kiss of fire and passion, and she felt something shift, as if the powerful kick of their rocket fuel-powered attraction was ready now to ignite. She knew instantly that this phase of their lovemaking would be neither slow nor languorous.

Blue felt Lucy arch her hips up toward him, seeking him, and he felt the first tier of his ragged control start to crack. He needed to feel her surrounding him. Now.

He plunged into her, hard and fast…and mercy! He had to slow down, take care. He didn’t want to hurt her.

Yet she was anything but hurt. “Yes,” she was murmuring into his ear, “yes,” pulling him closer, meeting each of his thrusts with a dizzying passion.

This was too good. No one should ever be allowed to feel this good. The thought made him laugh aloud and he kissed Lucy again, spinning with the joy and exhilaration of knowing he was exactly, precisely, where he wanted to be.

He rolled over onto his back, pulling her with him so she sat straddling him. She flicked her hair back out of her eyes, moving hard and fast, the way he liked it. She grinned down at him, her eyes sparkling and dancing with sheer pleasure, and more of his precious control crumbled.

He reached for her, his hands covering her breasts, and she arched her body, pressing herself more fully into his palms. She threw her head back, her smile fading, and Blue felt her body tense and tighten. She cried out his name, her voiced ecstasy music to his ears. Her release was as powerful as before, only this time she took him with her.

Never before had his pleasure been so perfect. Never before had the rush of his passionate explosion sent him soaring quite so high, quite so far. Never before had he wanted to take a moment in time and freeze it for all eternity.

But it wasn’t the moment of mind-blowing, raw sexual pleasure that he’d freeze. It was this moment afterward, as he held Lucy tightly against him, his face buried in her hair, their two hearts still beating wildly as they drifted slowly back to earth. This was the moment he wanted to save and keep forever. Because never before had he felt such peace, such completeness.

His chest ached and his eyes burned, and he wanted to speak, wanted to tell her something, but he didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what words he could use that could possibly describe this feeling. So he kissed her, instead, sweetly, gently, hoping she’d understand.







Chapter Eleven

Blue woke up several hours after dawn. He stretched and yawned, feeling oddly rested. He hadn’t slept this well in a long time and…

He opened his eyes.

He was in Lucy’s bed. She was lying next to him, still sleeping peacefully, the sheets tangled around her.

Memories of last night came roaring back to him in a rush, and for a moment he could barely breathe, barely think. The things they’d done, the things he’d felt…

Mercy.

But the sun had crept up above the tree line, and it was shining in Lucy’s windows. The night had ended and it was morning.

Morning. The time of regrets and recriminations. The time of awkward silences and uncomfortable conversations. Like some broken spell, the magic of the night before always shriveled and died in the morning light.

A night of sex was understood by all to be nothing more than a good time. But when breakfast was added to the equation, that night of sex became something else entirely. It became a relationship. It became a possibility, an expectation, a future commitment. Blue had long since learned to clear out of a lady’s bedroom well before dawn.

This time he hadn’t. This time the spell he’d been under had held him in its power and he’d slept the dreamless sleep of the enchanted. But now he eased himself up and off the bed. There was still time to make his escape.

Lucy remained asleep. But as he looked at her lying there, his eyes followed the exposed curve of her derriere, the gentle swell of her breast as she lay on her stomach, her arms tucked up underneath the pillow. He felt an unexpected surge of desire.

The few times he’d stayed with a woman until the morning, he’d awoken with his lust abated, his sexual attraction fading fast. Aided by the harsh morning light, his lover’s slept-in and smudged makeup, disheveled hair and usually bloodshot eyes left him wanting nothing more than to leave, and leave quickly.

But Lucy looked like some kind of angel in the early-morning light. Her skin seemed to glow, it was so smooth and perfect. He wanted to reach out and touch her. He wanted to feel her softness beneath his fingers again. Her hair was messed, but on her it looked sexy. And her face…

She was impossibly beautiful. Her lashes were long and dark and they lay against cheeks that had been kissed by the sun. Her mouth was open very slightly, and her lips looked so moist…

Lucy stirred slightly and Blue ran, noiselessly leaving her room before her eyes opened. He ran because he’d always run away before.



“’Morning,” Blue said, clearly ill at ease, not quite meeting Lucy’s eyes as he opened the refrigerator and took out the pitcher of orange juice.

Lucy had been down in the kitchen for nearly an hour before he’d appeared. As she watched, he helped himself to a glass from the cabinet and poured the juice, still not looking at her.

The last of Lucy’s hopes shattered into a million tiny pieces.

She was a fool. She knew when she’d awakened to see Blue making his clandestine escape from her room that he was most likely regretting their lovemaking. Of course, he might have been leaving to replenish his supply of condoms. But when he didn’t return even after she’d stepped out of the shower, even after she’d taken her time getting dressed, even after she’d opened her door and stood staring at the quite obviously closed door to his room, she knew.

Still, she’d hoped that he wasn’t having true regrets. Maybe he was having only mild doubts, second thoughts. But looking at him standing there in her kitchen, poised as if ready to turn and run, she knew for sure.

For him, last night had been nothing but a big, fat, giant mistake. She was a fool for hoping he’d feel otherwise. She was a fool for hoping that somehow, someway, he’d fall in love with her. A very small, very foolish part of her had actually dreamed that Blue McCoy would make love to her—to no-frills, white-cotton Lucy Tait—and the earth would shake and the skies would open and he would realize that she was his life, his future, his reason for living.

Oh, yeah, she was a fool.

But at least she was a sensible fool. Her fantasies crushed and useless, she swept them away, out of sight, at least for now. She’d have plenty of time to feel badly later.

“Do you want breakfast?” she asked, her voice remarkably even as she busied herself with washing up her own breakfast dishes.

“I’ll just fix myself some toast.”

“That’s good,” she said. “You can bring it with you.”

She could feel his surprise, even though her back was to him.

“We going someplace?”

Lucy wrung out the dish sponge and set it on the edge of the sink before she turned to face him. “I called Jenny Lee and asked if she would mind if we stopped by. She said yes, we should come around nine-thirty, and that that would also be a convenient time for us to take a look at Gerry’s home office and—”

“Wait a minute, you lost me somewhere back around bringing my toast along to Jenny Lee’s. I don’t understand. Why are we going to her place?”

Lucy turned and stared at him. He truly didn’t understand. For the first time since he’d come downstairs, he was looking at her, really looking at her, instead of through her or over her or under her or around her.

“I thought you were taken off the investigation,” Blue said. “You said you quit. You’re not even on the police force anymore.”

Lucy nodded. “That’s right.”

“You don’t need to do this,” he said.

She nodded again. “Yeah, I know. But I want to do this. We’re the only ones who want to find out who really killed Gerry. Travis Southeby is going to mess around until he finds enough circumstantial evidence to haul you in. If we don’t try to discover who might’ve had a motive for wanting Gerry dead, the real killer is going to run free while you go directly to jail.” She shrugged. “I currently seem to be between jobs and I have some free time on my hands, so…”

Blue was silent. He’d looked away from her again, and was studying the wide antique boards of the kitchen floor.

“You don’t intend to just roll over and die, do you?” Lucy asked.

He glanced up. “No, but—”

“Neither do I,” she said, well aware that her words had a deeper, hidden meaning.

“Why do you want to help me?” His question was point-blank, and it came with no warning. He was watching her again, his eyes almost piercing in intensity.

Because I love you. But she couldn’t tell him that. Not so long as a small portion of her pride was still intact. “Because I know you didn’t kill Gerry,” she said, instead. “Because right now you’ve got no one else. And because I’m your friend.”

He was silent again, still watching her, and she knew exactly what he was thinking. He was thinking about last night, about how their lovemaking had permanently altered their so-called friendship. What they were to each other wasn’t as simple as being friends anymore. But it was clear that Blue didn’t want them to continue on as lovers, so where, exactly, did that leave them?

He so obviously wanted to pack his bag and walk away from her. But where would he go? What would he do?

Blue needed her right now, whether he knew it or not. Lucy believed that. She had to believe that. It was all she had left.

“I am your friend,” she told him quietly. “Last night we were lovers, but today I’m your friend again, McCoy. I expect nothing from you. I didn’t last night, and I certainly don’t this morning—nothing, that is, but friendship. So you can stop tiptoeing around me as if I’m going to act all hurt and upset because last night wasn’t the start of happily ever after. I know nothing has changed, except that now I know exactly where to touch you to really turn you on.”

He laughed, his voice tinged with a mixture of disbelief and respect. “Hell, you’re not afraid to get right to the heart of the matter, are you?”

Lucy raised her eyebrows, crossing her arms in front of her. “Was I supposed to pretend I didn’t notice you having some kind of morning-after anxiety attack?”

“Well, I don’t know. Yeah. Most women would…”

“I was just supposed to let you walk away because suddenly you’re uncomfortable with the fact that last night we got naked and had sex—great sex, I might add.” Lucy glared at him. “You honestly expected me to just throw away your friendship? Forget it, McCoy. I can deal with your thinking that I might overreact. It’s probably been your poor, pathetic experience that ‘most women’ do. But thinking I would just ditch your friendship…that hurts.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, and he actually looked as if he was. “It’s just…I’ve never slept with a…a friend before. This is a new one for me. I’m not sure what to say to you…or what to do.”

“You could say, ‘Good morning, Lucy. Gee, you really rocked my world last night,’” she told him. She took the loaf of bread from the bread box on the counter and tossed it to him with a touch more force than necessary. “And then you could make your damned toast so we could get to work finding out who killed Gerry.”



Blue sat in Lucy’s truck and watched her drive. Going to Jenny Lee’s hadn’t given them any more answers.

No, Gerry didn’t seem to have any enemies. Yes, his behavior had been odd over the past several days, but Jenny had believed it was due to Blue’s impending arrival. Business had been picking up for his construction company over the past year. Gerry had had a number of projects in development and several in progress. Money was coming in and going out on a regular basis. His staff were all steadily employed; in fact, he’d had to hire carpenters and construction workers from an employment agency for a recent job.

A search of Gerry’s office had provided no additional information. Nothing was unusual about any of his current projects. His files were all in order, his desk free from any mention or warning of any threats. His date book had no appointments circled in red saying “lunch with killers.”

Gerry had had a normal amount of business meetings listed in his date book. Lucy had gone painstakingly through all the different names, matching them to his current projects. Some of them were clients he was wooing. And some of them were social appointments. He’d had lunch with Jenny Lee frequently, and he’d also apparently recently joined the Hatboro Creek Men’s Club, R. W. Fisher’s invitation-only elite organization that took on community projects. According to Gerry’s notes, they were currently raising money to repair the roof of the county hospital.

No, this trip to the house that Gerry had shared with Jenny Lee hadn’t provided any answers. However, it had raised some new questions for Blue.

Such as, why exactly was Lucy Tait going to all this trouble for him? Why had she slept with him last night? What did she really want? If there was one thing Blue had learned in life, it was that most people had motives for every little thing they did. What was Lucy’s motive here?

She’d said she was helping him out of friendship, that she’d slept with him because she’d wanted to, no strings attached. But Blue found that hard to believe. Of course, he was suspicious by nature. Since he was small he’d had only himself to rely on. Trusting other people meant risking pain, so he’d learned to trust no one.

But then he’d become a SEAL, and he’d literally had to put his life in his teammates’ hands. He’d learned to trust the men in his squad and unit, and that trust had grown deep and strong, bonded by friendship and loyalty.

SEALs had no ulterior motives, at least not beyond unit integrity. Sure, they had career drives and personal goals, but in the heat of battle, in the midst of an operation, getting the job done and getting everyone out alive and in one piece became the single motivating force.

Lucy Tait wasn’t a SEAL, but she said she was his friend.

He had to smile when he remembered her direct confrontation in the kitchen this morning. He had to hand it to her; she was tough. He himself would jump into a fistfight without a moment’s hesitation, but if the battle was an emotional one, he’d do all that he could to beat a retreat. Lucy, instead, had attacked.

Blue was glad that she had. Even though they’d gotten nowhere with their investigation by talking to Jenny Lee, he was glad Lucy hadn’t let him walk away, glad he was sitting here next to her in her truck.

He liked having Lucy for a friend. It was odd—she was a woman, yet she was his friend. Even odder was the fact that they’d had incredibly intense sex last night, and this morning Lucy, somehow, was still his friend.

Blue couldn’t remember ever having had a sexual experience as powerful. She had rocked his world last night. So why the hell had he backed away this morning? Why had he allowed the night to end? Why hadn’t he stayed in her bed? They could have been there still, up in her bedroom, making love all day long. He could have been holding her, kissing her, gazing into her beautiful eyes, commanding her complete and total attention as he told her stories of the operations he’d been on, the high-risk missions he’d completed.

Why had he backed away?

Because he always backed away. He hadn’t even considered the possibility of sticking around, of turning their one-night stand into a longer affair. He hadn’t known that Lucy could still be his friend after becoming his lover. He simply hadn’t known.

But could they honestly be friends during the day and lovers at night? Could that really work?

Something about it didn’t sit right with him. Now that he’d had time to think about it, he felt as if he were taking advantage of her. It seemed as if he were using her. And he wouldn’t—couldn’t—do that to a friend.

It would probably be best if they kept sex out of their friendship. It wouldn’t be easy, not with the memories of last night crashing into him every time he looked in Lucy’s direction. No, it wouldn’t be easy, but it would be the right thing to do.

Maybe Lucy was telling the truth and she was helping him find Gerry’s killer purely out of friendship. If that was so, the least he could do was treat her with an equal respect.

Blue watched Lucy as she drove. She handled her big truck with the same air of calm confidence that she handled damn near everything. She wasn’t wearing her uniform—she couldn’t now that she’d resigned from the police force. Instead, she had on her worn-out blue jeans and cowboy boots and a plain T-shirt—white, cotton, no frills. Damn, but she looked good.

She glanced over, as if she felt him watching her. “What do you say we go over and talk to Matt Parker before lunch?”

Matt Parker. The “witness” who had “seen” Blue arguing with Gerry in the woods off Gate’s Hill Road moments before Gerry’s death. He had also been one of the joyriding dirt bikers who had obscured the tire tracks Blue had found. Blue nodded and smiled tightly. He definitely wanted to have a little talk with Parker. “Yeah.”

Lucy looked at him again, concern darkening her eyes. “Just a talk, McCoy,” she said. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

He met her gaze evenly. “He’s not going to tell us anything new unless we use a new approach. Like scaring the devil out of him.”

“And if he turns around and calls Chief Bradley with an assault complaint, there’s nothing I could do to keep you out of jail,” Lucy countered. “And you know as well as I do that Travis Southeby is itching for a reason to lock you up.”

Lucy could see real frustration in Blue’s eyes.

“Why bother talking to Parker at all?” he asked.

“Because somebody is paying him to say what he’s saying,” she said, “and I’m betting no matter how much money he’s making, he’s feeling lousy about having to lie. I’m betting he won’t be able to look you in the eye, because deep down he’s probably a decent man, and he knows his story is a solid part of the case they’re building against you.”

“And you think he’s going to take one look at me and confess?” Blue’s voice dripped with skepticism.

“No,” Lucy said calmly. “I think we’re going to go over there, and he’s going to stick to his story, and we’re going to leave. And then he’s not going to be able to sleep tonight, because he’s going to be thinking about his words sending an innocent man to prison.”

Blue laughed. “Get real, Pollyanna,” he said. “He’s gonna spend the evening counting his blood money and drinking himself into a stupor. The fate of my sorry ass won’t even drift across his soggy mind.”

“He may not even let us in the door,” Lucy admitted. “But we have to try.” She pulled her truck to a stop outside the Parkers’ little bungalow. “After lunch, I want to go up to Gate’s Hill Road and start canvassing the neighborhood. Somebody had to see or hear something unusual that night.”

“And if nobody did?”

She met his gaze evenly. “Then we’re going to check motor-vehicle registration records, find a list of all the owners of trucks with oversize tires. We’ll go check ’em all out, find out whose tires still have new treads. And if that doesn’t give us a lead, we’ll get a copy of the guest list for that country-club party and go and talk to every single person on it. I still want to find out if Gerry was only pretending to be drunk at the party. Someone somewhere knows something.”

Blue’s face softened as he smiled at her. “You’re not going to give up on this, are you, Yankee?”

Lucy shook her head. “No.” He should know that she wasn’t going to give up on this case—or on him. If she could endure that visit with Jenny Lee Beaumont, she could handle just about anything. Shoot, watching Blue put his arms around Jenny in a comforting embrace had been deadly. And sitting there like that in Jenny Lee’s picture-perfect living room had been awkward—Blue together with both his high-school sweetheart and his lover from last night. Of course, Jenny probably hadn’t known that Lucy and Blue were lovers. But Lucy had, and it was weird.

Lucy had expended a great deal of energy trying not to watch for signs of Blue’s old chemistry with Jenny. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder if Blue had closed his eyes and pictured himself making love to Jenny Lee last night. Lucy had had temporary possession of Blue’s body, but Jenny probably still owned Blue’s heart.

Lucy would have given just about anything to have even a short-term lease on Blue’s heart. But that wasn’t going to happen. He’d made that more than clear this morning.

The silence in the truck dragged on much longer than it should have as Lucy lost herself in the hot depths of Blue’s eyes. He still wanted her. She could see desire swirling in among the blue. She could see it in the set of his jaw, in the tension in his lips. What had transpired between them last night hadn’t been enough. He wanted more.

But he turned away, clearly intent on denying himself even the warm pleasure of the memory of their lovemaking. Was it seeing Jenny Lee again? Lucy wondered. Could Blue’s former girlfriend still have that much power over him? Lucy’s stomach hurt. She’d told Blue just this morning that she was his friend. But she was his lover now, too. She knew that if he came to her room again tonight, she wouldn’t be able to refuse him anything he wanted or needed. She loved him that much.

But what about what Lucy needed?

Blue looked out the windshield at Matt Parker’s house and took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with.”







Chapter Twelve

They were in luck. Little Tommy Parker answered the door and let them in the house.

Lucy knew from the look in Matt Parker’s eyes that he wouldn’t even have opened the screen door to talk to them. But now they were here, in his tiny living room.

She looked around. The furniture was shabby, but clean. In fact, the entire house looked well kept. The ancient orange shag carpeting had been recently vacuumed and the surfaces of the end tables were clear and free from dust and clutter.

She could hear the sounds of Sunday dinner being cooked down the short hallway that led to the kitchen. Utensils banged against pots, and dishes clattered as a table was set. The fragrant smell of onions frying drifted out into the living room.

Blue went farther into the room and turned off the TV that was on.

“Travis told me he was handling this case now.” Parker’s eyes shifted from Lucy to Blue and then back. He was clearly remembering the fight outside the gas station. His nose was still swollen, and he touched it gingerly. “McCoy is not welcome in my house.”

“We just want to ask you some questions,” Lucy said soothingly. “You don’t have a reason to want to hide the truth from us, do you, Matt?”

His eyes flicked back to Blue. “Of course not.” He shifted slightly in his seat in a well-worn reclining chair. “But I answered all these questions already. My statement is down at the police station. Why don’t you just get a copy of that, instead of bugging me again?”

“Well, we do have a copy of your statement,” Lucy said, carefully keeping her voice reasonable and calm. “However, it raised an additional question or two, because Blue wasn’t anywhere near Gate’s Hill Road at the time you allegedly saw him there with Gerry.”

Parker stood up. “Are you saying I’m a liar?”

“No, sir.” Lucy gazed steadily at him. “You’re too smart to get yourself into a situation where you’d have to perjure yourself in a court of law. You know the punishment for that can be a hefty fine along with jail time.” She shook her head. “No, you’re just mistaken about exactly what you saw. You must’ve seen someone else—not Blue. I’d like you to spend some time tonight thinking about it, because it would sure be a shame if your testimony sent an innocent man to prison, wouldn’t it?”

She turned, heading back toward the door, and from the corner of her eyes she saw a shadow in the hallway, near the kitchen. It was Matt’s wife, Darlene, but she disappeared before Lucy could even say hello.

“Let me know if you think of anything new,” Lucy told Parker. She opened the front door and Blue followed her outside.

She could feel Parker—or maybe it was Darlene—watching them as they walked down the path to the street and her truck.

“You did okay,” Blue told her as they got into her truck. “You said just enough to make the guilt stick—provided Parker has a conscience.”

“Thanks.” Lucy put the truck in gear and headed back toward the main road. “You did okay, too.”

“I just stood there.”

“Exactly.” She glanced at him, unable to hide a smile. “You didn’t slam him against the wall and threaten to tear his throat out. I know that’s what you wanted to do.”

His lips twitched upward into an answering smile. “I’m hurt and offended you could think such a thing, Yankee.”

“Am I wrong?”

His smile became a grin. It transformed his face, making him look younger—and nearly paralyzingly handsome. “No, ma’am.”

Lucy had to laugh. But when their eyes met, something sparked, something molten, something hot and liquid and filled with the trembling echoes of last night. As he’d done before, Blue was the first to look away.

Lucy turned her attention back to the road, trying not to care. Yet she couldn’t help but feel disappointed. And she knew with a dreadful certainty exactly what she wanted, precisely what she needed.

She needed Blue McCoy by her side for the rest of her life.

Fat chance of that happening. But maybe if she played it right, she’d have Blue by her side again tonight. It was a pathetic substitute for what she really wanted, but it was all she could hope for.

Except Blue was still clearly uncomfortable with the hazy definition of their relationship. Were they friends, or were they lovers? He didn’t seem to understand that they could be both. He didn’t seem to realize that the best of lovers always were the best of friends, too.

If only she had enough time, she could set him straight. But time was not on her side.

Lucy glanced back at Blue, forcing a smile. “Come on, McCoy. Let’s go knock on some doors up near Gate’s Hill Road before lunch. Let’s shake this town up. Maybe something of interest will fall out.”



Dinner was over. The dishes had been cleaned up.

Lucy had gone out onto the porch to look up at the night sky and get a breath of fresh air.

Blue knew he shouldn’t follow her out there. He’d told himself at least a hundred times during dinner and probably a thousand times during the course of the day that sex could not be a regular part of his relationship with Lucy. He respected her too much to use her that way. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop him from wanting her. And he did. He wanted her so badly it hurt. But he’d lived through pain before. He could do it again.

They’d talked about the investigation over dinner, going over and over the same facts again and again, trying to find whatever it was that they were missing, searching for some kind of lead.

They’d learned nothing from their endless knocking on doors and questioning the folks who lived near the spot where Gerry had died. They’d learned nothing from Jenny Lee, nothing from Matt Parker.

It was frustrating as hell.

Blue picked up the phone and tried calling the naval base in California again. But Alpha Squad was still off base and the officer from Internal Affairs was still taking all calls. Blue tried to squash the frustration that rose inside him. He needed some serious help, yet here he was, on his own.

Not entirely on his own—he had Lucy Tait on his side.

Wanting desperately to see her warm, familiar smile, Blue pushed open the door and stepped outside onto the porch. He was coming out here to say good-night to her. Only to say good-night.

She was sitting on the steps, looking at the stars. She glanced up when she heard the door and smiled. Blue felt simultaneously better and worse. Mercy, he wanted to make love to her again tonight.

But he couldn’t let himself. It wouldn’t be right.

He sat down dangerously close to her—on the steps instead of across the porch on the swing—even though he knew sparks were going to fly. But he was a demolitions expert. He was used to handling volatile substances. He could sit here, close enough to breathe in Lucy’s clean, fresh scent, and he could still find the strength to stand up and walk away from her. He knew he could.

“Pleiades,” she said, pointing up to the stars. “It’s my favorite constellation. It’s the—”

“That little tiny cluster of stars,” Blue said. “I know the constellations.”

Lucy looked at him. “Don’t tell me SEALs are trained in astronomy.”

“Intergalactic space navigation,” he corrected her. “In case we need to run a rescue mission on some planet in the Andromeda galaxy.”

She looked at him and laughed. He loved the sound of her laughter. He had to fight to keep from reaching out and pushing a strand of her hair back behind her ear.

“You know you say things like that so seriously I almost believe you,” she told him.

“Alpha Squad has trained to fly the space shuttle,” he said. “We haven’t had the opportunity yet, but if the need arose, we’d be ready.”

“You sound so casual about it,” Lucy said, turning slightly on the stairs so that she was facing him. “As if hundreds, probably thousands, of hours of training are insignificant.”

She’d changed from her jeans to a pair of cutoff shorts when they’d arrived home and Blue couldn’t keep his eyes from traveling the long, smooth lengths of her legs. Just last night he’d run his hands and his mouth over every inch of those beautiful, sexy legs…

He forced himself to shrug, bringing his gaze back up to her face. “That particular training op was fun. Some of them aren’t.”

“Like what?”

He shrugged again. “Some of the guys really hate the submarine work. It’s pretty claustrophobic stuff. Others turn green at the high-altitude parachute jumps. And most SEALs didn’t have fun during the Arctic survival training.”

“But those things didn’t bother you.”

“No.” He smiled. “I could handle the physical training. My personal hell was trying to learn a different language. I busted my ass for that one.”

Blue could see amusement shining in Lucy’s eyes. “Are you serious?”

“I am now fluent in German,” he continued. “And I can parlez-vous enough to get by in French and Arabic, but let me tell you it was a real uphill battle. I would’ve gladly taken a repeat session on Arctic survival, instead.”

“Why did you have to learn a language, too?” Lucy asked. “I thought you said Joe Cat was the language specialist in your unit.”

Blue shifted down several steps, leaning back on the porch with his elbows and stretching his legs out in front of him. He’d hoped his movement would get him away from the magnetic pull of Lucy’s eyes, but now he was inches from the satiny skin of her thighs. He felt sweat trickle down the middle of his back.

“He is,” he answered her. “But we all need to have at least one language besides English that we can speak fluently. It’s important on an overseas mission not to look and sound like an American. That can be a real kiss of death. Part of SEAL Team Ten’s counterterrorist training is learning how to insert into a country and blend in. Hide in plain sight.” He sighed, shaking his head. “But I tell you, it was frustrating as hell watching Cat plow through language after language, sounding like a native after only a day or two of listening to the tapes. He was learning two different dialects of Russian while I was still stumbling over ‘Guten Tag, wie geht es dir? Meine Nahme ist Fritz.’”

“Your name is Fritz?” Lucy repeated, covering her mouth with her hand as she tried not to laugh.

“Fritz or Hans or Johann,” Blue said, smiling back at her. “When I go on an overseas mission to someplace like Cairo or Kathmandu, I play a German because of my hair. I’ve even learned to speak English with a heavy Deutsch accent.”

Lucy looked away from him and up at the stars again, trying to imagine the extent of the effort Blue had put in to become a SEAL. Clearly it wasn’t all physical training. He had worked hard to get where he was. He’d truly wanted it badly enough.

The sound of insects scratching and buzzing and humming and rattling filled the night air. “You never fail to amaze me,” Lucy finally said, so softly he had to lean forward to hear her.

“You’re pretty amazing yourself, Yankee.” Their gazes locked, and Blue felt himself drop into a wild free-fall of sexual energy that rivaled his most intense skydiving jumps. Except right now he wasn’t wearing any kind of parachute. God only knows how he was going to land without hurting himself. Or Lucy.

“I’m not amazing. I’m a coward,” she said, looking away from him. “You’ve gone so many different places and had so many adventures.” She sighed. “You were right about Hatboro Creek. There are places that I’d rather be, but look at me. I ended up back here.” She stood and gazed up at her big Victorian house, looming above them in the darkness. “Living here was my mother’s dream, not mine.”

“What’s keeping you from selling and moving on?” Blue asked quietly.

Lucy held out her hand for him, and he hesitated only a moment before taking it and letting her pull him to his feet. But she let go of him almost immediately. He followed her in the soft moonlight around to the side of the house.

“I know exactly what I’m getting in Hatboro Creek,” she said as they walked slowly into the backyard. “It’s safe and secure—no risk. Like I told you, I’m a coward.”

“Just because it’s hard for you to throw away your mother’s dreams,” Blue said softly, “doesn’t make you a coward.”

Lucy turned and looked at him, the moonlight reflecting the surprise in her eyes. “Don’t tell me. SEALs are trained in basic psychology.”

“The psychology we learn isn’t basic,” he said with a smile. But then his smile faded and he gazed at her steadily, his eyes serious. “No, I’m talking from experience, Lucy. I stayed in Hatboro Creek as long as I did because it was my mother’s dream.”

Lucy’s pace had slowed. She was watching him as they walked, waiting for him to tell her more. But now that he’d started this conversation, he wasn’t sure that he could. He’d never talked to anyone about his mother, not even Joe Cat. But he wanted to make Lucy understand that she wasn’t alone. It was the least he could do for a friend.

“My mother married Arthur McCoy because he was an honest and decent man. He wasn’t necessarily a kind man, but she did the best she could in the time she had,” Blue said. “See, she knew she had cancer—she knew she was dying. She married Arthur for me—so that I wouldn’t be all alone in the world after she was gone.”

Lucy was silent, just listening.

Blue took a deep breath and went on. “It was her dream that there would be someone in Hatboro Creek who would take care of me, someone who would love me and keep me safe. She wanted to know that I’d grow up here, in this little town, in a good home. She made me promise I’d stay until I finished school.”

They’d walked all the way back to the end of the yard and up the trail through the woods to the back field where there was a small pond. The moon reflected almost perfectly on the glass-calm surface of the water. It was beautiful, but Lucy couldn’t look away from Blue’s face as he continued to talk.

“I made a promise, so I stayed.” Blue’s voice was softer now. “Even when it was clear that her dream wasn’t going to come true—that Arthur McCoy had nothing to spare for me outside of a bed to sleep in and food to eat.”

Lucy gazed at Blue in the moonlight. He was a man for whom talk did not come easily, and this was particularly difficult for him to talk about. As she looked in his eyes, she could see a distant reflection of the little boy he’d been, lost and alone. His basic needs had been taken care of, but he’d truly needed so much more. He still did.

Lucy knew at that moment that she loved Blue McCoy without any doubts, without any reservations. It had seemed so complicated last night and this morning, but it really wasn’t. It was as simple as it could possibly be.

Her heart ached, and she had to wonder if anyone, anyone, had ever told this man that he or she loved him. She knew if she spoke the words that he would back away. She knew that he no longer wanted love, that he saw it as a burden, an unlucky twist of fate, a weight to be carried. And she knew that even if he were to change his mind, he wouldn’t want her to be the one who loved him. He’d want someone perfect and feminine. Someone special and sweet…like Jenny Lee.

But he wasn’t alone, and he wasn’t unloved. Not as long as Lucy’s heart was still beating.

“I always felt like there was something wrong with me,” Blue told Lucy, “because here I was, living this dream of my mother’s and hating every damn minute of it. It wasn’t until I was older that I realized it was her dream, Yankee. Not mine. Sure, it would have been nice if it had all worked out, but it didn’t, and that wasn’t my fault.”

Maybe that dream of Blue’s mother had just taken a whole lot longer to work out than she’d anticipated. Because right now there was someone in Hatboro Creek—someone who would do her damnedest to take care of Blue and keep him safe. Someone who loved him. Someone named Lucy Tait.

But that, too, was something Lucy couldn’t tell Blue. Her words would scare him away. Instead of telling him in words that she loved him, she would show him how she felt.

She reached out and took his hand, lacing her fingers through his.

But there was regret in his eyes as he looked down at her. “Lucy, I don’t think—”

“Shh,” she said, lifting herself slightly onto her toes to kiss him. His mouth was soft and warm and tasted like sweetened coffee. He groaned as she ran her tongue lightly across his lips and he pulled her into his arms, deepening the kiss.

Blue was spinning. One kiss, and he couldn’t stop. One kiss, and he’d finally discovered the meaning of the word impossible. All his life he’d refused to acknowledge that anything could be undo-able. All his life impossible wasn’t a word that was in his working vocabulary. Before this kiss, nothing was impossible. But now he knew he’d been mistaken. Staying away from Lucy, keeping the hot-burning sex, the uncontrollable need, out of their relationship was proving to be just that.

Her hands were up underneath the edge of his shirt, her fingers cool against his skin despite the heat of the night. Her touch left no doubt in his mind exactly what Lucy wanted. She wanted him. All of him. And she wanted him now.

And dear Lord, as much as he knew that he shouldn’t, the truth was that he wanted her, too. He wanted her with a power that shook him to his very soul, a power that steam-rolled over his resolve to keep sex out of their friendship, a power that neutralized his need to meet the impossible head-on and win.

Staying away from Lucy was going to be impossible, because as much as he wanted to do the right thing, he wanted even more to make love to her, to please her, to hear that incredible, sexy catch in her breath as he filled her. He wanted all that so much more.

He wanted to stop, but he didn’t want to stop badly enough.

She was unfastening his shirt, and he helped her with the last button, then let it slide from his arms onto the grass. He unbuckled his shoulder holster as she pulled her T-shirt over her head. The moonlight glistened enticingly on her beautiful, smooth skin, on the curve of her breasts and the white lace of her bra. And then she was in his arms again and he was touching her.

Mercy! All day long he’d fought the urge to touch her. All day long he’d told himself Lucy couldn’t possibly be as soft and as smooth and as delicious to touch and kiss and taste as he remembered. What they’d done last night had been damn good, but his imagination and raging libido had surely taken those memories and inflated them beyond reason.

He was wrong.

She was perfection.

And she was his.

“Let’s go for a swim,” she whispered, unbuckling his belt. Her eyes were shining a promise that took his breath away as she smiled at him. Blue knew without a doubt that she could have suggested that they go down into the darkest reaches of Hell and he would have gladly followed.

He kicked off his sandals and stripped off the rest of his clothes as Lucy did the same.

She was beautiful in the moonlight—so much so that his chest felt painfully tight at the sight of her. She started toward the water, but then stopped and turned to face him, as if she somehow knew that he wanted to take a moment to look at her. Her dark hair hung thick and shining around her shoulders—shoulders that were both strong and feminine at the same time. She was muscular and sleek, yet soft in all the right places. Her legs were long and well toned, leading up to slim hips and a flat stomach. The silvery light gleamed off her golden skin, casting enticing shadows, emphasizing the soft curve of her hips, the fullness of her breasts. Her nipples were taut with anticipation and need.

That need was echoed on her beautiful face. Her lips were moist and parted slightly and her usually dancing eyes were heavy-lidded and filled with a molten desire as she gazed back at him.

Lucy hadn’t turned back to let him look at her, Blue realized suddenly, a jolt of new fire flooding through his veins. She’d turned back because she wanted to look at him.

Her gaze was almost as palpable as a caress as her eyes skimmed across his body. She boldly took her time when she reached the obvious evidence of his arousal. When she finally looked up again, she smiled into his eyes, a smile sweet and hot and filled with pleasure.

Then she turned, and a few short steps brought her to the edge of the pond. She did a surface dive out into the center, barely making a splash, then disappeared into the darkness of the water.

Blue followed more slowly, watching as she emerged on the other side of the small pond.

“Hell,” he said as he stepped off the edge and found himself suddenly waist deep in icy water. “This water is cold.”

“There’s some kind of underground cold spring feeding into this pond,” Lucy said, drifting toward him. “It’s great—normally around here a pond this size would become stagnant and turn into a swamp within a matter of months. But this thing has been around for years. I used to come out here and skinny-dip all the time back in high school.”

“If only I’d known,” Blue murmured, lowering himself so that the cool water went up to his chin. The cut on his arm stung for a moment, but only for a moment.

“I invited you out here for a swim once,” Lucy said, treading water as she gazed at him. “I told you all about this pond. But you never showed.”

He didn’t remember.

“It was a really hot day, and you stopped to talk to me,” Lucy said. “It was the only other time we actually spoke—besides that time you came to my rescue.”

“You mean the time those damn fools broke your rib out on the baseball field.”

“It was only cracked.”

“Same difference.”

“It was almost exactly a month after that happened,” she said. “And it’s not the same difference. It takes less time for a cracked rib to heal.”

“I know. I’ve experienced both,” Blue said. “Neither is any fun.” He smiled at her. “Both times I thought about you, Yankee, while the doctor was taping me up.”

Lucy splashed water in his direction. “You did not.”

“God’s truth,” he said, dodging the water. “I honestly did. I thought what a tough kid you must’ve been to handle that kind of pain.”

“You’re just saying that to make up for not remembering the only other time we ever talked back in high school,” Lucy teased to cover up her embarrassment. “Shoot, it was one of the highlights of my freshman year, and you don’t have even the vaguest recollection.”

Blue protested. “Remind me more about it,” he said. “Maybe I’ll remember.”

“It was about a month after that fight. You and I nearly had a head-on collision in the hall outside the locker rooms,” Lucy told him. “I was coming inside after a practice.”

Blue felt his memory stirring. “And I just finished some long-distance run?”

“And it was about a million degrees out,” Lucy said. “We were having some kind of weird heat wave.”

“Yeah, that’s right. It was October, right?” Blue said. He could see her, standing in the hallway of the school. She was wearing her baseball uniform, her knees all torn up from fielding ground balls, her hair falling out of a ponytail. Somehow he hadn’t noticed her five-thousand-watt smile and her beautiful, sparkling eyes. He must have been blind, or a damned fool, or both. “But it was around ninety degrees, wasn’t it? I do remember, Yankee. I was dying of heat.”

“You were literally dripping with sweat.”

“I was disgusting.”

“You were sexy as hell.”

She was sexy as hell right now, with the cool water barely covering the tops of her breasts. The first shock of the water had cooled Blue’s overheated body down, but now he was getting used to the chilly temperature. And the thought of Lucy wrapping her long legs around his waist was creating quite a bit of new heat. Any minute now, this cold-water pond was going to start boiling.

“You were fifteen years old,” he said. “You didn’t even know what that word meant.”

“Sexy?” Lucy’s eyebrows went up. “Wanna make a bet, McCoy? One look at you and I was practically paralyzed.”

He laughed again. “I thought you were just shy.”

“Me? No way.” She smiled at him. “No, I was just overdosing on a sudden release of hormones.”

He could relate to that phenomenon, but it didn’t make him paralyzed. She was still drifting in the water, about six feet away from Blue, but he meant to change that soon.

“I think I asked you how the baseball team was doing, right?” he inquired, moving in a big, lazy circle around her. He went briefly under the water and came back up, tossing his wet hair out of his face.

“You did.” She turned in the water to keep facing him, paddling with her hands to stay afloat. “I told you we’d won our first six games, but that the team still had some personality problems to work through. I said that just that afternoon, the catcher and the center fielder got into a fistfight. You said that the unseasonable heat and humidity were making everyone more irritable.”

Blue stopped swimming. “You really remember all that?”

Lucy smiled. “I wrote a word-for-word account in my journal,” she confessed.

“That’s when you told me about this pond of yours,” Blue said. “You invited me over for a swim. I remember. It sounded really nice, and I told you maybe I’d drop by.”

“But you didn’t show. I was heartbroken.”

Her voice was light and teasing, but Blue knew there had to be at least a touch of truth to her words.

“I was a fool, Lucy.”

“I was way out of my league.”

“You were a little young,” Blue admitted. “I knew you maybe had a crush on me, but I didn’t take it seriously. If I had—if I’d really looked at you…”

“You had Jenny Lee,” Lucy said. “She was perfect. I was the poster model for bad-hair days.”

“At least you weren’t afraid to go swimming and get your hair wet,” Blue said. “I swear, the entire time Jenny and I dated, she never went into the water.”

“That’s the problem with perfection,” Lucy said wistfully. “Once you’ve got it, I imagine you spend a great deal of time worrying about losing it.”

Blue knew that she was talking about more than just Jenny Lee Beaumont’s hair. But as if she sensed him about to question her, she dove underneath the water. When she came back up, her hair was sleek against her head. She ran her hands back across it, pushing out most of the water.

Lucy met his eyes and smiled. “I used to see you down at the beach and over at the marina,” she said. “I always wondered why Jenny wasn’t with you. I didn’t realize it was a hair thing.” She shook her head and laughed. “God, if I had been your girlfriend, I would have followed you everywhere, including into the water.”

If Lucy had been his girlfriend…Jenny Lee had given Blue an intense physical relationship, but she hadn’t cared about him, not really. Lucy would have cared.

“It was more than a hair thing with Jenny Lee,” Blue said. He started to swim in circles around her again. Each circle was tighter, bringing him closer to her. “If I had been smart, I would’ve had a cute Yankee freshman for my girlfriend.”

“You had your chance,” Lucy said. She started swimming in circles, too, at the same leisurely speed. At this pace, he’d never reach her. “I invited you out here for a swim. I had the perfect evening planned. You were the one who didn’t show up.”

“You quit too soon,” Blue said. “What happened to that famous Yankee tenacity I always read about? You could’ve done something to get me to notice you.”

Lucy snorted. “You wouldn’t have noticed me even if I’d juggled chain saws. You wouldn’t have been able to see me past Jenny Lee’s big—”

Blue had to laugh at that. “Give me a break,” he said. “I was eighteen years old, and Jenny just sort of hand-delivered herself to me. Did you know she asked me out first?”

Lucy silently shook her head.

He raked his wet hair back with one hand. “The first three times we went out, Jenny called me,” Blue said. “Before I knew it, we were going steady.” He laughed in disbelief. “I figured she really did love me, because all she ever wanted to do was come over to my house and hang out, just the two of us. We’d watch TV and you know…get real cozy on the couch. Truth was, there were more than two of us in that TV room. There was Jenny and there was me and there was Gerry—or at least the possibility that Gerry would appear. He came home from college a lot on the weekends. See, it turned out that Jenny was using me to get close to Gerry. Even back then, he was the one she wanted.”

What was he doing, dissecting his relationship with Jenny Lee in front of Lucy? She didn’t want to hear about this, so why was he telling her? He should be kissing her, not talking. All he seemed to do these days was talk.

But it was so easy to talk to Lucy. Blue never got the sense that she was listening with only half an ear. When she listened to him talk, she really paid attention. And she wasn’t afraid of silence, like most people. Most people felt a need to fill in a pause in a conversation. Lucy seemed to understand that—at least for him—the pauses and silence added to what he was saying.

She was quiet now, just watching him. He wanted desperately to get back to where they’d been heading before he’d brought up the sobering subject of Jenny Lee.

Purposely, he made his voice light. “So tell me. This perfect evening you had planned for me that hot October night. What would’ve happened if I had shown?”

“You really want to know?”

“I certainly do,” Blue said, smiling at her.

Lucy pushed herself backward in the water, treading with her arms and letting her legs float. Her toes broke the surface and she stared at them pensively.

“Well, you would’ve walked up here and found me already in the water, just like this,” she said.

“Uh-huh.”

“I would’ve smiled and waved and said, ‘Come on in—the water is nice.’”

“And I would have.”

“Nope.” Lucy looked up at him and smiled, mischief lighting her eyes. “You would’ve said…” She mimicked his Southern drawl. “’Do you think your mama would mind if I went into the house and changed into my swimsuit?’ And I would’ve said, ‘You don’t need a suit to swim in this pond, Blue McCoy. Don’t worry—if you’re shy, I’ll close my eyes until you’re in the water.’”

Blue laughed. “Then I would’ve gone in.”

“Nope.” Lucy bit her lower lip, barely able to keep from laughing. Her eyes were sparkling with amusement. “Then you would’ve stood there on the grass, deciding whether or not to be shy, and I would’ve said, ‘I’m not wearing a suit, either. See?’ and I would’ve done this.”

Lucy had reached a shallow spot in the pond, and she now stood up, like a goddess rising from the deep, the moonlight glistening on her wet breasts, her nipples tightly peaked from the cold. The water didn’t quite reach her belly button and she looked indescribably sexy as she smiled at him.

She laughed aloud at the look on his face. Her voice was musical in the night air.

“Sure, I was a little skinnier when I was fifteen,” she told him, “but I can’t imagine that you would’ve spent more than oh, five or ten more minutes up on shore, deciding whether or not to come into the water.”

“Try five seconds,” Blue said, starting toward her.

“After successfully enticing you into the pond,” Lucy said, backing away from him, her eyes dancing with laughter, “I would’ve suddenly disappeared beneath the water. You would have stood there, wondering where I went—until suddenly I appeared.”

Blue reached for her, but she deftly moved away, vanishing, just as she’d described, underneath the water. Only a small ripple or two marred the surface of the pond before it once again became still. He watched for any sign of bubbles, waited for any movement. But all he could see was the moon’s silvery reflection. All he could hear was the sound of the crickets and his own breathing.

And then the water swirled around him, and Lucy was there beneath the water, swimming around his legs, touching him. She erupted, up and out of the water, sliding against him as she roped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

The sensation of her sleek, naked body suddenly pressed against his was unbearably perfect. He heard himself cry out at the pure, gut-wrenching pleasure of her kisses, and he swept his hands across her wet skin, unable to get enough of her, wanting more.

She pulled back, catching her breath and laughing.

“No way would you have done that back when we were in high school,” he said. His voice sounded hoarse in the still night air.

Lucy’s eyes were brimming with laughter as she pushed her wet hair from her face. “Of course not,” she said. “I was fifteen years old. Just because I knew what sexy meant didn’t mean I had a clue what to do with you if I got you alone.” She shook her head, closing her eyes in pleasure as he swept his hands again over her slick body. “No, my perfect evening with you would have been taking a swim—with bathing suits on. Then we would have headed back to the house and watched the baseball game on TV while we ate popcorn. I would have been in teenage heaven.”

She kissed him along the side of his jaw, pressing herself closer to him. “But I’m not fifteen anymore. And my definition of heaven has changed a little bit.”

Blue’s definition of heaven was right here in his arms.

He kissed Lucy hard and deep, and she locked her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. She was ready for him—he could feel her smooth, slick heat as their bodies strained to become one.

But he pulled back at the same moment she did.

“Condom,” she breathed, her eyes wide as she gazed at him.

“Yeah.”

“Will it work in the water?”

“Oh, yeah.”

He scrambled up to the grass, to where he’d thrown his shirt. He rummaged quickly through his pocket, and was back beside her in a matter of moments. And then she was in his arms once more and he kissed her yet again. She pulled him closer to her, opening herself to him, moving her hips and sending him thrusting deeply into her hot tightness.

The sensation was incredible. Lucy’s wet body was his to touch, to mold around him. As her strong legs locked around his waist, he held her derriere, pressing her tightly against him as together they set a feverish, passionate, primitive rhythm.

She pushed her wet hair out of her face, then swept Blue’s hair back, too. She ran her fingers through the wetness and pulled his mouth up to hers for a hard, fierce kiss.

Blue couldn’t believe he’d spent all day trying to convince himself that this shouldn’t happen again. He couldn’t believe he’d actually thought he’d be able to turn Lucy down. He couldn’t believe he’d climbed out of her bed this morning, thinking he should run or try to hide from her.

Without a doubt, he was going to be in her bed again tonight. And this time he was going to do his damnedest to never leave.

Never leave.

Never.

The words surrounded him, pressing down on his chest with more suffocating force than the water around him. Blue could barely breathe—he was drowning in emotion. Damn, but where had that crazy thought come from? And it was crazy. He was career Navy. He was a SEAL. And SEALs left. That’s what they did. They left. Always. There was always someplace new to go, something else to do.

He wasn’t in love with this woman. He couldn’t possibly be. He’d felt no lightning bolt. He’d had no vision, seen no special sign. Fireworks hadn’t exploded overhead the first time he’d gazed into her eyes. The earth hadn’t moved under his feet.

But, mercy, it sure as hell was moving now.

His strange thought about never leaving had to be some kind of reaction to this intense physical pleasure. He had found his perfect sexual match in Lucy Tait; that was for damn sure. He’d always liked sex—hell, that was an understatement—but it had never been even remotely like this before.

Never.

Blue felt Lucy’s lithe body tighten against his, and he knew she was close to her release. He was right there with her, and all his thoughts fled.

“Oh, Blue.”

She pulled back to gaze into his eyes, letting him see the power he held over her. He saw something else, too. Something warm and loving. Something more than the raw physical lust that bound them together.

He knew in that instant that he wanted to take her with him to a place she’d probably never been before. He wanted to make this single moment she was sharing with him one that she’d never forget.

“Breathe,” he told her hoarsely. “Take a deep breath.”

The faintest flash of confusion appeared in her eyes, and then she understood. She breathed, filling her lungs and holding the air in. And then Blue pulled her back with him, underneath the surface of the water.

It was dark and so utterly silent. Blue loved it down there, in that other world beneath the water. He couldn’t get enough of the strangely quiet blueness, of the sense of peace that being underwater gave him. He’d clocked a lot of hours with his scuba gear, and never passed up an opportunity to dive. Still, he knew that many people felt claustrophobic and closed in underwater. He loosened his hold on Lucy, ready to let her go if she panicked and suddenly sought the surface. She wasn’t afraid, though. She kissed him with an urgency he matched, air bubbling up around their faces.

With his hearing muffled and his vision reduced, Blue’s remaining senses heightened. The taste of Lucy’s mouth turned sweeter. And his tactile sense sharpened, the sensation of their rhythmic movement making him delirious from the sheer, pure, focused pleasure.

Blue pulled Lucy up with him, up to the surface of the water, up to the air, and together they gasped for breath as still their rhythm didn’t slow, didn’t stop.

“More,” she gasped.

It was all he had to hear. He waited only for her to draw in another long, deep breath, and then he pulled her back down under the water again, and again the magical silence surrounded them.

Lucy’s hair floated around them, moving slowly, lazily, a direct counterpoint to the wild movement of their bodies. Blue found her breast with his mouth, drawing her taut nipple in, sucking, pulling. He felt her grip him even tighter, felt the turbulence as the waves of her release began. Then, there in the silence beneath the water, Blue lost control. He was totally decimated. Every cell in his body exploded in a dizzying rush of exquisite pleasure so overwhelmingly pure, so incredibly sweet.

He drew in a breath in an attempt to steady himself—and got a cold lungful of water.

Blue pulled Lucy up to the surface with him, sputtering and coughing. But his footing was unsure and he slipped, dunking himself again. The water closed over his head, and he felt a flash of panic as his lungs burned and his chest heaved. He was desperate to expel the water he’d inhaled, desperate for air.

But Lucy was there, pulling him up and out. With her help, he crawled out of the water and collapsed, facedown, on the grass, coughing and retching as his body fought to clear his lungs.

Finally, finally he could breathe, but still it took several minutes longer before he could speak. He could feel Lucy, sitting patiently beside him, soothingly stroking his hair.

He lifted his head and glanced up at her, chagrined.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

Blue nodded. His throat burned and his eyes watered, but he was okay. “I’m embarrassed as hell.” He could do little more than whisper in a raspy voice.

Her eyes were dancing with amusement and she was trying as hard as she could not to smile. “It’s not every day I have to save a Navy SEAL from drowning.”

“It’s not every day I try to breathe H2O. You’d have thought I would’ve learned that day one of BUD/S training.” Blue pushed himself up and slid back down into the pond. He cupped his hands and brought some of the cold, clean water up to his mouth, swishing it around before he spit it back out.

Lucy’s smile slipped out as she watched him. “You were distracted.”

Blue couldn’t argue with that. She was still distracting as hell, sitting so casually on the grass, the moon bathing her naked body with its silvery light. But the real truth was that he’d lost control. Totally. Without question. For the first time in his life he had been out of control.

The emotional impact of that hit him square in the gut, and he had to look away from her. He’d been out of control. Hell, he was still out of control.

He heard her stand up and turned to see her gathering up her clothes. “Let’s head inside,” she said, “before I become one giant mosquito bite.” She nudged his shoulder holster with one toe. “Come on, McCoy. Grab your stuff.”

Come on, McCoy. She spoke to him casually, lightly—the way she’d speak to a friend, not a lover. And she didn’t wait for him to come out of the water. She started walking back toward the house without him. Doubt churned inside Blue, and he wondered if maybe she hadn’t had the same incredible depth of sensations—he didn’t dare call them feelings—that he’d had when they made love. But he could have sworn he’d seen something besides friendship and desire in her eyes.

But maybe he’d been wrong.

Of course, he was the one who hadn’t held her in his arms after they’d made love. He should have kissed her, stayed close to her as the calming afterglow of their lovemaking surrounded them. Instead he’d tried to breathe water, and their intimacy had ended far too abruptly.

He pulled himself out of the water, then gathered up his things and sprinted after Lucy.

She was walking through her backyard buck naked, and he had to smile at her matter-of-factness. It was clear that she’d gone skinny-dipping in her pond on more than one occasion. She was quite comfortable walking back to her house without her clothes on. And she had every right to be. The neighbors’ houses were some distance away, and the trees and bushes around the edges gave the big yard additional privacy.

On a whim, he dropped his bundle of clothes as he caught up with her. He pulled her into his arms and spun her around in an inexperienced attempt at a dance move. He’d never done more than a slow rock-and-grind the times he’d danced with women in the various bars and roadhouses that Alpha Squad had visited. But despite his clumsiness, Lucy dropped her own clothes on the lawn, spinning around him with a fluid grace.

“So you do dance naked in your backyard,” he said. “I knew it.”

She laughed. God, he loved the sound of her laughter.

“Only in the company of very good friends.”

Friends. There was that word again. And again it was accompanied by that nagging sense of doubt, and an unidentifiable but decidedly unpleasant feeling in the pit of his stomach.

He spun her back toward him and into his arms, holding her close as they moved slowly back and forth in time with the silent melody of the night. Unrestricted by clothing, Lucy’s body swayed against his, her soft breasts touching his chest, her stomach brushing his arousal. And he was aroused. Again. Or maybe not again, maybe still aroused. Maybe he was going to be aroused for the rest of his life, regardless of how many times he made love to this woman.

Lucy was looking up at him, her eyes wide, her smile fading at the sudden intensity of the moment. She felt it, too—she had to feel it, too. Whatever this was, this almost palpable connection between them, this sensation of breathless, out-of-control wonder as he gazed into her eyes, she felt it, too.

Blue lowered his mouth and kissed her, a slow, soft kiss that made his eyes tear from its sweetness. When he spoke his voice was husky. “You gonna invite me in?”

“I thought I already did.” Her voice shook slightly.

“You didn’t invite me up to your room.”

“My door is still unlocked.”

“I didn’t want to—”

Lucy finished for him. “Assume. I know. Never assume.” She threaded her fingers through the hair at his nape, smiling up into his eyes. “Although I’m going to risk assuming that you’d like to go upstairs in the very near future…”

“That assumption is correct.” Blue smiled. “Of course it’s based on fact—”

“A hard fact,” Lucy agreed, her grin making her cheeks dimple. “A very hard fact.”

Blue kissed her again. This kiss was still as sweet, but it was laced with a searing fire. She pressed herself against him and he had to release her. If he didn’t, he knew they’d never make it inside the house. He grabbed their clothes from the ground and tugged her toward the back porch.

It was crazy, insane. They’d just made love. They’d just had a sexual experience so intense that Blue had lost all sense of up and down.

But already he wanted her again. Right there in the backyard. Right on the lawn. Or on the porch. Right there on the porch. He pulled her to him, kissing her feverishly as she opened the screen door and pulled him inside. Or maybe on the kitchen table. That was as good a place as any. He threw down their clothes, freeing his hands to touch her, to fill his palms with her softness as he kissed her again. But she escaped, pulling him with her up the stairs and down the hall to her bedroom.

The intensity of his desire would have been frightening if not for the fact that she clearly felt it, too.

She clung to him, kissing him fiercely as he somehow managed to cover himself, to protect them both.

And then she pulled him back with her onto the colorful sheets of her bed, crying out with pleasure as he filled her.

Oh, yeah.

This thing that he felt, whatever it was, Blue knew she had to feel it, too.







Chapter Thirteen

“Who’s the man in the picture?”

Lucy was lying with her head on Blue’s shoulder, tracing the hills and valleys of the well-developed muscles of his chest. His words didn’t make sense—not until she lifted her head and looked into his eyes. Even then she wasn’t sure what he was talking about.

“What picture?”

“The one on your dresser,” he said, gesturing with his head toward the other side of the room. “There’s a framed photo of you with a man.”

“Edgar Winston.” She realized which picture Blue was talking about and pushed herself up so that she could look at him more comfortably. She rested her head on one hand, supported by her elbow. “He was a friend of mine.”

Blue looked away from her, across the dimly lit room toward the chest of drawers where the photo sat. He couldn’t possibly have seen the picture’s details from here. Lucy knew he must have noticed it at some other time. But the thought of him in here without her, looking at her things, didn’t upset or offend her. In fact, her response was quite the opposite. It made her feel good, warm. Blue was curious about her. He wanted to know more.

“A friend,” he said quietly. He turned back to her, gazing into her eyes. His were serious and very blue. “The way I’m your friend?”

Was it possible that Blue was jealous? Lucy’s heart started beating a little harder. If he was jealous, then maybe he felt more for her than simple friendship.

“Are you talking about sex?” she asked. “Do you mean, like, did I sleep with him?”

He smiled, the laughter lines around his eyes crinkling. “You know, that’s what I do love about you, Lucy. You just grab right hold of the point of a conversation and shake it by the neck. No tiptoeing around.”

That’s what I do love about you…In the context of Blue’s sentence, it was only a figure of speech. Lucy ached for it to be true. If only he loved her. The way he’d made love to her tonight, both out at the pond and here in her bed, she could almost believe that he felt something for her. Something powerful and strong. Something a lot like love.

But that was just her own wishful thinking.

“Isn’t that what you’re trying to find out?” she asked Blue. “Whether or not sex was part of my relationship with Edgar?”

“Yeah,” he said, laughing silently. “You’re right. That’s exactly what I’m trying to find out.” He leaned forward, propping himself up on his elbows in order to kiss her. “I’m sorry, though. It’s not my business. I shouldn’t have asked. You don’t have to tell me.”

“Don’t you want me to tell you?”

He knew she was teasing him and he grinned good-naturedly. “What I want,” he said, “is for you to tell me everything there is to know about this Edgar guy, starting with the fact that there’s no chance at all he’s going to show up here angry as hell, wielding a double-barrel shotgun and threatening to blow me to kingdom come.”

“There’s no chance of that,” Lucy said quietly. “He’s dead.”

Blue closed his eyes, silently cursing himself out. Of all the insensitive things he could have said…“Aw, Lucy, I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t know. How could you have known?”

“I’m still sorry,” he said again.

She reached out, touching the side of his face. Her fingers were cool against his skin and she touched him so gently. “He was my business partner,” Lucy said. “And, yes, our relationship was totally platonic. No sex. Even if he was still alive, he wouldn’t have shown up waving a shotgun. He would’ve approved of you. He had a thing for well-built blondes himself.”

Her words took a moment to sink in. “You mean, he was…?”

“Gay,” Lucy said. “I met Edgar in college. Two days after we first met, it was as if we’d been best friends forever. We went into business together after we graduated. Computer software design. We had an office in Charleston and we made money like crazy.”

“I didn’t know you had your own business,” Blue said, taking her hand and lacing their fingers together. Her hands were slender but strong, with long fingers and short nails.

She made a face at him. “What did you think I did between college and six months ago when I joined the Hatboro Creek police force?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess…” He shrugged. “I didn’t think about it. I just always pictured you here in town all that time. But you were living in the city.”

“Actually, I moved back to Hatboro Creek about a year ago,” Lucy told him. “Right after Edgar died…”

He rarely saw her when she wasn’t smiling, Blue realized. Lucy was usually so upbeat, with a smile or a grin at least lurking, ready to break free. But now her eyes were filled with a quiet sadness that made him ache for her.

“I’m sorry,” Blue murmured. “How did he…?”

“AIDS,” she said flatly. “It was awful. He got so sick. I just watched him…disappear.” Her voice broke and she had to look away from him. Blue didn’t want to hear this.

But he did. He touched the side of her face, gently pushing her hair behind her ear. Lucy glanced up into eyes so warm and blue and sympathetic she felt her own eyes fill with tears.

“It’s hard to watch someone you love die,” he said softly. “It’s hard to know what to say or do.” He paused. “I have a friend—Frisco. Alan Francisco. He didn’t die, but he’s wheelchair-bound. I never know what to say to him anymore. I don’t know how to treat him.”

“You treat him exactly the same way you did before,” Lucy said. With her free hand, she wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Even when he shuts me out?”

“Especially when he shuts you out,” Lucy said. “When Edgar got depressed, I stayed with him. I moved into his condo. I wouldn’t let him give in. Did you know that it’s a scientific theory that laughter and humor increase the odds of survival among patients with terminal illnesses?”

Blue shook his head. “No, I didn’t know that.”

“I stayed with Edgar till the end,” Lucy said quietly. “I was holding his hand when he died.”

“You don’t run away from anything, Yankee, do you?” Blue continued. He smiled slightly. “You should’ve been a SEAL.”

She had to smile at that. “Yeah, right.”

“What happened to your software business?” Blue asked.

“When Edgar got sick, it was at the point where it could run itself,” she explained. “We hired some key people to do the work for us and booked ourselves passage on a cruise around the world, but it was already too late. By the time Edgar found out he had AIDS, it was too far along. I think he knew he was sick for quite a while. He just put off getting tested. So we never got to Egypt and Kathmandu. Instead, I held his hand as he fought off all sorts of viral infections and three different kinds of pneumonia. The pneumonia finally won.”

She took a deep breath. Blue was still listening, so she went on. “After he was…gone, I went to the office for the first time in months. I wasn’t there for more than thirty seconds before I knew that I couldn’t go back. I didn’t want to be there without Edgar. The woman I’d hired as acting president asked me not to sell, at least not right away. She was afraid one of the larger companies would buy us out and all the employees would be excessed. I didn’t want that, but I knew I couldn’t stick around. So I just kept things as they were.”

“That’s when you came back here, huh?”

Lucy nodded. “My mother left me this house when she died. Hatboro Creek seemed like the logical place to go. And then the job opened up on the police force…”

“Law enforcement is pretty different from computer software design,” Blue said.

“That was the idea. I wanted to do something entirely different. And it was. You should’ve seen me learn to shoot. At the risk of bragging, I got a high percentage of bull’s-eyes the first time I was on the firing range. I was good at it. I figured the rest of being a cop would come even easier. Boy, was I wrong.”

Blue watched Lucy, realizing that this was the first time she’d ever really told him about herself. He’d done a great deal of talking over the past several days and she’d mostly listened. It honestly hadn’t occurred to him that she had had a life beyond Hatboro Creek. But it suddenly made incredible sense.

He knew she was a rookie—that she’d been on the police force for only six months. He hadn’t known that before that she’d lived and worked in the city. She’d owned her own successful computer business. She’d probably gone to meetings with clients, worn business suits, high heels…

Well, probably not. Lucy probably had one of those laid-back, jeans-and-T-shirts kind of computer business. That was more her style. But either way, she’d definitely had a life beyond Hatboro Creek.

He was glad for her, and saddened for what she’d been through with her friend.

“Being a cop isn’t that easy.” Lucy forced herself to smile, trying to disguise the unhappiness in her eyes.

Blue pulled Lucy to him, hugging her tightly. He bet she’d smiled at her friend Edgar all those endless months as he’d died. He could picture her smiling for Edgar’s sake, even though she was crying inside. She was a remarkable person.

As he held her close, as she buried her face in his neck, Blue suddenly felt his own heart beating. It was slow and steady and quite possibly stronger and louder than he’d ever felt it beating before. He felt a sense of calm, a state of peace, more powerful and complete than any he’d ever felt in his entire life.

And that was odd as hell, since he was currently the main suspect in the murder of his stepbrother. He should feel turmoil, anger, frustration and grief.

But all those chaotic feelings were pushed aside, dwarfed by a powerful sense of completeness.

He was in love with Lucy Tait.

The thought popped into his mind out of nowhere, and his first reaction was to dismiss it entirely out of hand. That was ridiculous. He couldn’t be. Love didn’t happen this way. Love hit fast and hard and devastatingly intensely, like a wildcat bringing down its prey.

These feelings he had for Lucy—whatever they were—had crept up on him while he wasn’t paying attention. He had become slowly and steadily surrounded by this gentle warmth, this calm happiness.

He liked her. He really, really liked her. Maybe that was what this was.

But he really liked Joe Cat, too, and the thought of being apart from Cat didn’t shake him the way the thought of leaving Lucy did.

It was more than the sex, though Lord knows he’d miss that less than five minutes after he left her. It was her smile, her laugh, her bluntness, her cheerful honesty that he’d really miss.

Lucy lifted her head and still tried to smile. “I’m finding out the hard way that I’m better at designing software,” she told him. “The truth is, I was a lousy cop.”

“No, you weren’t.”

She shook her head, covering his mouth with her hand. “You know I wasn’t cut out for the job, so do me a favor and don’t try to pretend that I was,” Lucy said. “I prefer the truth, McCoy—no matter how difficult it may be. Don’t ever lie just to be nice.”

He pulled her hand away, lightly kissing her fingers first. “I wouldn’t,” Blue said. “Honesty is real important to me, too, Lucy. All my life I’ve seen people use other people.” He was quiet for a moment, then he added, “Do you know that you’re the first woman I’ve…been involved with…who hasn’t had some ulterior motive for being with me?”

Lucy looked away, hoping Blue wouldn’t be able to see the secrets she was hiding. Because she did have an ulterior motive. She was in love with him—and she wanted him to love her, too. That was one major ulterior motive. “You’re exaggerating,” she said. “You’ve got to be.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re telling me that you know for a fact that every single one of all the women you’ve ever been—”

“There haven’t been that many,” he interrupted quietly.

“That’s hard to believe.”

“It’s true.”

“And not one of them was with you simply because they liked you?”

“None of them ever tried to get to know me.” He paused. “Except for you.”

His soft words made her cheeks heat with a flush. If only she didn’t want more from him—more than an easygoing friendship spiced with hot sex. But she did want more. She wanted so much more.

“Even back in high school,” Blue told her. “Even Jenny Lee…” Something shifted in his eyes. It was almost imperceptible. Almost. “In some ways, she was the worst. It took me a long time to get over her using me the way she did. After that I started to expect it. Some women liked being with a man in a uniform. Others were after an officer—it didn’t matter who you were as long as you had some kind of rank. I once met a girl—she seemed really nice. Turned out she and her brother were writing a book about SEAL Team Ten.”

Lucy sat up, her eyes narrowed slightly. “You, of course,” she said, “having higher moral standards than those women, have never used another person in any way in your entire life. Every time you went home with a woman, you were searching for a meaningful relationship—something long-lasting, something special, right?”

Blue bowed his head in mock surrender. “Your point is taken. It’s just that Jenny Lee…” He interrupted himself. “Let’s not talk about Jenny anymore.”

Good idea.

Lucy looked up at him. “So tell me honestly,” she said. “Do you know how to break a man’s neck the way Gerry’s was broken?”

Blue nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

She digested that information, still studying his face, her dark-brown eyes serious. “Have you…” She stopped herself. “Maybe I shouldn’t ask you this.”

“Have I ever done it?” Blue asked the question for her. “I’ve been in plenty of combat or counterterrorist situations where the enemy has to be permanently neutralized, often silently. So, yeah, I have done it. It’s effective and efficient.”

Lucy’s eyes narrowed again. “You’re talking about killing another person.”

Blue shook his head. “A terrorist who kidnaps and tortures and murders a cruise ship full of civilians isn’t a person to me.”

“But that’s how you feel in the heat of battle, so to speak,” Lucy said. “After it’s over don’t you wonder who they were? Don’t you feel badly then?”

“No,” he said bluntly. “No guilt. No remorse. What good would feeling bad do me? The way I look at it is, I didn’t kill them—they killed themselves by putting themselves in a situation where they’d have to go up against me.”

“But every life is sacred,” Lucy argued.

“You tell that to the terrorists,” Blue said mildly. “If you can convince them of that fact, I’ll be more than ready to agree. Until then, my job is to protect and defend—by deadly force, if necessary. I’m not an ambassador or a diplomat, Lucy. I’m a soldier. I’d far prefer it if the ambassadors and diplomats could get the job done. I’d be the first on my feet for a standing ovation if the entire world could live in perfect harmony. Hell, I’d gladly spend the rest of my life rescuing victims of natural disasters. But that’s not the way it’s gonna be anytime in the near future.”

“I know that,” Lucy said with a sigh.

“We’re doing more research into weapons that aren’t deadly,” Blue said. “If there was some kind of stun gun or tranquilizer gun that guaranteed neutralization for a definite, extended period of time, we’d consider using it. In certain situations, when the terrorists are asleep, for instance, we do inject tranquilizers, using syringes. But tangos who aren’t sleeping don’t often sit still and wait for you to stick ’em with a needle. And with a gun, it’s harder to be accurate.

“And that makes it tough when you’re in a life-and-death situation. Everything you do is focused on staying alive, on keeping your squad alive. If you only tranquilize Terrorist X instead of killing him, you’re going to expend a certain amount of energy and brain power wondering if maybe you didn’t do it right, and maybe he’s going to pop back up and mow down half your squad with his HK-93. But dead is dead. You do it right, and you know it. Terrorist X doesn’t pop back up and kill anyone after his neck has been broken.”

Lucy was still watching him. “I see your point of view,” she said. She didn’t necessarily agree with him, but it was clear that he’d given this a great deal of thought. He was a soldier. He had taken others’ lives—not because he wanted to, but because he had to. She’d read about some Spec Op operators—Navy SEALs and Green Berets and others—who’d actually enjoyed the act of killing. Blue clearly wasn’t one of them.

But he also wasn’t going to apologize for what he did. Protect and defend. Lucy knew he would give his life; he would die in order to get his job done.

How many people did she know who could say the same?

She glanced up at him. He was watching her. She could see in his eyes that he was waiting for her to make some kind of negative comment. He was bracing himself for her condemnation or disapproval.

“You know, I really like you, Blue McCoy,” Lucy said with a smile.

Blue had to smile, too. Her comment was pure Lucy. She really liked him. It made him feel warm inside. Warm, but wistful, too. Was it possible he would have rather heard her tell him that she loved him?

Mercy, the complications that that would bring were mind-boggling. But he wanted it, he realized. He wanted her to love him.

“We should try to sleep,” Lucy said, lying back in the bed. “We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

“Are we planning to crack the case?”

Lucy sighed as he put his arms around her, pulling her so that her back fit snugly against his chest. “No,” she said. “Tomorrow we’re going to drive into Charleston and hire a private investigator—someone with more than six months’ experience. He or she will crack the case.”



“Excuse me, Officer Tait…?”

Lucy glanced up from filling her truck’s gas tank to see a tired-looking woman on the other side of the self-serve pump, filling the tank in her own car.

It was Darlene Parker, Matt’s wife. Her old station wagon was loaded full to the top, and Tommy, her young son, sat in the front seat. Matt was nowhere in sight.

“I was going to send this to you,” Darlene said, handing Lucy an envelope, glancing furtively around to make sure no one was watching them, “but as long as you’re right here, I figured I may as well risk hand-delivering it. Don’t let anyone see.”

“Are you leaving town?” Lucy asked, folding it in two and putting it in the back pocket of her jeans.

Darlene nodded. She seemed relieved that the envelope was out of sight. She lowered her voice even further, her thin face pinched and nervous. “I wrote to tell you what really happened the night Gerry McCoy died.”

Lucy felt a surge of hope. “You know who killed Gerry McCoy?”

But Darlene shook her head as she finished filling the tank and replaced the gas cap. “No. But I know that Matthew was paid quite a bit of money to make up that story about seeing Blue up in the woods, arguing with his stepbrother. I know for a fact that Matt didn’t see anything of the sort. He was with me that entire night. It’s all in the letter. When you read it, you’ll see.”

Darlene hurried to the gas-station office to pay. As Lucy watched through the window, Darlene quickly threw several bills onto the counter. She headed back to her car, but Lucy intercepted her.

“If you leave town,” Lucy said quietly, “you won’t be able to make a statement about this to the police.”

Darlene was already shaking her head. “No,” she said. “I’m not going to do that. I’ve already done more than I should. They killed Gerry McCoy. They won’t think twice about killing again.”

“Who are ‘they’?”

“R. W. Fisher,” Darlene whispered. “And the police. You’re the only police officer I was absolutely certain wasn’t involved.”

The police? And R. W. Fisher? Killed Gerry McCoy? Lucy’s head was spinning.

Darlene pushed past her and opened the door to her car. “I’m leaving with Tommy while I still can,” she said. “Matt is gonna wind up with his own neck broken, but that’s his own damn fault.”

She closed the door with a slam, then locked it. Lucy leaned in the open window. Tommy gazed sullenly at her from where he was sitting, surrounded by bags and unpacked things his mother had thrown, last minute, into the car.

“How do you know about this?” she asked. “Darlene, I need to know where you got this information.”

Darlene started the car with a roar. “I’ve already told you too much.”

“At least give me your forwarding address, so that I can reach you in case—”

“You’re kidding, right?”

Darlene put the car into gear and pressed the gas pedal. Lucy had to jump away to keep the rear tire from rolling over her boots.

Darlene’s reedy voice floated back through the open window. “If I were you, I’d get out of town before you end up like Gerry McCoy, too.”

Lucy pulled the envelope Darlene had given her out of her pocket. She dug in her other pocket for a pen and jotted down the station wagon’s license-plate number. Just in case. She paid for her gas and got back into her truck before opening the envelope.

It was a single-page, handwritten letter. Darlene’s cursive writing was scratchy and hard to read.

A glance told Lucy that the letter wasn’t signed. Without Darlene around in person to back up the contents, it would do little to discredit Matt Parker’s story. Still, she read it slowly, working through the nearly illegible words.

Just as Darlene had said, she’d written that Matt had been home all evening on the night that Gerry McCoy had died. She said that after Matt had issued a statement that he’d seen Gerry and Blue near Gate’s Hill Road that night, he suddenly had lots of money. When Darlene asked him about it, since he was currently unemployed, he told her to mind her own business.

But later Matt had told her that he’d gotten the money from R. W. Fisher, and that in a few months, after the uproar died down, he was going to have a guaranteed job working for the Tobacco King.

R. W. Fisher.

It seemed ludicrous. The wealthiest, most successful man in town involved in murder?

And the police were supposedly involved, too. Darlene didn’t say why she thought that was true or who had given her that information. She just stated that the police couldn’t be trusted.

Lucy looked up from the letter, staring sightlessly at the morning sky. Blue had seen Fisher deep in discussion with Gerry at the country club on the night Gerry had been killed.

She’d wanted to go and talk to R. W. Fisher in connection to the autopsy report’s odd findings about Gerry’s blood-alcohol levels at the time of his death. She’d wanted to ask Fisher if he’d thought that Gerry was drunk prior to the dance-floor altercation with Blue and Jenny.

She’d told Chief Bradley about wanting to talk to Fisher…

And he’d responded not just by taking her off the case, but by suspending her from the police force and telling her to get out of town.

What if Darlene was right and the police—including Sheldon Bradley—were involved in some sort of conspiracy?

And what if, by wanting to talk to Fisher, she’d been getting too close to the real truth?



Whatever had come in with the morning mail was causing quite a stir in Chief Bradley’s office. Despite that, Annabella stopped Lucy as she was heading past her desk.

“I thought you got axed,” the older woman said with her usual sensitivity, lighting a cigarette with a snap of a match.

“I’m just getting…something from my locker,” Lucy said. “Packing up some of my stuff.” Curiosity got the better of her, and she motioned toward the commotion. “What’s going on?”

“Blue McCoy’s military records just arrived,” the raspy-voiced dispatcher told her, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “Did you know that he’s got some kind of expert status in martial arts-style hand-to-hand combat?”

“Well, yeah, umm…actually, I did,” Lucy said.

Lucy couldn’t quite believe she’d dared to come inside the police station. The normally bland beige walls seemed to be dripping with conspiracy. The familiar faces of her coworkers seemed suddenly sinister.

She was probably overreacting. She was going on the unsubstantiated statement of Darlene Parker—a woman who, for all Lucy knew, could have paranoid delusions. If R. W. Fisher and the entire police department had killed Gerry McCoy, there had to be some kind of reason, some sort of motive. Darlene hadn’t provided her with one of those, and Lucy was having a hard time coming up with one of her own.

But she couldn’t totally discount what Darlene had told her. In fact, Lucy took Darlene’s warnings seriously enough to want to be armed. Of course, she’d turned in her police-issue weapon when she’d had it out with Chief Bradley two days ago. But she had a personal license for a smaller gun—which happened to be inconveniently stored in her locker in the basement of the police station.

This entire day wasn’t going at all the way she’d planned. She’d awakened alone again and had a moment of frustration until she caught the fragrant smell of coffee and frying pancakes floating up from the kitchen. When she went downstairs she found Blue cooking breakfast. He’d greeted her with a smile and a maple syrup-flavored kiss. That was nice—she couldn’t complain about that.

But after breakfast, Lucy had left the house alone, intending to drive into town to the library to photocopy the Yellow Pages listings of private investigators from the Charleston phone book. Today she had intended to seek professional assistance in this murder investigation.

Instead, here she was, spooked by Darlene Parker’s crazy suspicions, creeping down the police-station stairs, hoping she’d get to her locker, get her gun and get the hell out of there before anyone besides Annabella noticed her.

Not a chance.

Chief Bradley stopped her in the hall on her way back to the door.

Lucy kept her face carefully expressionless, hoping the fact that she suspected him to be part of some wild, murderous townwide conspiracy didn’t show in her eyes.

But he didn’t ask her what she was doing there. He glared at her and said, “You knew Blue McCoy had extensive martial-arts training?”

Lucy looked down toward Annabella’s desk, where the dispatcher was smoking yet another cigarette, watching with unabashed curiosity.

“All Navy SEALs do,” she said evenly. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”

“No, I did not know that,” Bradley fumed. “Just now Annabella told me you knew about McCoy’s martial-arts training. And I happened to be talking to Doc Harrington’s pretty little wife yesterday, and she mentioned the fact that you’re some kind of walking fountain of information about the military’s Special Forces divisions.”

“Special Operations. And Sarah was exaggerating. I don’t know that much—”

“What I want to know is why the hell didn’t any of that information bubble over onto my desk?”

“I didn’t think—”

Bradley shoved several pieces of paper into Lucy’s hands. It appeared to be pages photocopied from Blue’s personnel file. Much of the text was blacked out, censored no doubt for security reasons. But there was a full listing of the areas in which Blue held expert-level—or higher—status. Martial arts and hand-to-hand combat were high on the list.

Lucy flipped the page, fascinated by Blue’s private file, despite the fact that she was surrounded by people who were allegedly involved in Gerry McCoy’s death.

She skimmed the brief psychological evaluation that was written at the bottom of the second page. “Carter McCoy is a perfect candidate for the SEAL program,” she said. “He is a tenacious, usually steady, thoughtful individual who is not afraid to take action. Negatively, his temper can be volatile at times. He also is very much of a loner, unwilling or unable to share his thoughts and feelings with anyone other than his very closest friends, if even them. Carter McCoy is—”

“You look at that file,” Chief Bradley interrupted her, “and you tell me if you think McCoy has the skill and training necessary for him to be able to snap a man’s neck.”

Lucy gazed up at him. She didn’t want to answer that. She couldn’t answer that, not without damning Blue. But if she refused to answer, Bradley would assume she was hiding the truth.

“Blue McCoy is a lieutenant in the Navy SEALs,” she told the chief. “He’s the executive officer of SEAL Team Ten’s Alpha Squad.” She slapped the papers against her hand. “According to this, he’s won countless medals for bravery—”

“I didn’t ask you for a background sketch of the man,” Bradley said. “I asked if Blue McCoy has the skill and training to kill in that manner—”

“He’d never do such a thing,” Lucy protested.

“It’s a yes or no question, Tait. Does he or does he not have the skill and training to break a man’s neck?”

Bradley was watching her. Annabella was watching her. Farther down the hall, Travis Southeby and Tom Harper were watching her. They were all waiting for her answer.

“All SEALs do—”

But Chief Bradley wasn’t listening any longer. “That sounded like a yes to me. Run next door to the judge’s chambers,” he said to Travis. “Let’s get a warrant and bring that son of a bitch in. We got motive and now we’ve got means.”

“Motive?” Lucy asked, following Bradley down the hall, back toward his office. “What motive did Blue McCoy have for killing his brother?”

Bradley stopped and looked at her as if she were first cousin to the village idiot. “Jenny Lee Beaumont,” he said. “She’s motive enough for damn near any man.”

“That’s ridiculous—”

“You got a better motive?” Bradley said, turning back to glare at her. “Or maybe you’ve got an entirely different suspect in mind?”

They killed Gerry McCoy, Darlene Parker had said ominously. They won’t think twice about killing again.

Lucy shook her head, backing slowly away. “No,” she said. “No, I don’t.” She gazed into the chief’s eyes, trying to see if he was capable of murder. As much as she disliked the man, she found it hard to believe. But she’d been wrong about a lot of things before.

“Got the warrant, Chief,” Travis called.

“Take Tom and go pick up McCoy,” Bradley said to Travis. He turned to Lucy. “He still staying out at your place?” He smiled knowingly. “In the guest bedroom?”

Lucy’s stomach was in a knot. They were going to arrest Blue. They were going to bring him in, charge him with murdering his stepbrother. Or maybe they weren’t going to bring him in. Maybe they were simply going to kill him instead, claiming he resisted arrest.

“Let me go along,” she said to Bradley, her mind going a mile a minute as she searched for a way out. “I can talk him into coming in quietly.”

“Yeah, or you can tip him off—warn him so that he gets away. You don’t work for me anymore, remember?” Bradley said. He nodded to Travis, who headed for the door, Tom Harper one step behind. “No, I want you to sit down right here in my office and stay until I receive word that McCoy is behind bars.”

“You can’t keep me here,” Lucy said tightly, her fear for Blue stronger and sharper than her concern for her personal safety.

“Yes, I can,” Bradley said. “We can do it one of two ways. You can sit down nice and quiet, or I can have you arrested. Which will it be?”

Lucy walked out into the hall, toward the front door. “Arrest me.”

“Have it your way,” the chief said. He called down the hall, “Annabella, get Frank Redfield up here to arrest Lucy Tait.”

Lucy could see Annabella flipping frantically through her code book, trying to find an appropriate ten code for the situation. The dispatcher finally gave up and just picked up the phone.

But Frank was already upstairs. He stepped out into the hallway in front of Lucy, blocking her exit out of the building.”

“Come on, Lucy,” he said. “Why do you want to make trouble for yourself?”

“If you’re arresting me,” she said, “what are the charges?”

“Attempted obstruction of justice,” Chief Bradley volunteered.

“That’s ridiculous,” Lucy said, turning to face him, “and you know it. You try arresting me for that. Just try it.”

She stepped around Frank, who looked down the hall at the chief, waiting for instruction. But the chief didn’t say a word. He was silent as Lucy pushed open the door and went down the stairs into the hot morning sunshine.

She’d called Bradley’s bluff.

Lucy ran for her truck, and started the engine with a roar even before she shut the door. She pulled out of the parking lot with a squeal of tires and headed up toward Fox Run Road, praying that she wasn’t too late.







Chapter Fourteen

Blue went out onto the porch as the police car pulled into the drive.

Lucy was still downtown, and he recognized Travis Southeby behind the wheel. That wasn’t good. But at least Tom Harper was with him. Tom had no doubt read all of his civil-rights handbook, while Travis had clearly skipped a few chapters.

They’d come to arrest him. He knew that even before they got out of the car. And the two police officers got out of the car with almost comedic differences in style.

Tom stood up and straightened his pants, nodding a greeting to Blue, closing the car door behind him.

Travis drew his weapon, and, flinging his car door open and using it as a shield, he aimed his gun at Blue.

“Blue McCoy, you are under arrest,” he shrilly announced.

Tom glanced at Travis, then looked apologetically at Blue. “We’ve got to bring you in,” he said. “We’re making the charges official.”

“I didn’t kill Gerry,” Blue said evenly. “If I had, I would’ve been long gone.”

“Keep your hands where I can see ‘em,” Travis said sharply.

Blue glanced back at Travis and his gun. “You’re too far away to get an accurate aim with that thing,” he said. “Put it away before you accidentally hurt someone.” He turned back to Tom. “You’re making a big mistake here. You’re wasting your time on me while Gerry’s real killer is running around free.”

Tom actually looked sorry as he snapped a pair of handcuffs on Blue. He quickly searched him as he recited Blue’s Miranda rights.

Travis approached, obviously keeping his hand close to his reholstered gun. “We’ve got enough evidence to put you away, McCoy,” he said. “We’ve got a motive of jealousy—”

“That’s total bull.”

“Is it really? I didn’t think so. Chief didn’t, either,” Travis said. “We’ve got a witness who places you with the victim at the scene of the crime—”

“You’ve got a liar who’s probably getting paid a small fortune to make up stories,” Blue countered.

“We’ve also got a hundred other witnesses who saw you threaten the victim earlier that evening. Are they all getting paid off, too?” Travis was enjoying this way too much.

Tom opened the door to the patrol car, and Blue started to climb in. It wasn’t easy with his hands bound together behind his back.

“And,” Travis said, playing his winning card with a flourish, “we’ve got military records that peg you as a martial-arts expert and we’ve got our own local military scholar—of sorts—who will be called to testify that as a Navy SEAL martial-arts expert you have the knowledge and skill necessary to be able to break a man’s neck the way Gerry’s was broken.”

Blue straightened up. Was he talking about…?

Travis smiled at the look on Blue’s face. “That’s right,” he said. “Lucy Tait. And she’ll be doubly valuable to the prosecution considering you’ve been shacking up with her for the past few days. Imagine how that’ll look to the jury—your own lover testifying against you.” He made tsking sounds.

“Lucy would never do that,” Blue said. He could feel anger starting inside him, burning hot and tightly contained.

“She will if she’s subpoenaed,” Travis said. “And she’ll be subpoenaed. All she’ll have to do is repeat what she said this morning down at the station.”

Blue got into the car. “Play your head games with someone else, Southeby,” he said shortly. “I know for a fact that Lucy wasn’t at the police station this morning.”

“Well, I know for a fact that she was,” Travis said, slamming the door behind Blue and climbing in behind the driver’s wheel. He put his arm along the back of the front seat, twisting to look at Blue. “She came in to give you up. She provided us with that last bit of information we needed to come on out here and bring you in.”

Blue just laughed and told Travis in quite specific language exactly what he could do with himself.

Travis turned to look at Tom, who’d climbed into the car and was fastening his seat belt. “McCoy thinks I’m telling tall tales,” he said. “He thinks I’m making this all up. Isn’t that exactly what happened this morning, Tom? Lucy Tait walked in, told the chief that McCoy had the martial-arts training needed to cleanly snap a man’s neck, and five minutes later I was holding the warrant for McCoy’s arrest in my hand.”

Tom glanced at Blue, clearly sympathetic. “I don’t know exactly how it happened,” he said. “I didn’t hear all of it, but Lucy was at the station this morning, and I did hear the chief ask her if you had the skill to break a man’s neck. Right after that, we had the warrant.”

Part of Blue up and died. Just like that. Sudden, instant, tragic death.

He stared out the window of the police car as Travis pulled out of Lucy’s driveway. Summer had hit full stride, and the trees and meadows were bursting with life and color. Wildflowers were everywhere. A breeze ruffled the green leaves, making the trees seem like some giant, moving, living thing. There was all that life out there, yet Blue felt dead inside. Dead and brown and dried up and broken.

So tell me honestly, Lucy had said to him last night, after they’d made love for the second—or was it the third?—time. Do you know how to break a man’s neck the way Gerry’s neck was broken? Their legs were still intertwined, and he had been running his fingers down her back, from her shoulder all the way to her thighs. Her skin was so soft and smooth he couldn’t stop touching her.

They’d just talked about honesty, about how Lucy was the first woman Blue had known who hadn’t had some sort of ulterior motive for being with him.

But she had. She’d had one hell of an ulterior motive, hadn’t she? She’d used sex and the intimacy it created between them to get the information she’d needed to send him to jail.

He’d almost let himself love her. Damn, he was such a fool.

Blue was silent as Travis Southeby and Tom Harper led him into the station, silent as they took his fingerprints and mug shots, silent as they told him his bail would be set that afternoon, silent as they put him in the holding cell and locked the door.

It wasn’t until Travis came back, telling him that Lucy Tait was outside, that she wanted to see him, that Blue spoke.

“I don’t want to see her,” he said, amazed that someone who felt so dead inside could still speak.



Lucy stared at Travis Southeby. “But…”

“He said he doesn’t want to see you,” Travis repeated. He smiled. “Can’t say I blame him, seeing how you were the one who provided the final piece of evidence in the case against him. He wasn’t too happy when I told him about that.”

“You told him what?”

“Nothing but the truth,” Travis said smugly. “You came in here to tell the chief that Blue McCoy had the ability to break a man’s neck. Not everyone knew that he had that particular skill, you know. Your little tidbit of information proved vital in our case against him.”

“You son of a bitch!”

Could Blue really believe that she would betray him that way? She wouldn’t have thought so, but apparently he had.

“Watch your mouth, missy,” Travis said primly.

Lucy took a deep breath. Slamming her fist into Travis’s smug face wasn’t going to do her—or Blue—any good. She forced herself to calm down. “I’m sorry.” She took another deep breath. She’d gotten to her house too late. Blue was gone and Travis’s patrol car was nowhere in sight. She’d turned right around and come back to the station. “Please, you’ve got to let me see him anyway.”

“Can’t do that.”

The front doors opened, and Lucy turned to see Jenny Lee Beaumont walk into the police-station lobby. She was wearing a rose-colored suit with a frilly white blouse. The frills made her generous bosom look even larger. Her hair was up in an elegant bun and she had high heels on her tiny feet, pushing her height up to a full five foot three.

Travis moved toward her. “Ms. Beaumont,” he said. “What can I do for you, ma’am?”

Jenny took off her sunglasses. Her eyes still looked smudged and bruised from grieving. “I received a call from Blue McCoy,” she said in her breathy Southern accent. “I’m here to see him.”

Travis nodded. “Right this way, ma’am.”

As Lucy watched, Jenny turned back to Annabella, who was sitting at the dispatcher’s desk. “My lawyer should be arriving soon. Will you please bring her back to us when she comes?”

Lucy watched as Jenny Lee Beaumont was ushered down the hall, toward the holding cells. Blue had called Jenny Lee. Jenny’s lawyer was coming to help him. He trusted Jenny, not Lucy…

But Jenny didn’t know that some—if not all—of the police officers on the Hatboro Creek force were involved in the cover-up of Gerry’s death. And Jenny didn’t know that R. W. Fisher had allegedly paid Matt Parker large sums of money to make up his story about seeing Blue in the woods with Gerry on the night of his death.

And Jenny didn’t love Blue.

Lucy did.

And somehow Lucy was going to find Gerry’s killer. Somehow she was going to prove Blue’s innocence. Somehow she was going to prove to him that she didn’t betray him.

Or she was going to die trying.



“Bail is set…for five-hundred-thousand dollars.”

A murmur went through the courtroom. Half a million dollars. Lucy’s stomach clenched. Where was Blue going to get half a million dollars?

“Can the defendant make bail?”

As Lucy watched, Blue turned and glanced at his lawyer, who turned and looked back at Jenny Lee. Jenny shook her head. “Not at this time, Your Honor,” the lawyer said. She stood up. “Your Honor, my client is a lieutenant in the U.S. Navy. A Navy attorney will be arriving sometime next week. May I suggest my client remain in custody in Hatboro Creek until that time?”

The judge shook his head. “Those facilities aren’t adequate,” he said. “The defendant will be transferred immediately to the correctional institution at Northgate.”

Several armed guards approached Blue. He stood up and let them lead him away. He had to know Lucy was there, in the back of the room, but he didn’t look up. He didn’t even glance in her direction.



Blue hated Northgate prison. He hated the feeling of being locked up. He hated being stripped of his clothes and forced to wear ill-fitting blue jeans, and a white T-shirt, and sneakers on his feet. He particularly hated the sneakers.

He stood in the courtyard alone, watching from the corners of his eyes as a large group of men gathered, then approached him. They were clearly the prison’s movers and shakers—among the inmates, they were the ones in charge. They surrounded him, their body language threatening.

He ignored them. It wasn’t until one of the men got right in his face that Blue even looked up.

“You Popeye the sailor man?” the inmate asked, grinning at his own clever humor.

“No,” Blue said. “I’m Blue McCoy, the Navy SEAL.”

At least one person in the crowd knew what that meant, and as Blue stood there, a murmur spread from man to man. He couldn’t hear the words, but he knew what was being said. A Navy SEAL. A snake eater. One of the toughest sons of bitches in the military.

Like magic, the crowd disappeared. No one wanted to pick a fight with a man they couldn’t possibly beat.

Blue was almost disappointed. He could have used a good brawl to get this pain out of his system, this heartache of knowing that Lucy had used and then betrayed him.

She was so damn good—he hadn’t suspected a thing. Her sunny smile had been genuine. Her kisses had been so sincere. How had she done it? How had she looked at him with all that emotion in her eyes without feeling a thing?

Blue wanted to be out of this prison. He wanted to be far away from South Carolina and Lucy Tait. Damn, he never wanted to see her again.

He wanted to take a sailboat out onto the ocean, out of sight of land, and just be one with the water and sky. He wanted to erase Lucy’s face from his memory.

It wasn’t going to happen.

He wanted to stop thinking about her, but she followed him everywhere, filling his mind, overwhelming him with her presence.

Why had she done it? How could she have done it? It didn’t make sense. Did she really think he’d killed Gerry? Or worse, could she possibly be part of some conspiracy against him?

It didn’t make sense.

It didn’t make any sense at all.

He closed his eyes, and she was there, in his mind, arms crossed, mouth tight, glaring at him with barely concealed impatience.

“Why?” he asked, speaking the word aloud, causing some of the inmates to look curiously at him and then to move farther away.

Blue needed to know why. Of course, Lucy couldn’t answer.



Lucy sat outside the gates of R. W. Fisher’s plantation-style mansion, slumped in the front seat of Sarah’s car. She’d borrowed her friend’s shiny black Honda because she knew her own battered truck would stand out on this well-manicured street like a sore thumb. She had also borrowed a microcassette recorder from Sarah’s husband’s office, and she’d dug up a pair of binoculars from her own attic.

The night was endlessly long. It was only 3:00 a.m. and she felt as if she’d been sitting out here for half an eternity instead of eight hours. She’d followed R. W. Fisher home from his office at a little after seven. He’d gone inside and hadn’t come out since.

The binoculars weren’t much use. The house was dark, and through the binoculars it was simply larger and dark.

The microcassette recorder wasn’t much use, either. Lucy managed to amuse herself for about five minutes by recording her voice as she sang the latest country hits, and then playing back the tape. But since most of the popular songs were about heartache and love gone wrong, she quickly stopped.

She forced herself to stay awake by chewing some caffe-inated gum that she’d picked up at a truck stop. She didn’t dare drink any of the coffee she’d brought, for fear she’d have to leave her stakeout to find a bathroom.

The night was sticky and hot, but she didn’t turn the car on and sit in air-conditioned comfort; she was afraid a neighbor would notice the running car engine and call the police.

The very same police who were somehow involved in a murderous plot with R. W. Fisher.

So Lucy just sat. And sweated. And wished that Blue hadn’t been so quick to doubt her. She wondered if Northgate was as awful as she had heard. She wondered where Blue was, if he was sleeping or still awake. She prayed that he was safe.

At 5:57 a.m., Fisher’s gate swung open. Lucy sat up straight, then scrunched down even farther in her seat to hide. Fisher appeared, driving a big, off-road vehicle with oversized tires. Lucy would have bet both her house and the computer software company she owned in Charleston that the tread on those big tires was nearly brand-new. And she would have gone double or nothing on those tires being the same ones that had left those tracks Blue found in the woods near where Gerry’s body was discovered.

As she watched, Fisher turned to the right out of his driveway and moved swiftly down the street.

She started Sarah’s car, waiting until he was some distance away before pulling out after him.

He didn’t go far. He made a right into the parking lot of the middle school and stopped.

Lucy drove past without even braking, but quickly pulled off the road several hundred yards farther down. She grabbed the microcassette recorder—just in case—and scrambled out of the car, backtracking on foot through the woods.

Fisher stood near his truck, one foot on the bumper as he tightened the laces of his sneakers. He was wearing running shorts and a T-shirt, and for someone pushing seventy, he was in outrageously good shape.

He did several more stretches, adjusted his headphones and Walkman, then started running along the edge of the middle-school playing field. Lucy followed, running a parallel course through some impossibly dense woods.

He was in hideously good shape, she realized when she was out of breath after only a short distance. Of course, Fisher wasn’t running in long jeans and cowboy boots, leaping over roots and rocks and getting smacked in the face with tree branches and vines. She saw that she was losing him and she pushed herself harder, faster.

He reached the corner edge of the field and took a trail that led into the woods. He slowed his pace slightly, but not much.

Lucy was glad for the headphones Fisher was wearing, glad he couldn’t hear her. She was making more noise than a herd of wild elephants. She remembered the way Blue had been able to run silently through the woods. And tirelessly, too. As a particularly thick branch smacked her square in the forehead, she wished that he were there with her. But he wasn’t. If she wanted to keep up with Fisher, she was going to have to do it on her own.

You gotta want it badly enough. The words of Blue’s SEAL training instructor flashed in her mind. She did. She wanted it. Badly. She wanted a happy ending to this nightmare. She wanted to find the proof that would free Blue from jail. She wanted him to walk out of the county prison and into her arms. And as long as she was making up happy endings, she wanted him to kiss her and tell her that he loved her. She wanted to marry him and live happily ever after.

God, she was stupid. It wasn’t going to happen that way. Even if she didn’t get herself killed, even if she succeeded in getting Blue out of jail, he was going to ride off into the sunset with perfect, pink, frilly Jenny Lee Beaumont.

Lucy cursed as she tripped over a root and fell, tearing a hole in the knee of her jeans. She ignored the pain, ignored the scrape and the blood, and picked herself up and ran.

R. W. Fisher was way ahead of her along the trail.

Of course, if Fisher really was just out for a morning run, Lucy was going to feel pretty idiotic. She was praying that he was meeting someone, praying that something would happen to—

Lucy stopped suddenly, dropping down into the underbrush.

Fisher had stopped running. He stood now in the middle of the trail, catching his breath, headphones off, leaning against a huge boulder. He hadn’t heard or seen her, thank God.

Slowly, carefully, trying her hardest not to make a sound, Lucy crept forward.

Please, she was praying in rhythm with her pounding heart. Please, please, please, please, let him be meeting someone, please, please, please…

Then she heard it. The sound of a dirt bike coming along the trail. She used the cover of its engine to creep even closer and to take out the microcassette recorder.

But then Lucy realized it was not one dirt bike she’d heard but two. The riders braked to a stop and cut the engines. They were both wearing helmets, and as she watched, they pulled them off.

Travis Southeby. And…Frank Redfield? Oh, my God, if kind, gentlemanly Frank was involved in this, maybe Tom Harper was, also. And Chief Bradley—why not him, too?

“What are we going to do about McCoy?” Fisher asked. His voice carried clearly to Lucy. She quickly switched on the recorder and pushed the microphone level up to high. Fisher shook his head in disbelief. “Jesus, didn’t I just ask that same question a week ago? Didn’t we just have this conversation?”

“This time it’s a different McCoy,” Travis said. “But I don’t think we have a problem, Mr. Fisher. Blue McCoy is in Northgate prison, and he’s gonna stay there. There’s no way in hell he can make that bail.”

“Seems he’s got some special Navy lawyer flying in,” Fisher said. “When I heard about that, I came very close to calling New York and—”

“Snake doesn’t want to get involved,” Travis said. “He did his bit—”

“By breaking Gerry’s neck?” scoffed Fisher. “He should’ve made it look like some kind of accident. But a broken neck…? That was asinine.”

“Blue was easy to frame,” Travis said. “He’ll take the fall.”

“But what about this Navy lawyer?”

“It’s not a problem,” Frank interjected. “McCoy is up at Northgate, right? There’s going to be a fight in the cafeteria at noon. Blue McCoy is not going to survive. I can guarantee it.”

Lucy stopped breathing. Blue McCoy was not going to survive? Not as long as she was alive and kicking.

Fisher nodded, his well-lined face looking suddenly tired and old. “All right.”

“What I’m interested in knowing is how you plan to fill the gap that Gerry’s death left,” Travis said. “How the hell are we going to get that money into the system and back to New York by the syndicate’s deadline?”

“Matt Parker,” Fisher said. “He’s been willing to help up until now. I’m sure he’ll be happy to continue our relationship. I’ll arrange a loan with the bank. Nothing that draws attention in our direction, of course. But it’ll enable Matt to purchase a suitable business—maybe even McCoy’s construction company. Construction was the perfect way to launder the money.”

“Too bad Gerry chickened out,” Travis said.

New York syndicate. Launder money. My God, that was what this was all about. Someone named “Snake,” probably from that same New York syndicate, had broken Gerry’s neck because Gerry hadn’t wanted to play along.

“We’ll be rich yet, gentlemen,” Frank said, putting his helmet back on. “Next year at this time, we’ll be rolling in money.”

Lucy lay hidden in the underbrush long after the dirt bikes had pulled away, long after Fisher had run back down the trail. She wasn’t sure exactly where she’d be next year at this time, but she knew one thing for certain. R. W. Fisher and Frank Redfield and Travis Southeby and anyone else involved in Gerry’s murder were going to be in jail.

Even if she had to put them there herself.







Chapter Fifteen

Lucy ran back toward Sarah’s car, faster even than she’d run while following R. W. Fisher.

According to her watch, it was nearly six forty-five. She had to get up to Northgate by ten-thirty for morning visiting hours to warn Blue that he was in danger. It was about an hour’s drive, but that was okay. She could make it.

Of course, once she got there, there was no guarantee that Blue would see her.

She was drenched with sweat and covered with burrs and dirt as she climbed into the car. She started the engine with a roar and headed quickly for home.

She had to call someone. Say what she’d overheard—what she’d gotten on tape.

She couldn’t call the local police. They were involved. She knew that for sure. How about the state troopers? Hell, there was no guarantee they weren’t in on the deal. And the local federal agents? Shoot, she was so paranoid now she was afraid to call anyone.

Lucy pulled into her driveway with a spray of gravel. She ran up her porch steps and quickly unlocked her kitchen door, then closed it behind her.

Think. She had to think.

She picked up the phone, then hung it back up. Then, with a sudden burst of inspiration, she picked the phone back up and pushed the redial button. She closed her eyes and prayed that Blue had been the last person to use the phone and that the last call he’d made had been to SEAL Team Ten’s headquarters in California.

It was ringing. Wherever she’d dialed, it was ringing. She could only hope it wasn’t ringing in the local pizzeria.

“Night shift,” said a deep voice on the other end of the phone.

My God, of course, it was three hours earlier in California. Out there, it was five o’clock in the morning.

“Who’s this?” she asked.

There was a pause. “Who’s this?” came the wary reply.

Lucy took a deep breath and a big chance. “My name is Lucy Tait, and I’m a friend of Blue McCoy’s,” she said. “He’s in big trouble, and I need to speak to Joe Cat right away.”

Another pause, then, “Where are you calling from, ma’am?” the voice asked.

“Hatboro Creek, South Carolina,” she said.

“Can you be more specific about this ‘trouble’ you say Lieutenant McCoy is in?”

“Who is this, please? I can’t say more until I know who I’m talking to.”

There was another brief silence, then, “My name is Daryl Becker,” the voice said. “Blue calls me ‘Harvard.’”

Harvard. She’d heard that name before. “You went through BUD/S with Blue and Joe Cat,” she said.

“How do you know that?” he asked suspiciously.

“Blue told me.”

“We talking about the same Blue McCoy?” Harvard asked. “The Blue McCoy who hasn’t said more than three full sentences in his entire life?”

“He talks to me,” Lucy said. “Please, you’ve got to help. I need to speak with Joe Cat.”

“It’s 0500 here on the West Coast,” Harvard said. “We just got back last night after several weeks away. Joe is with his lady tonight.”

“Veronica,” Lucy said.

Harvard laughed. “If you know about her, Blue has been yapping his mouth off. You must be special, Lucy Tait.”

“No, just a friend.”

“I’m his friend, too,” Harvard said. “So tell me what’s going on.”

Lucy did, telling him everything from the money-laundering scheme to Gerry’s murder, the charges against Blue and the impending murder attempt at Northgate prison. Afterward, Harvard was silent.

“Damn,” he said. “When that redneck white boy gets in trouble, he gets in big trouble, doesn’t he?”

“I need help,” Lucy said. “I can’t do this on my own, but I don’t know who to call. I need to know who I can trust.”

“Okay, Lucy Tait,” Harvard said. “This one is too big for me, too. Lay your telephone number on me. I’ll risk certain death by calling Cat and waking him from his blissful slumber. He’ll know what to do. I’ll have him call you right back.”

“Thank you,” Lucy said, giving him her number.

She hung up the phone and opened the refrigerator, pouring herself a glass of orange juice as she tried not to watch the clock. God, she was a mess. She was soaked with sweat and dirt, her hair straggly and stringy, her knee still bleeding through the hole in her torn jeans.

Three minutes and forty seconds after she hung up from Harvard, the telephone rang.

Lucy scooped it up. “Yes?”

“Lucy? This is Joe Catalanotto from Alpha Squad.”

Lucy closed her eyes. “Thank God.”

“Look, Lucy, Harvard filled me in on what’s happening out there. I’ve already called the admiral and arranged for emergency leave. I’m on my way, but it’s going to take too long to get there, you hear what I’m saying?” Joe Cat’s voice was pure urban New York. It was deep and rich and filled with the confidence of a Navy SEAL commander. “Ronnie is gonna get in touch with Kevin Laughton, a FInCOM—Federal Intelligence Commission—agent I trust…works out of D.C. He’ll send someone out to Hatboro Creek—someone you can trust with that tape of yours.”

Ronnie? Veronica. Of course. His wife.

“What I want you to do,” Joe continued, “is go out to wherever Blue is being held and tell him about this noon assassination attempt. Do whatever you need to do, Lucy, to get him out of that prison.”

Lucy took a deep breath. “You want me to tunnel him out of there?”

Joe laughed. He had a deep, husky laugh. “If you have to, yeah. Do whatever it takes. Just don’t get Blue or yourself killed.”

Before Joe hung up, he gave her his home phone number, the SEAL Team Ten headquarters number, and Kevin Laughton’s, the FInCOM agent’s, number. Just in case.

Lucy hung up the phone.

Do whatever it takes. Whatever it takes. Whatever.

She picked up the phone and dialed Sarah’s number. She knew she was going to wake her friend up.

“’Lo?” Sarah answered sleepily.

“It’s me,” Lucy said. “How much money do you have in your savings account?”



Lucy worked quickly. She dug out the files for both her house and her business from her home office. She found the title for her truck. She gathered her savings-deposit passbooks and uncovered her checkbook from her dresser.

She searched the Charleston Yellow Pages, making phone call after phone call until she found exactly the right type of entrepreneur she needed. She gave him directions to Hatboro Creek and made him promise to arrive no later than 9:00 a.m., when the local bank opened.

She made a copy of the microcassette, using her telephone answering machine to play the miniature tape and holding the microcassette recorder above the speaker. The quality of the tape was going to stink, but she didn’t care. As long as the words were faintly audible and the voices were identifiable. She stashed one of the tapes in the kitchen utensil drawer for safekeeping.

At 8:57 a.m. she climbed into Sarah’s car and headed downtown.

Sarah was standing on the sidewalk in front of the bank. Lucy parked and got out of the car.

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Sarah said worriedly. “It’s the thirty-thousand dollars Richard was intending to spend to modernize his office.”

“You’ll get it back,” Lucy said, hoping she was telling her friend the truth. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. Your money pushes me over the top.”

“I had no idea you had that much,” Sarah said.

“It’s mostly tied up in the business,” Lucy said. “Look, before I forget, I hid a tape in my kitchen, in the utensil drawer. If anything happens to me—”

“Oh, God, don’t say that.”

“It’s important,” Lucy said. “On my bulletin board is a phone number of a federal agent named Kevin Laughton. Make sure he gets the tape.”

“The tape from the utensil drawer.” Sarah nodded. “Why the utensil drawer?”

“I was going to hide it in the toaster, but then I thought, what if someone comes in and wants some toast…”

Lucy looked up as a heavy man in a business suit and an incredibly obvious toupee approached them. It had to be Benjamin Robinson, the man she’d found in the Yellow Pages. It had to be.

“Ms. Tait?” the man said, looking questioningly from Sarah to Lucy.

Lucy held out her hand. “Mr. Robinson,” she said. “I’m Lucy Tait. Shall we go into the bank and get down to business?”



A skinny man stopped near Blue in the prison courtyard during the morning exercise period. He lit a cigarette with hands that shook and stared up at the sky.

“You gonna be snuffed,” he said.

It took a moment before Blue realized the man was talking to him. He looked away from the man, down at the ground at his uncomfortable sneakers, as the meaning of what he’d said sank in. Snuffed. Killed. “When?”

“Lunch,” the man replied.

That soon. Blue felt the familiar surge of adrenaline as his body prepared for a fight. “How many?”

“Too many. Even if you fight back, they gonna get you. If you don’t show up at lunch, they do you at dinner.”

“How many?” Blue asked again. There was no such thing as too many. He just had to know in advance so he could plan, strategize against an attack.

“There’s thirty of ‘em, bubba. All hard timers.”

Thirty. God. Not impossible, but not good odds, either.

“They gonna get you,” the man said.

Thirty. This was gonna be a tough one. This guy was quite possibly right. “Why tell me about it, then?”

“I’m telling you because if it was me gonna die, I’d want to know.” The man flicked ash from his cigarette, still not looking at Blue. “Write a will,” he said. “Make peace with whichever God it is you believe in. Or get on line for the telephone—call your girl and tell her you love her.” He started to walk away. “Tie up loose ends.”

Get on line for the telephone. Lord, if only he could. But Blue didn’t have telephone privileges yet. Not for another week. And according to the skinny inmate, Blue wasn’t going to live that long.

Blue went inside the main building to the library.

“I’d like a pen and a piece of paper, please,” Blue said to the burly inmate who was acting as librarian.

Silently the man laid both on the counter. Blue could see reflections of his imminent death in the silence of the man’s eyes.

“Thanks,” Blue told him, but the inmate said nothing, as if Blue were already dead. The pen was attached to the counter by a chain so no one could steal it and turn it into some kind of weapon. He stood there, lifted the pen and held it poised over the paper.

Damn. This was going to be harder to write than he’d thought.

He started it off easily enough: “Dear Lucy.” But after that it got much harder.

He didn’t have time for it to be hard. He didn’t have time for it to come out perfectly. He knew what he wanted to say, so he just had to say it. He wrote, trying hard to print legibly.


I’ve had a lot of time to think over the past twenty-four hours, and every time I try to fit you into this puzzle of who killed Gerry, the picture comes out looking all wrong. Whenever I think of you going to the police station, intending to deliver information that would strengthen their case against me, I just can’t believe it.

I’ve been thinking about Travis Southeby, about the way he stood up against me at the Grill, about the way he took such pleasure in telling me you had turned me in. At first I accused him of playing head games with me, and now I can’t help but believe that he was indeed messing with my mind. I believed Tom Harper when he said you’d been to the police station, but what if he was lying, too? Or what if you’d been there, but for some other reason entirely?

I guess it all boils down to the fact that I don’t want to believe them. I won’t believe them. But I’m afraid it’s too late. I’m afraid they already won.

It kills me I didn’t see you when I had the chance. I’m not sure I’ll have that chance again, because someone in here wants me dead—probably so that I won’t be able to prove my innocence and open up the question of who really killed Gerry.

Maybe I’m a fool, and maybe you’re involved with these murderers. But I don’t want to believe that. I’m not going to believe that. If I’m going to die, I’d rather die loving you.



Blue took a deep breath, then plunged on.



I’ve never said these words to anyone ever in my life, let alone written them down, but somehow over the past few days, I fell in love with you, Yankee.

I thought you should know.



He started to sign the letter “Carter,” but crossed it out and wrote in “Blue.”

He folded the letter in thirds and pushed the pen back toward the librarian, who again said nothing. He asked for an envelope and a stamp, and the librarian pointed silently down the hall toward the tiny room that served as the mail drop-off and pick-up point.

While Blue was there, several guards came in. They rattled off a series of numbers. It took him a moment to realize they were ID numbers—his ID numbers. They were looking for him.

“You’re wanted in the warden’s office,” they said as he dropped his letter into the mail slot.

Was it possible the warden had somehow found out about the death threat? Was he going to put Blue into solitary until the danger passed? It was a long walk to the warden’s office near the front gate of the prison, and Blue had plenty of time to speculate.

But when the guard opened the office door and Blue walked inside, the warden’s words surprised him.

“Your bail has been made,” the man said. “Sign the paperwork, change your clothes and you’re free to go.”

His bail had been made. Half a million dollars. Who the hell had come up with half a million dollars just like that? And just in time, too.

The clock on the warden’s wall read 11:10. In twenty minutes, the inmates would be lining up to go in for lunch. In twenty minutes thirty men would be looking for him, ready to snuff out his life. But he wouldn’t be there. He wasn’t going to be forced to fight with thirty-to-one odds. Relief flooded through him, hot and thick. He wasn’t going to die today. At least not before lunch.

“Who posted bail?” he asked.

“Does it really matter?”

Blue shook his head. “No.”

He quickly changed his clothes, strapping his belt back on. They hadn’t found the knife hidden inside the buckle. That was good. Maybe his luck was starting to change.

The guards led him down the hallway to a locked gate. He went through it, then down another corridor toward another locked gate. He could see someone standing on the other side of the thick security wire. As he got closer, he realized exactly who was standing there, waiting for him.

Lucy. God, it was Lucy. His luck was definitely changing.

Her face was wary, as if she wasn’t sure of her reception. She held his gaze, though, searching his eyes as the guard unlocked this final barrier.

And then he was free. He was outside the prison, in the visitors’ waiting area.

“You paid my bail?” he asked. It wasn’t what he really wanted to say to her, but it was better than just standing there, staring.

She nodded.

“Where the hell did you get half a million dollars?”

Lucy nervously moistened her lips and shrugged, giving him only a ghost of her regular smile. “Remember that computer software business I own?” she said. “Business has been extremely good lately.”

“But you couldn’t have had that much cash…”

She shook her head. “No, it’s almost all tied up in the working capital. I used the business as collateral, along with some other things and some borrowed money, and…” She shrugged again. “I didn’t have anything to do with your arrest, Blue,” she said, her voice fast and low. “I mean, I was there at the station, getting my gun from my locker, and Bradley asked me a question, and I answered it as best as I could and all of a sudden Travis Southeby had a warrant for your arrest. I didn’t…I wasn’t…” There were tears in her eyes, but still she held his gaze, silently begging him to believe her.

“It’s required by law that I escort you to the front gate,” the guard told Blue.

He ignored the guard and took a step toward Lucy. “I know,” he said.

She wiped at her tears with the heels of her hands, refusing to cry. “You do?”

“Yeah,” he said. He wanted to pull her into his arms, but he was oddly nervous. He was in love with this woman. Somehow knowing that changed everything. He was afraid to touch her, afraid of giving himself away. Sure, he’d just written his deepest feelings in a letter, but there was no way he could say any of that aloud. “It took me a while, but I finally figured it out. Lucy, I’m sorry—”

“Come on, folks,” the guard said impatiently. “Save the teary reunion for outside the gate.”

Lucy turned to face the guard, her chin held high, her eyes blazing. “I just paid half a million dollars so this man could walk out of here with me—and we’re going to walk out of here on our own good time, when we want to, and not one minute before. Thank you very much.”

Blue felt himself smile for the first time in what seemed like centuries. “I think I’m ready to leave,” he told her.

The guard escorted them to the door, and then they were out in the humid air and finally outside the gate.

Freedom.

“Was it awful?” Lucy asked quietly.

“It’s over,” Blue said.

Their eyes met, but only briefly, only for an instant, before Lucy looked down, and Blue knew with a deadly certainty that if he reached for her, she would pull away.

When he’d first seen her standing and waiting for him on the other side of that gate, when he’d realized that she was the one who’d paid his bail, he thought for a moment that it had to be proof that she loved him. What woman would risk everything she owned for a man she didn’t love?

But then he remembered her friend Edgar. Lucy had only been friends with Edgar, yet she had sacrificed much to be with him in his last few months.

Her loyalty to her friends was clearly unswerving. But Blue didn’t want to be only her friend any longer. He wanted more, God help him. He wanted more, but the fact that he’d lost his faith in her just might have destroyed whatever fragile love she was starting to feel for him.

Blue had to reach for her; he had to try. But before he could, Lucy started walking, heading toward the parking lot and her truck.

“Matt Parker’s wife told me R. W. Fisher was paying Matt lots of money to say he saw you in the woods with Gerry,” Lucy told him.

R. W. Fisher?

“She also said that some of the men in the police force were involved,” she continued.

Blue knew that. He’d had a gut feeling about that right from day one.

“So I followed Fisher, and sure enough, he met with Travis Southeby and Frank Redfield,” Lucy told him. “I have their conversation on tape. They’re involved with some kind of money-laundering scheme set up by an organized-crime syndicate from New York. The way I figure it, the mob gives them money and they inflate the income of their businesses, take a cut high enough to pay the higher taxes and then some, and give the rest back. Gerry was involved up to some point. My guess is he went along with it for a while, using his construction business to get a lot of the mob’s dirty money back into circulation. But he probably started feeling guilty and wanted out. When he made noise, they killed him. The mob sent some guy named Snake down to do the deed.”

Blue was astonished. “Shoot, you’ve been busy.”

“There’s more,” she said. The dust from the parking lot coated her boots, and she stopped to face Blue, wiping the dulled leather on the back of her pant legs. “Alpha Squad is back from their training exercises. I spoke to Joe Cat. He’s on his way. In the meantime Veronica contacted somebody named Kevin Laughton over at FInCOM. It’s just a matter of time until the FInCOM agents get out here.”

Blue had to laugh. “You did all that and raised the money to pay my bail?”

Lucy nodded. She started walking again. Her truck was down at the end of a row of parked cars. “All we need to do now is find someplace safe to hide until the FInCOM agents arrive.”

Blue stopped suddenly and grabbed Lucy’s arm. “Someone is hiding behind your truck,” he said in a low voice.

Lucy went for her gun, but she wasn’t fast enough.

Travis Sou the by stood up, aiming his gun directly at Blue. “Don’t move an inch,” he warned Lucy, “or I’ll put a hole in him.”

“Let him shoot me,” Blue told her, his eyes never leaving Travis. “Then plug the son of a bitch between the eyes. I know you can do it. You told me you were a good shot.”

“I’ll kill him,” Travis said. His voice was high, his hands shaking slightly, his florid face tense. “Slowly put your hands in the air.”

Lucy did. “I can’t risk it,” she whispered to Blue.

Travis held his gun on Blue as he came toward them and quickly took Lucy’s gun from under her jacket, from her shoulder holster.

“Damn,” Travis said. “I couldn’t believe it when the warden’s assistant called and told me that Blue McCoy had made bail. Half a million dollars.” He looked at Lucy, using the back of one hand to wipe his perspiring forehead. “What the hell were you doing working on the police force with that kind of money in your bank account?”

“What the hell are you doing on the police force with your kind of morals?” Lucy responded tightly.

Travis just handed Lucy a set of keys. “My car is right here, next to yours,” he said. “Get in.”

Blue took the keys from Lucy’s hand. “I’ll drive,” he said. “She doesn’t need to come along.”

“I’m afraid she does,” Travis said. He was being very careful to stay at least an arm’s length away from Blue. He knew if he got close enough, Blue would try for him, regardless of the weapon Travis held. He aimed his gun at Blue’s head. “Get in the car, or so help me God, I’ll drop both of you right here and right now.”

Lucy’s heart was pounding. She knew that Blue didn’t want to get into that car. She knew he wanted to stay right there, out in the open of the parking lot. She knew he was just waiting for the right opportunity to go for Travis. She knew if Blue had been the one carrying a gun, he would have jumped Travis when he got close enough. But Lucy couldn’t ignore the fact that Travis’s own gun was aimed steadily at Blue.

Blue had his thumbs hooked in his belt, one hand resting on his buckle. His eyes flicked to Lucy for half a second. “Do what he says,” he told her softly. “Get in the car.” He reached out, the car keys held flatly in the palm of his hand. “Please.”

Whatever Blue was planning to do, he wasn’t going to do it until Lucy was at least somewhat removed from the scene. Whatever he was planning to do, the fact remained that Travis had a gun and Blue didn’t. If someone was going to get hurt or killed, it was likely to be Blue.

Lucy took the keys from him, letting her fingers linger in the warmth of his hand, well aware that this moment could be the last time she touched him.

And suddenly all of her doubts about exactly what their relationship was, all of her doubts about Jenny Lee, all of her fears that given the choice between the two of them Blue would choose Jenny, all of that ceased to matter. Nothing mattered but the way Lucy felt.

Blue looked at her again, just briefly, sending a silent message with his eyes. But the message that she wanted to give him in return, the words she wanted him to hear, were not ones she could trust to be conveyed through a single look.

“I love you,” she breathed.

Blue looked back at her, his eyes betraying his surprise.

She turned and climbed into Travis’s car.

Blue forced his eyes away from Lucy, back toward Travis and his gun. She loved him. Lucy loved him. She was his friend, but she also loved him.

Blue knew that if he could just make it past the next few minutes, he was going to have a real honest-to-God shot at living happily every after. Lucy loved him and he sure as hell loved her.

This was what Joe Cat and Veronica had found. This was why Cat had been nearly insane with worry when terrorists had hijacked the cruise ship Veronica had been on. Blue stared into the little black barrel of Travis’s gun, silently willing the man to keep that gun aimed right at him. If he turned and aimed that thing at Lucy, Blue wouldn’t be able to fight back. He wouldn’t be able to risk it.

And he’d just about worked his knife free from his belt buckle…

“You get in now,” Travis said to Blue, gesturing to the car with his head. “We’re gonna go for a ride.”

Blue didn’t move. At least not his feet. “I don’t think so,” he said. “You’re gonna have to shoot me. And then, when your gun is empty, I’m gonna walk over there and snap your neck the same way Gerry was killed. Don’t worry—it doesn’t hurt. I imagine the last thing you’ll hear is your bone cracking. It’s probably powerfully loud. But only for an instant.”

Sweat was rolling off Travis now and his hands shook even harder. “I said, get in the car.”

Inside the car, Lucy could see Blue, his hands still resting clearly in Travis’s view, thumbs looped around his belt and…

Blue’s belt. Blue was working to get his knife free. As Lucy watched in the rearview mirror, she saw Blue put his hands down at his sides, and she knew he’d somehow palmed the knife.

God, a knife against a gun. She had to do something to put the odds more in Blue’s favor, and she had to do it now.

Blue moved toward the car, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. He had Travis shaken up. He just needed some kind of distraction and…

Lucy started Travis’s car with a roar. Startled, Travis looked away from Blue.

It was only for a split second, but Blue didn’t hesitate. He threw with unerring accuracy, and Travis fell with a scream, his gun bouncing on the dirt parking lot as he grabbed his wounded leg. Blue grabbed the gun, holding the barrel under Travis’s chin as he took Lucy’s gun from the man’s pocket.

The knife was buried up to its hilt in Travis’s thigh.

“You’re still going to die,” Travis hissed at Blue.

“I wouldn’t pull that knife out if I were you,” Blue told him. “At least not until you get to the hospital. I aimed for a major artery. If you pull that out yourself, you’ll bleed to death in about two minutes.”

Travis’s pale face got even paler.

“Get in,” Lucy said urgently to Blue. “Fisher’s truck just pulled into the parking lot.”

As if to punctuate her words, a shot rang out, and the rear windshield of Lucy’s truck shattered.

“At least they have lousy aim,” Blue said, throwing open the back door of Travis’s car and climbing in behind Lucy.

Lucy pulled out of the parking lot with a squeal of tires as Blue climbed over the seat back into the front. She glanced at him. “I’m surprised you didn’t kill Travis,” she said.

“Are you kidding?” Blue said. “And miss seeing him stand trial for Gerry’s murder?” He turned around, squinting to get a better view of the truck that was chasing them.

It was a monster truck, with big, oversize tires. It looked as if Fisher himself was driving. But someone else was next to him, riding shotgun. Literally.

“What if he bleeds to death?” Lucy asked about Travis.

“He won’t,” Blue said. “I was messing with his head when I told him I hit him in an artery. That was total bull. I was trying to immobilize him.”

Another shot rang out, but as far as Blue could tell, it didn’t hit Travis’s car. Lucy pushed the car even faster, but the truck kept up. Easily.

Blue turned around, quickly scanning the interior of the car they were in. It was an upscale foreign car with a big engine, loaded with all the extra features. Travis even had a car phone built into the hump between the two front seats.

They were heading north on Philips Road. Lucy was taking the curves faster than she should and the tires squealed and moaned. Blue tried to visualize exactly where they were. Philips Road intersected with Route 17 not far from Northgate prison. And somewhere west off Route 17, between Philips Road and the turnoff to Hatboro Creek, was the local television station where Jenny Lee worked. Bingo. Blue picked up the car phone. He had a plan.

He glanced back at the truck just as the rear windshield shattered. The shooter had put a scope on his rifle. They were in trouble now.

“Faster,” he said to Lucy. “And keep your head down.”

“I can’t do both,” she said tightly.

“You have to,” he said.

“Shouldn’t you be shooting back at them?” Lucy asked.

Blue shook his head. “Handguns don’t have the same range as a hunting rifle. It’d be a waste of bullets.”

“Blue, I can’t take this road any faster!” There was more than a touch of panic in her voice.

He put down the phone and drew Travis’s gun instead, then braced his arms on the back of the seat. “Hit the brakes,” he said to Lucy. “Now.”

She looked at him in shock. “What…?”

He raised his voice. “Do it!”

She did. The car slowed, shuddering slightly, and the truck roared into range.

“Drive!” Blue shouted, emptying the magazine of the gun in rapid succession. He saw the truck’s front windshield shatter, saw the telltale spray of red on the back windshield, and he knew someone had been hit.

If it was the driver, he hadn’t been killed. As Blue watched, the truck pulled over to the side of the road and came to a stop. Lucy was watching, too, in the rearview mirror. “Keep going,” Blue said to her. “As fast as you can.”

“They stopped,” she protested.

“That doesn’t mean they can’t start after us again,” he said.

Several minutes passed in tense silence as Lucy drove as fast as she dared and Blue watched out the back for any sign of the truck. They were going up a small hill, and bits and pieces of the road behind could be seen in the valley below. He caught a glimpse of the monster truck, back on the road, still following them.

Lucy swore like a sailor when he told her. She glanced at the speedometer, pushing the car even faster, but otherwise didn’t take her eyes off the road. “We’re coming up on Route 17. Which way?”

“West.”

Blue picked up the car phone again, dialing a number he obviously had memorized.

“Who are you calling?” Lucy asked.

“Jenny Lee.”

Lucy felt herself grow very, very still. Jenny Lee. Blue was using the car phone to call Jenny Lee. She shouldn’t have been surprised, but somehow, foolishly, she was. She was surprised and hurt. God, it was shocking how much it hurt. She’d anticipated this scenario. She’d been prepared for it. Or so she’d thought.

Somehow Lucy managed to keep on driving. Somehow she made the turnoff west onto Route 17. She had told Blue that she loved him, and he didn’t even have the decency to wait until they were out of danger before he called Jenny. Maybe that was what hurt the most.

“Jenny Lee Beaumont, please,” Blue told the receptionist, then waited while his call was connected.

Lucy was really able to open up out on the state road. She pushed Travis’s car faster, listening to the rush of the tires on the road, trying not to listen to Blue talk to Jenny Lee. But it was hard not to overhear him.

“Remember when you came to the jail and I told you to be ready for me?” Blue said to Jenny. “Well, I’m on my way.” There was a pause, then he said. “Ten minutes.” Another pause. “Right.” Then he hung up.

He turned to Lucy. “You know where the turnoff is to the television station?”

She nodded. She knew.

He looked at her closely. “You all right?”

Lucy nodded. “I’m fine.” She glanced at him. He really didn’t have a clue. He was gazing at her, concern in his eyes, puzzlement on his face. “Considering people who want to kill us are chasing us in a truck that can probably go a lot faster than this car,” she added.

Blue turned around, looking out the broken rear window. “I winged one of them,” he said.

“I thought you were supposed to be a sharpshooter,” she said.

He turned to her again, and she could feel him studying her face. She held her jaw firmly, her mouth tightly, her eyes carefully on the road.

“I am,” he finally said. “Travis’s gun really sucks. I didn’t have time to figure out which way it pulled. I didn’t have time to compensate.”

Blue turned around to watch out the rear window. Several more miles sped by with only the sound of the wind whistling across the broken window, breaking the silence.

“This is almost over,” Blue finally said.

Lucy nodded. They were almost at the station. What he intended to do there, she didn’t have a clue. She was afraid to ask. Maybe Blue planned to take Jenny Lee and escape in the television station’s helicopter. After all, he was a Navy SEAL. He could fly a helicopter, no problem. Or maybe he intended to hole up in Jenny’s office, using Lucy’s gun to keep Fisher and whoever was with him in the truck—probably Frank Redfield—at bay until the authorities made the scene.

But maybe Blue wasn’t talking about the danger they were in. Maybe he was talking about his relationship with Lucy. And it was true. It was almost over. If Blue was planning to be with Jenny from now on, there was no way his friendship with Lucy could continue on the way it had.

Blue swore, suddenly and loudly, and Lucy glanced up. The monster truck had reappeared in the rearview mirror. It was growing larger by the second, gaining on them.

Lucy could see the turnoff that led to the television station up ahead.

They weren’t going to make it. Lucy could see the hazy sunlight glinting off the barrel of the hunting rifle as she glanced again in the rearview mirror.

“Get down!” Blue shouted, and she ducked. A shot rang out and Blue cursed.

Oh, my God. Blue was hit. The windshield had been sprayed with his blood. Somehow Blue wiped a clear swatch with his hand.

It was his arm. He’d been shot in the arm and he was bleeding.

“Blue,” Lucy said. “Oh, God, Blue…”

Another shot rang out and the windshield broke, spider-webbing. Again Blue was there, kicking it out so that she could see.

“Your arm,” she gasped, the force of the wind in her face taking her breath away.

“I’m fine,” he said, his voice still soft and calm as he quickly ripped the tail off his shirt and tied it around his arm to stop the bleeding. “It’s nothing. Just messy, that’s all. Come on, Yankee. Here comes the turnoff. Don’t slow—just take it.”

Lucy pulled the wheel hard to the right and they skidded around the corner. It took a moment for their tires to get traction, but then they were off again, doing eighty down a road with a fifteen-mile-an-hour limit.

At the first speed bump they nearly launched into the air.

The truck was right behind them, and it bounced up and almost on top of them.

But then they were in the parking lot, heading toward the main building.

Lucy could see a small crowd standing out in front. It looked like a television crew, complete with at least two cameras and a whole bunch of technicians. What the heck…?

“Don’t hit the brakes until we’re almost past them,” Blue told her. “Then just get down and stay down, do you understand?”

Yes. Lucy understood. Suddenly she understood.

She saw Jenny Lee Beaumont, dressed in pink as usual, standing in front of the crowd, a microphone in her hand, reporting live from the front of the television station.

Lucy understood. If R. W. Fisher and Frank Redfield were going to kill Blue and Lucy, they were going to have to do it on live television.

It was perfect. It was so perfect she had to laugh. Blue had no doubt set this plan up with Jenny Lee. He had no doubt figured that the time would come when the people who killed Gerry would try for him, too. But no one in his right mind would commit murder in front of an audience of two-hundred-thousand-plus viewers.

She hit the brakes hard and felt the car go into a skid and then finally stop. She didn’t get down quickly enough, and Blue pulled her down, covering her with his body.

Lucy could hear shouting. She could hear the squeal of tires as the monster truck did a quick U-turn out of the parking lot. She heard the drumming of helicopters overhead as the FInCOM agents made the scene and took off after the monster truck. Then she heard the quiet sound of Blue’s breathing and the pounding of her heart.

Blue shifted slightly so that most of his weight was off her. Lucy turned her head and found herself looking directly into his eyes.

“You all right?” he asked quietly.

She nodded. “Are you?”

He nodded, too. “My arm was just nicked,” he said. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

Their legs were still intertwined. That felt too intimate, too wrong. Or maybe it felt too right.

She looked up to see Jenny Lee peering in the window at them.

“Whoopsie,” Jenny said. “We’ll get this interview a little bit later. Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt, Carter.”

Lucy sat up, hitting her head on the steering wheel. Blue helped her up and into the driver’s seat.

“I’m okay,” she said, rubbing her head. “I’m all right. You can go. I’m fine.”

“Go,” Blue repeated. “Go where?”

Lucy forced herself to smile. “Go to Jenny,” she said. “It’s all right.” But then she caught herself. What was she saying? “No, it’s not all right,” she realized. “In fact, it stinks. In fact, you’re a jerk, and I don’t even know what I saw in you in the first place—”

“Lucy, what the hell…?”

“Go ahead,” she said, glaring at him. “Go spend the rest of your life with Jenny Lee. I hope you like lace doilies and little pink flowers, because your house is going to be covered with them.”

Blue was confused as hell. “Why would I want to spend the rest of my life with Jenny?”

“Because you childishly imagine you’re in love with her.”

Blue had to laugh. “Lucy, did you hit your head harder than I thought?”

“No.”

She wasn’t kidding. There were actually tears in her eyes. She was mad at him. She was serious. Blue stopped laughing. Where the hell had she gotten this idea? He ran his fingers through his hair, and when he spoke it was slowly and calmly. “I’m not in love with Jenny Lee.”

“My point exactly,” she said hotly. “You only imagine you are.”

“No, I don’t. I—”

“Yes, you do,” Lucy insisted. “And you know what’s going to happen if you marry her? After six months, she’s going to bore you to tears.”

“Lucy, I’m not—”

“That is if you don’t suffocate underneath all those little pink flowers first.”

“Why,” Blue said as clearly and distinctly as he possibly could, “would I want to marry Jenny Beaumont when I’m in love with you?”

Lucy was silenced. The silence continued for several very long moments.

“Excuse me?” she finally said.

“You heard me the first time, Yankee,” Blue said quietly, dangerously. “Don’t make me say it twice.”

“But I want you to say it twice,” she said. And then she smiled.

Her eyes glistened with tears, but her smile was pure sunshine, pure joy. When she smiled at him that way, Blue could refuse her nothing.

“I love you,” he said, touching the side of her face, losing himself in her eyes. Hell, that was easier to say than he’d thought possible. So he tried saying something that was even more difficult. “I think you should marry me, Lucy.”

Lucy felt her smile fade. Marry. Blue. My God. She’d never dreamed…Well, actually she had dreamed. But she’d imagined they were just that. Dreams.

Blue made an attempt at humor. “You need me to say that one again, too?”

Lucy shook her head. “No.” Her throat was dry and she swallowed. “No, I heard you.”

She could see uncertainty in his eyes.

“What do you think?” he asked.

He honestly didn’t know what her answer would be. Lucy cleared her throat. “You mean, move to California?” she asked, stalling for time. Did he know what he was asking? Was he just caught up in the emotion of the moment? How could she know for sure?

Blue nodded. “That’s where Alpha Squad is stationed these days.” He searched her eyes. “I’ve got an apartment outside Coronado. It’s kinda small—we could get something bigger…”

Lucy didn’t speak. She couldn’t speak. He seemed to have given this some thought. He seemed lucid and certain.

Blue mistook her silence for hesitation. “I know being married to a SEAL isn’t always fun,” he said quietly. “I’d be gone a lot—too often. But I swear to you, while I’m away, I’ll be true. Other wives might wonder or worry, but you’d never have to, Lucy. And when I’m home, I’ll do my best to make up for all the time I’m away—”

Lucy interrupted. “Are you sure?” She couldn’t stand it any longer. She had to ask.

“It’s always hard when you’ve gotta leave on a mission, but Joe Cat and Veronica are making it work and—”

“No, I mean, are you sure you want to marry me?”

Blue laughed in surprise. “I guess you really didn’t hear me the first time—or the second time, either. I love you.”

He cupped her chin in his hand, leaned forward and kissed her. His mouth was warm and sweet, his lips as soft as she remembered.

“It wasn’t love at first sight,” he told her in his black velvet Southern voice, kissing her again. “It took longer than that. I can’t tell you when I knew for certain. All I know is little by little, bit by bit, I realized I want you next to me, Lucy. I realized that I love you. I want you wearing my ring, taking my name, having my babies. I want you to be my friend and my lover for the rest of our lives. So please, marry me.”

Lucy’s heart was in her throat, so she opened her mouth and gave it to Blue. “Yes,” she said.

Blue smiled and kissed her.



Blue sat down next to Lucy on the porch swing. “I spoke to Joe Cat,” he told her. “I caught him before his plane left Kansas City. As long as I’m out of trouble, he’s just going to turn around and head back home to Veronica.”

Lucy leaned back against him, looking out at the deepening twilight. He smelled sweet and clean from his shower. He’d shaved, too, and she rubbed her own cheek against the smoothness of his face.

“One of the FInCOM agents stopped by while you were getting cleaned up,” she told him. “Travis signed a full confession. Apparently he was there—along with Fisher and Frank Redfield—on the night Gerry died.”

Blue nodded, just waiting for her to tell him more.

“According to Travis,” Lucy continued, “Gerry was involved with some kind of money-laundering scheme. R. W. Fisher apparently knew some mob boss from New York who convinced him Hatboro Creek was the perfect sleepy little town to launder drug money. Fisher got Gerry into the deal, along with the Southeby brothers and Frank Redfield. Everything was moving along smoothly until Gerry started going to Jenny Lee’s church. When Gerry got God, his conscience started bothering him, and he told Fisher and the others he wanted out of the deal.

“They threatened him and he was running scared, trying to figure out what to do. When you showed up, Fisher was afraid Gerry would go to you for help, so he told Gerry if he as much as spoke to you, they’d bring this hired gun from New York—a man named ‘Snake’—to kill you. Instead, Snake killed Gerry.”

Blue swore quietly.

“Travis said that Gerry wasn’t drunk that night. He was sober. The drunkenness was just an act. Gerry was trying to make you leave town.”

“He was trying to protect me,” Blue said.

Lucy nodded. “Yeah. All those awful things he said to you weren’t true. He cared about you—he didn’t want you to be hurt.”

“I could’ve helped him,” Blue said.

“I know.”

They sat in silence for a moment, just listening to the sound of the crickets whirring and chirping in the early evening.

“I told Joe Cat about you,” Blue said.

She turned and looked at him. “Really? What did you say?”

“That I fell in love with a friend of mine. He seemed to understand.” Blue leaned forward and kissed her. It was a slow, deep, lazy kiss that promised forever—a sweet, dizzying happiness for all time.

“I can’t wait to meet him,” Lucy said, settling back against Blue again, shifting so that her head was in his lap, so she was gazing up at him. He pushed the swing and they rocked gently. “Tell me more about him. Tell me about all the guys in Alpha Squad, and about California…”

Blue smiled down at her as he began to talk.

Smiling into Lucy’s eyes was easy. Telling her that he loved her was easy, too. Asking her to marry him had been a breeze. Kissing her and making love to her were as easy and as natural as breathing. But sitting here on the porch swing, swaying gently as the evening descended upon them, Blue knew that talking to Lucy—his friend, his lover, soon to be his wife—was easiest of all.




Epilogue

Lucy stood in the back room of the naval-base chapel as Sarah adjusted her veil.

“I feel stupid,” Lucy grumbled. “What is this thing hanging in front of my face? Is it supposed to hide me? Do I look that hideous? Why do I have to wear this anyway?”

“Because it’s traditional,” Sarah said calmly. Nora, her baby, now three months old, smiled happily at Lucy from the backpack Sarah wore. “You look beautiful, and you know it.”

“It’s not very traditional for the bride to be given away by her best friend and her godchild,” Lucy commented.

Sarah gazed at her for a moment, then took out the pins that held the veil in place and tossed both pins and veil aside. “Fair enough,” she said.

“I wish I were wearing my jeans,” Lucy said wistfully.

Sarah shook her head. “Nope,” she said. “Nice try, but I draw the line at the veil. No way am I letting you march down that aisle in blue jeans.”

“I just feel so…not me,” Lucy said. The dress was cut low, off her shoulders, with tiny cap sleeves, a tailored bodice and a long, full skirt, complete with a train.

“You look incredible,” Sarah said. Nora gurgled and chewed on her mother’s hair in agreement.

The music started, and Sarah took Lucy’s arm. “Come on.” Sarah smiled. “Wait till you see what’s waiting for you at the other end of this church.”

Self-consciously, Lucy let Sarah lead her out into the church. And then she stopped feeling self-conscious at all. Because standing there in the front of the church was Blue. Next to him stood the six other members of Alpha Squad. All seven men were wearing white dress uniforms and the effect was nearly blinding.

Lucy’s gaze ran across their now-familiar faces. Joe Cat’s smile was genuine and warm, but he couldn’t keep himself from glancing across the chapel to smile at his wife, Ronnie. Lucy’s first impression of Ronnie had been that she was an ice queen—until Lucy had walked into the Outback Bar to find the usually proper, English-accented woman cutting loose, dirty-dancing with her handsome husband.

And then there was Harvard. Daryl Becker. Along with his Ivy League education, Harvard possessed a first-class sense of humor. His shaved head gleamed almost as much as the diamond he wore in his left ear.

Cowboy, Wesley and Bob all grinned at Lucy. Cowboy winked. He was the youngest member of the squad and he did his best to live up to his reputation as a hothead.

Lucky O’Donlon was smiling, too—and oh, my God, standing next to him was none other than Frisco. There weren’t seven men up there—there were eight. Alan Francisco was standing with the rest of Alpha Squad. Blue had taken Lucy to meet him at the rehab center several months ago, and Frisco had been in a wheelchair. It had been years since he was injured, and all the doctors had sworn he would never walk again. But today he was standing. He had a cane, but he was standing. Lucy looked around, but she didn’t see any sign of a wheelchair. Had he actually walked to the front of the church?

And Lucky—Frisco’s best friend and swim buddy—looked happier than she’d ever seen him. The two men were almost the exact same height and build. Lucky’s hair was blond, while Frisco’s was darker, but other than that, even their faces were similar enough that they might have been brothers.

Except Frisco couldn’t hide the lines of pain around his eyes. He may have been standing, but it was hurting him to do so.

“Thank you so much for coming, Alan,” Lucy said to him, emotion breaking her voice.

Frisco nodded. “I wouldn’t have missed it for anything,” he said.

And then, suddenly they reached the front of the church. Sarah kissed her on the cheek, and then Lucy was face-to-face with Blue.

Blue McCoy.

He looked incredible in his white dress uniform. Lucy hadn’t seen him dressed up since Gerry’s funeral, and before that at the party at the country club. Today, like that night, she was wearing a dress that made her feel peculiar, as if she were masquerading as someone else.

But Blue looked different, too. His shining blond hair was perfectly combed, every wave and curl in place. The rows and rows of medals he wore on his chest were overwhelming. His uniform was so clean, so starched and stiff and gleaming white. He gazed, unsmiling, into her eyes.

Who was this stranger, this sailor she was marrying? For one heart-stopping moment, Lucy wasn’t sure she knew.

Then she looked down and caught sight of Blue’s feet. He wasn’t wearing dress shoes like the rest of Alpha Squad. He was wearing his old, familiar leather sandals.

He was wearing his sandals, and she was wearing her cotton underwear. It was fancier than usual, but it was cotton. She’d insisted. They both had their hair combed differently, and both of them were dressed differently, but deep down inside they knew exactly what they were getting—exactly who they were going to spend the rest of their lives with.

Lucy smiled.

Blue smiled, too. And then he kissed the bride.
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