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WEST PALM BEACH, FLORIDA

DARK SHE COULD DO, EVE GARRETT thought as she sat by the curb, her Mazda’s motor running. Rain was another story. She didn’t do rain.

“Or wind,” she grumbled as a strong gust rocked her little car and the downpour pelted the windshield like BBs.

Why couldn’t she be curled up in her apartment, comfy and dry and reading a good “It was a dark and stormy night” mystery novel, instead of muttering to herself out here in one?

Because of Tiffany Clayborne, that’s why.

Eve was a long way from her apartment. A long way from comfy. Instead, she was wiping steam off her driver’s side window on a night that was also damp and muggy. And she wasn’t even a little bit at ease about parking on this sleazy backstreet just off Blue Heron Boulevard in a seedy neighborhood that stank of garbage and rot while she waited for Tiffany to show.

She squinted into the rain. Where is that girl?

Despite the fact that Tiffany had stormed off in a huff the last time they’d talked, Eve cared about the little brat. God bless her. But she’d better have a damn good reason for dragging Eve out in this mess, or when she finally did show up, there might be serious hair pulling involved. Especially since Eve hadn’t heard boo from her in three months.

And why the theatrics? Eve wondered uneasily, losing the battle to clear a spot on her window. Eve had barely recognized Tiff’s voice through the tears and the almost incoherent begging that Eve meet her here at one in the morning, no explanation provided.

“Just come, Eve. Please. Please hurry.”

The last time Tiff had done something crazy she hadn’t had an explanation, either. Starting with her eighteenth birthday six months ago, Tiffany had shown signs of turning into the quintessential spoiled little rich girl, monetarily gorged and emotionally starved for attention. In fact, if the newspapers were to be believed, she’d recently pulled any number of stunts to make sure she got that attention, really firing up the afterburners in the spoiled rich department—like anyone could really compete with Paris Hilton.

But Tiff still gave the local paparazzi plenty of fodder to sensationalize stories about her exploits. Eve figured it was a case of Tiffany’s age proclaiming she was capable of making adult decisions but her brain not yet grasping the concept of maturity. Or coming to terms with the new reality that she was now an adult.

Come to terms, little girl. Soon.

The steam finally got the best of Eve. Giving up, she rolled down her window and killed the motor, thinking back to Tiffany’s eighteenth birthday party—the one she’d thrown for herself at Club Asylum because her father never would have thought to celebrate the milestone event. Of course, had Jeremy Clayborne staged the party, Eve wouldn’t have been within a hundred miles of the guest list. Tiffany was still speaking to her back then.

Anyway, you had your basic cake and balloons and candles. And then, in Tiffany’s case, you had your instant access to a multibillion-dollar trust fund.

That kind of money would screw with anyone’s head. Add a father like Jeremy Clayborne and, well . . . Clayborne was a whole other story and the main reason Eve put up with Tiffany’s mercurial mood swings.

Rain blew in through the open car window and sprayed her in the face. “Come on, Tiff. It’s getting wet out here.”

Eve checked her watch and told herself that to an eighteen-year-old fifteen minutes did not constitute late. To a thirty-two-year-old who’d been on the job since seven this morning and had been anxiously awaiting the end of a roughly sixty-hour workweek, however, fifteen minutes constituted the beginnings of a very bad mood.

She flipped out her cell phone and punched in Tiffany’s number. And got a no-service message.

“What the hell is going on?” Eve sputtered aloud, then sharpened her focus out the window when she saw a flash of movement by one of the buildings directly across the street. She leaned over in the seat so she could get a better look; through the rain, she saw movement again.

“Tiff? Is that you?”

Whoever it was stopped when Eve yelled, hesitated for a moment, then ducked between two buildings.

It didn’t much matter that Eve had spent seven years as a Secret Service agent. Didn’t much matter that she’d logged her share of stakeouts during that time. Neither did it matter that three years ago she’d teamed up with her brothers at E.D.E.N., a security firm that was regularly presented with its fair share of dicey situations. At least it didn’t matter to her heart rate, because it ratcheted up several beats per minute.

Something was off here. Gut deep, she knew that something was way off. She just hadn’t wanted it to be.

As the daughter of one of the most written about, speculated about, and richest men in the United States, Tiffany Clayborne was vulnerable. Prime predator bait. And the dark figure Eve had just seen duck between the buildings looked a lot more like predator than bait.

A healthy, intuitive wariness spiked an adrenaline rush and had her popping open her glove box and digging for her flashlight. She hesitated over the 38 S & W that she pretty much went nowhere without, then tucked it in her waistband at the small of her back. With a muttered oath, she stepped out into the rain.

Her white T and capri pants were completely drenched by the time she ran across the street and tucked in next to a dingy gray cinderblock building. She dragged her sodden hair out of her eyes and, reaching into her waistband, pulled out her gun.

The adjacent building was an ugly mustard brown brick. The walkway between the two was narrow and dark; the weeds growing in the dirt that had softened to muck were the primary landscape materials. Just like Tiffany was the primary reason Eve was soaked to the gills and, she suspected, about to put her life on the line.

She flicked off the safety on the S & W and, gripping the weapon in both hands, swung into the gap.

Water gushed from the roofs, bypassing debris-clogged eaves. Nothing. She could see nothing through the deluge.

And then she felt nothing. Nothing but pain.

An arm hooked around her neck and dragged her back against a body as hard and unyielding as the building she was suddenly slammed into.

She could barely breathe, wouldn’t be on her feet if her attacker hadn’t pinned her between him and the rough cinderblock wall. Somewhere at her feet was her gun. And somewhere in the dark she heard the wail of a faraway police siren. Too far away.

“You’re dead,” the man said, his hot, sour breath fanning her cheek as the rain poured down like a waterfall.

Oh God. “Wait—”

The forearm crushing her throat jerked viciously. Pain knifed through her windpipe. She gasped, fought for a breath that wasn’t gorged with rain and pain, and willed herself not to pass out.

“You’re dead,” he repeated, his voice as void of emotion as the night was void of light. “You just don’t know it yet.”

Something hard jabbed into her ribs. Exquisite, mind-searing pain ripped through her system. She felt an involuntary scream boil up just as another jolt tore into her body and her muscles started to spasm. By the third jolt, her eyes had rolled back in her head.

And by the time he let her fall in a boneless lump to the muddy ground, the prospect of death was a welcome relief.
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YOU’RE DEAD. YOU JUST DON’T KNOW IT YET.

“If you don’t tell Nolan about this, I will.”

Eve shook her head, then winced when pain shot through her skull like needles. She lowered her head back on the sofa pillow.

“No,” she insisted while her sister-in-law hovered over her with a fresh ice pack. “Jillian, please. Not yet. Nolan will just tell Ethan and Dallas and then they’ll all go big brother on me. Frankly, I’ve got all I can deal with right now without having them guard dogging me, too.”

Jillian, a gorgeous redhead who’d made Eve’s twin brother, Nolan, a blissfully happy man when she’d married him last year, gave Eve a concerned glare. “How did you even get home?”

Eve closed her eyes and pressed the ice to her temple. “Beats me.”

Close to twelve hours had passed since the attack, and there were a lot of things Eve didn’t know. Like what time she’d come to and dragged herself up out of the mud. Or how, when she could hardly walk, she’d managed to crawl behind the wheel and drive home under her own steam. And the bigger question: why hadn’t her nameless, faceless attacker simply killed her if he wanted her dead?

“Look. I appreciate your concern, Jillie. I do.”

“Right. And if I hadn’t stopped over this morning on the off chance you wanted to go out to lunch, you never would have told me about it.”

“Yeah, well, if you weren’t married to that knothead brother of mine, you’d have been the first person I would have called.”

“You should have called a doctor. I’m not so sure I shouldn’t take you to the ER right now.”

“I’m fine. Or I will be. I just need a little time. Just give me the weekend to get it together before I tell the boys. Help me out here. You know how they are.”

Eve could see by the sympathy in Jillian’s green eyes that she knew exactly how they were. All of them former special ops, all of them overprotective. All of them tightly wrapped testosterone when someone they cared about was threatened.

And they cared about Eve.

“Promise you’ll go to a doctor if you don’t get to feeling better by tonight?” Jillian asked, clearly still filled with reservations.

“Cross my heart and hope to die. Sorry,” she added when Jillian flinched. “Poor choice of words.”

“And promise you’ll tell them Monday morning,” Jillian said, leveling another condition.

“Yes, Mom. I promise. Now go forth and shop or something. All I need is a little sleep.”

“You’ll call if—”

“Yes,” Eve said, anticipating Jillian’s request. “I’ll call if anything comes up.”

“And you’ll stay put all weekend.”

Eve nodded. And figured she’d go to hell for lying.

Later that night, Eve moved carefully through the loud, crowded dance floor at Club Asylum. She winced when someone bumped her and sent a sharp stab of pain slicing through her ribs where the bastard had given her direct hits with a stun gun. Had to have been a stun gun or she would be dead now. Of course, if bruised pride could kill, it would be all over but the eulogy.

She still couldn’t believe she’d let him get the drop on her. Like a damn rookie. Like a wet-behind-the-ears newbie instead of a seasoned professional who had years of experience under her belt.

Not that her attacker had been a run-of-the-mill street thug. Neither had he been some cokehead jazzed on crack. The guy had been a pro. Big. Strong. Expert. He’d known exactly what he was doing. Known how to put the hurt on her without killing her. And it had been no random attack.

You’re dead. You just don’t know it yet.

His—what? Threat? Promise? Warning? Whatever. The words continued to rattle around the edge of her subconscious just as they had all day while she’d worked on getting a lead on Tiff. And since she could take care of herself—normally—and Tiffany couldn’t, finding Tiff took top priority over the threat on her own life.

That’s why Eve was here at Club Asylum instead of home, licking her wounds in solitary comfort as she’d promised Jillian she would do. Instead, she’d sucked it up. She’d covered the bruises on her face with makeup and dressed to blend with the party crowd in a black Lycra bodysuit and a black sequined waist-length jacket.

And here she was. It was pushing 1:00 a.m.—almost thirteen hours since Jillian had found Eve’s bruised and battered self still in bed—and all she’d turned up for her efforts was more dead ends.

Dead. There was that word again. It annoyed the hell out of her. So did the fact that she wasn’t yet up to full speed. Her head still felt as thick and murky as LA smog. Every step was still an exercise in pain as she worked the crowd at the current West Palm “in” spot and watering hole—and, more important, one of Tiffany’s favorite haunts.

She’d made repeated and failed attempts to contact Tiffany on her cell phone today. She’d called a very short list of Tiff’s friends. The yacht club, country club, stables . . . anywhere she could think of, and had turned up nothing. She was running out of ideas and was pinning some hope on the crowd at Club Asylum providing some answers—or at least a lead.

The dance club and bar was billed as a retro knockoff of New York City’s Studio 54, which had gained notoriety in the eighties for being the den of iniquity that it was. The music was loud; the smoke was thick and suspiciously sweet smelling. As with Studio 54, the name of the game at Club Asylum was to see and be seen—the more outrageous the antics and the outfits, the better. The bored and famous of Palm Beach high society, international celebrities, and even minor-level European royalty were known to frequent the place.

More to the point, all indications were that Tiffany had taken up with a band playing here and had recently dropped some huge coin. Since Eve had read in the papers that one of Tiffany’s favorite stunts lately was to take off for a few days with the rock band of the month, it seemed a likely place to look.

“Haven’t seen her,” was the standard response as Eve worked the floor for information about Tiffany.

No one at the bar or in one of the many privacy cubbyholes or even on the dance floor had seen Tiffany for two, maybe three weeks. Or if they had, they weren’t talking. One person did, however, remember the name of the band she’d been so taken with.

“Dead Grief?” Eve repeated above the head-banging beat of a glitter and glam band giving it their all from a platform suspended high above the packed dance floor.

“Yeah, they were sooo sick. That lead dude could really wail.”

“They still around?”

“Nah. Played their last set a few weeks ago, then blew out of town.”

A few weeks? If Tiffany had taken off with them, then where had she been when she’d called Eve last night?

If it had actually been Tiffany who had called.

More and more, Eve had been playing with the possibility that it hadn’t been Tiffany. More and more, she wondered if whoever had attacked her knew enough about her to know that Tiffany was her Achilles’heel, and had taken advantage of that fact to lure her out and into the night. Where she would be vulnerable. Accessible.

You We dead. You just don’t know it yet.

“One problem at a time,” she muttered under her breath as the words came back with haunting regularity.

Regardless of whether it had been Tiff who had called or not, the offshoot of all this was that she was still missing. Or AWOL or something. And regardless that Tiffany hadn’t been on speaking terms with her in three months, Eve needed to find her—if nothing else, to give her a little “straighten your act up” talk before she truly did end up in some trouble.

Eve moved among the dancers recapping what she had so far: that no one had seen Tiffany in two or three weeks and the name of a band she’d been “playing” with. Oh—and Eve knew that Tiff’s cell phone was still out of service. Combined, it wasn’t much, but warning bells were still clanging like crazy. Or maybe it was just the pounding in Eve’s head that half a bottle of painkillers and close to a pound of M&M’s hadn’t been able to reduce to much better than a dull roar.

Time to regroup. OK. Dead Grief. The band’s name was something to go on. A very minor something, as no one could come up with individual band members’names—Eve figured that had something to do with the weed that appeared to float around as freely as the drinks.

It left Eve only one option to get a lead on Tiffany. She needed to find out more about Dead Grief. Who they were, where they called home. Since she hadn’t turned up anything in the bar crowd, the next best option was to get a look at the club’s records—financial transactions, checks written, receipts that may have even been received from Tiffany.

Drawing as little attention as possible, Eve wandered off the dance floor toward the back of the club—and spotted a bouncer guarding the hall like the equivalent of Fort Knox was at the other end. Or possibly the boss’s office.

She sized up the Steven Seagal wannabe, worked up a smile—no easy task given the shape she was in—and headed toward him.

Then she caught her first break. Turned out he wasn’t a Steven. Fortunately for her, Leo, the not so lionhearted bouncer, also turned out to be a soft touch and an easy sell. Thank God. She was running out of steam when they finally struck a deal and she slipped quietly down the hall toward the first floor manager’s office at the back of the building.

Sneak and peeks weren’t her usual investigative methods of choice—not that she hadn’t conducted a few when she was in the Secret Service—but desperate times and all that. She needed a lead on Tiffany yesterday.

Even though she had to do it on the QT, Eve always kept an eye out for her. Like she would a little sister. She’d tried to be there for her ever since Tiffany had been Eve’s first Secret Service protective assignment three years ago.

They had a history. A complicated history. Tiffany—or rather her father—was also the reason Eve had been forced to resign from the Service.

Life is just too much fun, Eve thought as she quietly entered the office.

Her first impression was of stale cigarette smoke and one of those automatic air deodorizers that spritzed what was supposed to be a clean, fresh floral scent at programmed intervals. The smell brought to mind an unsettling combination of antiseptic, BO, and cheap perfume.

She shut the door behind her, flicked on her penlight, and shone it around the dark office. No sense turning on the overhead and inviting inquiring minds to want to know who was burning the midnight oil.

That’s why she’d slipped Leo a hundred in exchange for a few minutes’ time in the absentee boss’s office—so she wouldn’t be bothered and ostensibly so she could look for signs that the lowlife was cheating on her. The cash had tempted the bouncer, but it was Eve’s tears that had gotten results.

She felt a little guilty that the club’s manager, Frank Leoni—innocent as a babe at least in the cheating on her department—was getting a bum rap. She didn’t even know Leoni. Still, a little guilt hadn’t stopped her from batting misty baby blues and tearfully thanking Leo for helping her.

She’d love to tap the computer but didn’t think she had time, so when she spotted the file cabinet in the far corner of the office, she headed straight for it. It was a long shot, but with some luck she might find some financial transactions with Dead Grief’s or Tiffany’s name on them, since another one of her penchants of late was renting the place out by the night for private parties.

Naturally, the file cabinet was locked, so Eve had to sort of “unlock” it with the help of her pick kit, all the while trying not to think about the minimum sentence for a B and E.

She’d just finessed the top drawer open when she heard a sound that was out of place and out of time with the muffled rock beat bleeding into the small room through the office’s thin walls and door.

She froze. Listened. And heard it again.

Damn it. She was too tired for this.

She flicked off her penlight and ducked into the shadows behind the desk, grimacing in pain as she crouched down to make herself as small as possible. Barely breathing, she reached for the .38 clipped on her belt and concealed beneath her jacket.

B and E with a deadly weapon. She was having some fun now.

It didn’t take long for her pupils to adjust to the darkness. Or to figure out that whoever was joining her didn’t have a key—which, sharp tack that she was, told her they didn’t belong here, either.

God. She’d preempted a real break-in. Either that or the thug who had attacked her last night had followed her here—and that notion had her lips thinning and her trigger finger itching. Paybacks, as a rule, were hell. She may be packaged like a Twinkie, as her brother Nolan was fond of saying, but she had the disposition of a pit bull when someone pissed her off. And someone had.

She held her breath as an alley-facing window slid slowly open and humid tropical air leaked into the room. Shortly after, a black shoe attached to a leg also covered in black—she was sensing a theme here—was followed by the top half of a broad-shouldered man wearing a black turtleneck easing in through the jimmied window.

He was big and he was broad, but he was not her attacker. The guy with the stun gun had been Hulk Hogan material. This guy was big but lean. But he still didn’t belong here.

On a disappointed breath, she stepped out of the shadows and trained the revolver level with the center of his chest.

“Freeze, dirtbag.”

He stilled with one foot on the floor, then slowly twisted from the waist and turned toward her.

Eve flicked her penlight back on and watched as a slow grin spread across a rugged face that was half-hidden in shadow.

“Consider me frozen, cupcake, but for the record . . . am I still your favorite dirtbag?”

Her heart slogged to a stop.

She blinked, disbelieving, and glared at the rough and edgy features of the man grinning like he’d just won the lottery.

And then she thought about shooting him on general principles.

“What in the hell are you doing here, McClain?”

[image: Image]

The moment he heard her voice Tyler “Mac” McClain knew the woman wielding the gun was Eve Garrett.

Man, oh man, this is just too good.

And too weird. It had been a million years, a million lifetimes, since he’d heard that silk and honey voice of hers, but he’d never forgotten it. A million nights since he’d been a cocky eighteen and pretty Eve of the beautiful breasts and breathless sighs had taken him to heaven and back one moonlit night in Eddie Franco’s cabana.

Yeah, the last time he’d heard Eve Garrett’s voice—God, had it really been fourteen years ago?—she’d been sighing his name like he was a god.

Strike that. The last time he’d heard her voice, they’d had a chance meeting at the beach a few weeks after they’d had their close encounter of the hottest kind and he’d broken his promise to call her. He’d just ridden into shore on a monster wave. She’d been almost wearing a teeny-weeny neon yellow string bikini. One look. Instant hard-on. He could have pole-vaulted off his surfboard to Havana.

“Dirtbag” had come up then, too. But unlike now, there hadn’t been any heavy artillery involved.

What was she doing here? With a gun no less? Somehow he just couldn’t see the daughter of a decorated Vietnam War veteran and former West Palm police officer descending to a life of crime. Mac knew he was here on the up-and-up—unless someone decided to split hairs—but what was up with pretty Eve?

He nodded toward the S & W. “Um . . . would you mind pointing that thing in another direction?”

“Yeah,” she said, drawing the one word out thoughtfully. “I’d mind. You haven’t answered my question. What are you doing here?”

The edge in her voice was as sharp as a blade. Clearly, she’d chosen to hang on to the pissed-off part of her memories of that spring night instead of the incredible-sex part. But he’d save that discussion for another day.

“You’ll understand if the same question has crossed my mind.” He dragged his other leg through the window and faced her in a darkness cut by her wimpy flashlight and the muted glow of a security lamp slicing in from the alley. “But since you’ve got the firepower, I’ll play nice. What I’m doing is working.”

She processed that tidbit of information and from the look on her face discounted any work he might be doing as dirty. The word that came out of her mouth pretty much cinched it. And for a moment there—a moment that made him sweat—he thought she might actually shoot him.

“Easy,” he said when she tensed as a result of his reaching into his hip pocket. “Just getting my wallet. Here. Check it out. Swear to God. I’m legit.” He flashed a smile. “Unless you consider that a bad thing, and then I’m whatever you want me to be.”

She didn’t seem to find that funny. “Discovery Unlimited.” She looked up from studying his ID. “You’re a PI?”

“That’s what it says on my license.”

She pushed out a grunt that could have been disgust, disbelief, disinterest, or all three and tossed the wallet at his chest.

“Your turn,” he said in his best “plays well with others” voice.

What he got for his effort was a hard glare. Big surprise.

OK. Time to get out the pickax and pry. “You a cop?”

The breath she expelled said she was weary of this entire scenario. “No. I’m not a cop.”

He breathed a little easier. She wasn’t the fuzz, which made things a whole lot easier for him, considering he was playing fast and loose with the law himself. Sometimes, it was just more fun that way.

“No way would I believe you’re a criminal,” he said, certain of that conclusion.

“Believe what you want.”

What he believed was that he was tired of seeing the business end of that .38 directed at his chest.

“Yeah, um, Eve . . . about the gun?” He lifted a hand, then exhaled a relieved breath when she finally flicked on the safety and tucked the bad boy away. Not that Mac really thought she’d shoot him, but facing a royally ticked woman holding a grudge and a gun made for pretty limited breathing room. At least it did from his perspective.

“Thanks.”

“So happy that you’re happy.” Stone-faced, she notched her chin toward the window. “Now get out.”

He tilted his head, considered her. “What? No, ’Hi, how are ya? How’s the world been treating you after all these years?’ ” And still no explanation?

She heaved a weary sigh. “Hi. How are ya? How’s the world been treating you? Gosh, I’d love to hear all about it, but at this very moment, I’m a little busy here.” She turned back to the file cabinet and started rifling through the folders. “And I’m a little pressed for time.”

“I can see that. Ready to tell me why?”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. He lifted a brow, gave a confidence-inspiring smile, and got another one of those stone-cold glares for his efforts.

“So I should take that as a no?”

“You’re in my way, McClain. Now in case you missed it, that was your cue to belly crawl on back into whatever hole you slithered out of.”

He scratched his head, took his sweet time following the lines of her slim legs and hips, the lush fullness of her breasts, all packed into a skin-tight black bodysuit. He’d never forgotten sweet Eve. She was sending some pretty clear signals that she hadn’t forgotten, either. Or forgiven.

“After all these years? You don’t really still hold a grudge, do you?”

From any other woman, the sound she made would have been indelicate. From Eve, it was just plain sexy. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

Pissed. The lady was still pissed all right. Interesting. “OK. So you do hold a grudge. Shucks and golly. Didn’t know it meant that much to you.”

OK, that was a lie. She’d been a virgin. And so hot and sweet he’d damn near made the mistake of keeping his promise and calling her the next day. The fact that he’d even considered it had scared the shit out of him. He’d had an agenda back then that hadn’t included a dewy-eyed, recently sullied virgin expecting things from him—like endless love and commitment. He’d had things to do. People to see. His life to fuck up.

Her shoulders were as stiff as a Kevlar vest as she very slowly turned away from the cabinet to face him again. Big surprise. She looked as annoyed as hell to see him still standing there.

“You could take advantage of me, you know,” he suggested. “Tell me what you’re looking for. Use me to help you out.”

With one long look, she told him what a novel idea that would be. Her using him.

Right. So he’d told her he loved her that night. It wasn’t the first time the line had worked on a woman. And it wasn’t the last. He’d been a real shit, a first-class ass. And proud of it. Then. She didn’t have a reason in the world to think he’d changed. If you asked his ex, she’d tell you he hadn’t. But still, it had been a long time ago.

The sound of footsteps stopping outside the door had them both whipping their heads in that direction.

Heavy knuckles rapped twice. “The hundred bought you fifteen minutes, Mrs. Leoni. You’ve got five left; then I gotta have you outta there.”

“Mrs. Leoni?” Mac whispered with an arch of his brow as whoever had delivered the message clomped away. “You schmoozed your way in here playing the woman scorned?” He grinned. “Cool.”

And then a marginally disturbing thought occurred to him. “Or are you a Mrs. Leoni?”

In answer, she turned back to the file cabinet, started on the second drawer. Even in the semidarkness, he could see how fine she looked. Fine bones. Fine blond hair. Fine, fine breasts. But then she’d always had those. And now they just might belong to Mr. Leoni.

Well, hell Some guys had all the luck.

“So,” he said, trying another tack, “what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”

Nothing.

He was getting nowhere . . . unless. He considered her through narrowed eyes and decided to take a shot in the dark. Hell. Why not? He didn’t much believe in coincidence so it was a stretch to believe that it was merely chance that he’d run into pretty Eve in the exact same spot where he was looking for his client.

“Your being here wouldn’t have anything to do with Tiffany Clayborne, would it?” he asked, just for the helluv it, letting his cop’s instincts lead the way.

She turned stiffly toward him, her eyes sharp. “What have you got to do with Tiffany?”

Well, hello. She was here because of Tiffany. The question was, why?

“Well, darlin’, I could tell you, but then I’d—”

He never finished his sentence. The office door edged open a crack, then immediately slammed shut again.

The room fell into silence but for the sound of a heavy object rolling across the floor. The distinct scent of kerosene registered in the darkness along with the red-orange glow of a lit fuse scuttling toward his feet, then rolling under the desk.

“Holy fuck!” He flew across the room, snagged Eve’s arm, and jerked her with him toward the window at a run. Grabbing her around the waist, he lifted her off her feet, shoved her through the open window, and bailed out right behind her.

“Go. Go. Go!” he yelled when he found her in the alley on all fours. He didn’t wait for her to get up. He bodily lifted her again just as an explosion shattered the night around them into an inferno of fire and earsplitting sound and flying glass.

Eve’s ears rang like a three-alarm fire. Her knees and elbows ached and burned from her crash to the ground. And thanks to McClain, her face was flattened into the filth of the pocked alley paving.

He weighed a ton; his hot breath fanned her face in labored pants as he lay above her, his arms wrapped protectively over her head. All around them, she could hear the sound of glass shattering against pavement, the muffled concussion of brick and stucco pelting the street.

Bomb. Someone had tossed a bomb into the office. And because of McClain, she was still alive to tell the tale.

Great. The last person on earth she wanted to be in debt to was him.

“Get. Off. Me,” she grunted, and tried to squirm out from under him.

He moved with a muffled groan and pushed himself to his feet. “Who have you pissed off lately?”

She shoved the hair back from her face, took the hand he extended, and let him tug her to her feet. “You really want to talk about this now?”

“Good point. Let’s get the hell out of here.” Neither one of them wanted to hang around for the second act. Not to mention, they didn’t want to be here when the police arrived.

With fire still rolling through the blown-out hole that had once been a window, she raced with him down the alley. In the background she could hear the serrated wail of sirens closing in fast.

“Are you nuts?” He snagged her arm when she headed back toward the blown-out wall.

“People could be hurt in there.”

“That’s what they pay paramedics for! Besides, that little piece of work was meant to be contained to a space the size of the office. And it was far enough away from the dance floor that even if—and that’s a big IF—there was some residual damage, it couldn’t have made it any farther than the hallway.

“Now, come on, cupcake. We don’t have time to discuss logistics. Move it!”

She wanted to argue but didn’t have the strength. She’d been beaten around one too many times in the last twenty-four hours; she was short on sleep and was running on adrenaline fumes.

Exercising wisdom instead of pride, she let him take control. He led her out of the alley, down two blocks, and into the cool, smoky darkness of a neighborhood bar. Once inside, she collapsed into a padded booth, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes. She didn’t bother to open them when she heard a waitress approach. Didn’t object when McClain ordered two whiskey shots.

“Eve.” His voice was soft with concern.

She opened her eyes.

“Drink it.”

He shoved a shot glass in front of her. She hadn’t even heard the waitress return.

“Come on. Chug it down. You look a little shocky.”

She pushed out a fatigued laugh—yet nothing felt funny. Surreal, yes. Insane, absolutely. But not funny.

She focused on the shot. With shaking hands, she brought it to her mouth and tossed it back.

Liquid fire. Instant tears. The whiskey burned all the way to her toes. And did its job. When the flames eased, a mellow warmth seeped through her blood and steadied her.

“Thanks,” she said when she could speak.

Only then did he toss back his own shot. “You need another?”

She shook her head. “Coffee would be good, though.”

Eve watched in silence as he eased out of the booth and walked over to the bar. Then she buried her head in her hands. And laughed. What else could she do?

It wasn’t enough that she’d been attacked last night. It wasn’t enough she’d almost been blown to bits tonight. She had to deal with Tyler McClain, too.

Who said Fate didn’t have a sense of humor?
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FOURTEEN YEARS. IT HAD BEEN FOURTEEN years since Eve had seen McClain.

Sure, it had been inevitable they’d meet up again someday, but in her wildest dreams she hadn’t figured it would be in the dead of night, in the middle of a job, or that explosions would be involved.

She’d always sort of hoped it would have played out a little differently. Like with her behind the wheel of a Mack truck and him flattened on the pavement like a crushed beer can growing smaller and smaller in her rearview mirror.

She raised her head, raked her hair back from her face. OK. So it had been a long time ago. She’d been a kid. So had he. Neither one of them had known what love meant—and it sure as the world hadn’t involved a quick tumble in a moonlit cabana.

But his great escape from her life that night had pretty much proven that Tyler McClain possessed what she’d since categorized as the triple-A factor. He was an arrogant alpha asshole—just like any other man she’d trusted like she’d once trusted McClain.

He returned to the booth with two heavy cream-colored mugs filled to the brim. One had a chip in the handle. She noticed he took that one for himself.

“In the stupid question department—are you all right?” He studied her face with a grim scowl. His eyes were the same warm mocha brown she remembered as he considered her across the booth.

And she was not up for a stroll down memory lane even if just looking at his outrageously handsome face kindled memories of that first sweet crush.

Besides, it was a little late for him to be asking about her well-being. She’d needed to hear that from him fourteen years ago.

“I’m peachy.” She wrapped her fingers around the coffee mug, disgusted to find that her hands were still a little shaky. “Now tell me what you have to do with Tiffany Clayborne.”

“Sorry. That falls under client confidentiality. Just like Molotov cocktails fall under somebody’s royally ticked at you. Ready to talk to me now about who’s got it in for you?”

She would never be ready to talk to him. “That falls under I have no clue. Besides, what makes you think it wasn’t meant for you?”

“I came in the back way, cupcake. If the boom boom had had my name on it, the joker who threw it would have followed me and tossed it through the window.”

OK. So she couldn’t argue with sound logic. But she wasn’t about to discuss her life—or her death threat—with him.

“Tiffany Clayborne is a friend of mine,” she finally said, skirting back to the issue of finding her. “I’m worried about her. Now what’s your tie to her?”

“OK, disregarding the issue that you and Tiffany Clayborne don’t strike me as the type to be ‘chummy,’ why are you worried? So worried that you’re breaking into a private office?”

It all came back to one thing. She wanted an answer before she gave up any more information. “What do you have to do with Tiffany?”

He simply looked at her.

Stalemate. This was getting her nowhere.

“I’ve got to go.” She eased toward the side of the booth.

“Wait,” he said wearily, and reached across the booth to clamp her forearm in his hand. “Just wait a second.”

She stared at his hand, far too aware of the strength and the heat and the roughness of his palm against her bare skin. “You know, I’ve had a bit of a rough night. If I were you, I wouldn’t want to piss me off. Now get your hand off me.”

He gave her one of those “are you for real?” looks, then lifted his hand in an exaggerated show of submission.

“You may have forgotten,” he pointed out, and he didn’t sound happy, “but I just got caught between a blonde and her bomber, all right? Further, I hauled your beautiful ass out of there or you’d be splattered from here to Miami by now. In my book that entitles me to more answers than you’re entitled to questions.

“Now obviously, we both have some kind of a . . . let’s say vested interest in the elusive Miss C. Maybe we can be of use to each other.”

She didn’t care if he’d walked over fire and chewed glass for her. Whatever he did now was too little too late. And she didn’t trust him. “Fine. You go first.”

He pushed out a grunt. “Not gonna give an inch on this, are you?”

“Now you’re getting it.”

He slumped back in the booth and shook his head. “OK. Fine. I’ve been hired to find her.”

“That much I already figured. Hired by who?”

“Her old man.”

Wrong, Eve thought, instinctively distrusting anything McClain said. Jeremy Clayborne was the stuff of legends and broad speculation. No one had seen him in years. Three years, to be exact. Word was the brilliant but eccentric businessman who’d made his fortune as, among other things, a firearms manufacturer had built the equivalent of a bunker in his twenty-story chrome and glass hexagon building in West Palm Beach. Word also had it that unlike Elvis, Clayborne had not left the building during those past three years.

Three years almost to the day, in fact, that Tiffany, who had been under Eve’s protection at the time, had nearly been abducted. Whatever Clayborne had been doing for the government at the time must have been big. So big that he’d insisted on and had been granted Secret Service protection for his daughter by none other than the president. Which was why Eve was on the scene in the first place.

“You’re telling me you spoke with Jeremy Clayborne?” she asked with enough skepticism to make him shake his head again.

“No. I didn’t speak to Clayborne. I spoke with Richard Edwards.”

OK. This, she could possibly buy. Richard Edwards was the gatekeeper of Clayborne’s private fortress within a fortress that was rumored to be stocked with everything he needed to survive away from the public eye into the next millennium, regardless that he wouldn’t be around to see it. Edwards, reportedly, was paid big bucks to protect his boss’s privacy He did it well.

“When did you speak with Edwards?” she asked.

“Last week.”

“Last week?”

“Yeah. Seems our girl hasn’t shown her face in Palm Beach for a couple of weeks—maybe three.”

Which was the same song Eve had been hearing all night at Club Asylum. Three weeks was a long time to be a no-show. And if Tiff really had been missing for three weeks, then Eve’s speculation that it hadn’t been Tiffany who had called last night was probably correct.

So what did that mean? Were Tiffany’s disappearance and the attempt on Eve’s life two separate issues, or were they wrapped up in each other in some way?

It made no sense at all that they would be. But then none of this made any sense.

Why she cared what McClain thought also fell into that category, but she asked anyway. “Do you think it’s possible that she was kidnapped?”

“Whoa. Way off base. Edwards figures she’s off on another lark, testing her boundaries, experimenting with her creativity or some such BS reserved for spoiled little rich girls who can’t get their shit together.”

She studied McClain’s face. “You just told me what Edwards thinks. What do you think?”

He shrugged. “I think Edwards is right. He told me she seems to be dedicated, lately, to setting land speed records for blowing her trust fund. She’s developed a yen for the West Palm Beach club scene, a habit of falling in with not-so-rising rock stars and taking them and their bands on pricey little side trips to Aspen or LA or wherever the spirit and her bank card move her. Usually she shows up again a few days later, her trust fund depleted by one to two hundred thou, and in total denial over the fact that she’s been used. After resting and repenting for a few weeks, she starts the cycle all over again.”

Man. Eve hadn’t realized it had gotten that bad. Still, if that was Tiffany’s MO of late it just generated more questions. “If Edwards knows what she’s up to, then why did he hire you? If she runs true to form, he must figure that she’ll show up eventually.”

“He hired me because this time things are different. This time she’s been out of contact for much longer than usual and her bank account has dropped by close to eight hundred thousand dollars.”

A puff of air escaped along with Eve’s disbelief. “Eight hundred thousand?”

“At least.”

“So Edwards thinks what, then?”

“Same ole same ole. That whoever she’s running with figures they latched on to the gravy train and they’re riding it for all it’s worth. They’re using her for their fun while the neglected little rich girl is lookin’for love in all the wrong places, that sort of thing.”

Sadly, it may come down to that. Tiffany was the product of an aloof, eccentric self-made billionaire and a socialite mother who had divorced Clayborne when Tiff was only six. The former Mrs. Money had then had the bad fortune to die, the victim of a car accident, barely a year after she’d gone wheels up and taken a healthy portion of the Clayborne fortune with her.

Tiff had moved home with Daddy Dearest. According to what Tiff had told her during those several months Eve had spent with her on protection detail and according to what she’d seen herself, Clayborne wasn’t exactly father of the year material. Eve had seen the damage Clayborne’s emotional and physical distance had done to Tiffany. She may have been there to provide Tiffany with protection, but more often than not, she’d played the role of surrogate parent. At the very least, big sister.

“Clayborne’s no longer willing to let her get by with these little road trips,” McClain continued. “He’s pissed. Doesn’t want her ruining her life hanging with trash rockers. Doesn’t want her losing the portfolio he built for her. Per Edwards, Daddy’s fed up with—how’d he say it?—’her reckless spending and flagrant disregard for decorum.’ ”

Eve conceded that McClain’s explanation was plausible, but still . . . “Why isn’t Clayborne using his own security staff to find her? Why, with the resources at hand to have his own people look for her, did he hire you?”

He lifted his coffee, swallowed. “I asked the same thing. The answer was, Tiffany can be very manipulative, especially where her father’s employees are concerned. Apparently Edwards and Clayborne discussed several options and decided an outside firm would be better suited to finding her. And the sooner the better. The necessity for discretion was brought up several times. Clayborne doesn’t want her latest stunt making the papers. The tabloids have been having too much of a field day with her exploits lately.”

“And what if it’s not an exploit? What if this isn’t fun and games?”

His dark brows furrowed. “You’re really worried that something’s happened to her?”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding slowly, thinking of last night’s attack and the bombing tonight. She had nothing—nothing but the phone call that was sounding more and more like a fake—to give her reason to think that what was happening to her somehow involved Tiffany. “I think I’m really worried.”

He leaned forward over the booth, his coffee mug cupped between his big hands. “Tell you what. If I were you, cupcake, I think I’d be more worried about things that go boom in the night.”

If he only knew the half of it.

When she met his eyes, he was studying her face with concern. “Still not going to talk about it, are you?”

Not with him she wasn’t. He wasn’t a colleague. He wasn’a friend. What he was, was the first in a short line of men who had made promises, left her in a bind or let her down. And the fact that he’d come back on the scene in the middle of this, “you’re dead” debacle was beyond strange.

In the meantime, she refused to be distracted by the brown eyes that had made her heart go pitty-pat at eighteen. Told herself it was their recent scrape at Club Asylum and her concern for Tiffany that was causing all the palpitations now. “If you find her before I do, ask her to give me a call, OK?”

“I can do that,” he said, watching her with an interest that wasn’t entirely professional curiosity but was entirely disconcerting.

She nodded her thanks. “I’ve got to go.”

He rose when she did, steadied her with a hand on her arm when she wobbled. God. She needed a bottle of ibuprofen and her bed. Fresh air was the next best thing. She breathed it in, deep and slow, when they stepped outside.

She also needed to get away from this man whom she didn’t like, didn’t want to talk to anymore, and didn’t want to thank for saving her hide tonight.

“I’ll drive you home.”

“No,” she said quickly. “My car’s not far from here.”

“Then I’ll walk you to your car. For all you know, it’s blown to bits, too.”

One thing she remembered about McClain from high school: he rarely took no for an answer. This wasn’t a hill she chose to die on. “Fine. Whatever.”

He smiled at her reluctant concession and shoved his hands deep into his trouser pockets. “Your gratitude just makes me warm all over,” he said, falling in step beside her.

Gratitude. Yeah, she thought with a caustic frown. She had a lot to thank him for.

Eve groaned as she slipped a sleep shirt over her head, then eased into bed. Tyler McClain. She still couldn’t believe it. Of all the men in all the bars . . .

“Urgggg.”

This was not Casablanca. Still, someone might die a tragic death before this was over. It might be him if she let her anger get the best of her. If someone else had their way, it might be her.

It was too much to absorb. All of it. Tiffany’s “disappearance,” Eve’s mugger, for lack of a better word. McClain. The bomb. And now, the note. The one she’d found on the front seat of her car after McClain had left her.

You’re still dead. It’s just a question of when and where.
Tonight was just a little reminder. Boom!

She turned off the light. Tried to sleep. And thought about who wanted her dead. She thought about Tiffany. Mostly, she thought about McClain. And hated herself for it.

She needed sleep. But when sleep finally came it was with a distant but sharp replay of a night all those years ago when McClain had done what McClain did best.

. . . She’d always been a good girl. Good student, good daughter, good sister. With a Sunday school teacher for a mother, an ex-Ranger, ex-cop for a father, and three big brothers riding herd on her every move, it was pretty much a given that “good” was the only option available. Until that night.

Palm fronds rustled beneath an egg-shaped moon and spotlights shone up through the rippling water of Eddie Franco’s swimming pool—and Tyler McClain offered her an irresistible chance to be bad.

“Come on, Eve.” His breath feathered her cheek as he bent his head and nuzzled her neck. “Come with me. I’ll make you feel so good.”

Despite the tropical warmth of the May night, she shivered in anticipation of what would happen if she went with him. And she battled second thoughts.

Could she really do this?

But if not now, when? If not him, who?

She’d had a crush on Tyler McClain from the day he’d transferred to her high school last year. As of last weekend, graduation was behind them; this was the last senior party of the year, and he was asking her to . . . well. He was asking a lot. He was also offering a lot.

She glanced around at the crowd of partying seniors dancing by the pool, drinking beer out of Coke cans, and making out in dark corners and thought, I shouldn’t.

But when Tyler ran his tongue along her neck and whispered, “Please,” in that dark, dangerous voice that electrified every nerve in her body, then met her eyes like he would die if she said no, she found herself taking the hand he held out to her.

Her heart went crazy as he led her down the dark and narrow path toward a little cabana half-hidden from the pool by a squat pineapple palm and wildly flowering hibiscus trees. If anyone in her family knew who she was with and where they were headed—straight to hell, no detours, if the warnings were to be believed—it was a sure bet they wouldn’t call her a good girl anymore.

They would call her reckless. Stupid. Damned for certain. But she held tight to Tyler’s hand as he led her into the shadows. And she told herself she didn’t care what they called her. She only cared about one thing: the way she felt when he kissed her.

Oh God. Could that boy kiss. And he’d always had a thing for her. Since the first time he’d seen her in government class he’d been wanting to ask her out. She couldn’t believe it. He’d been too shy to tell her until tonight.

OK, right. Tyler McClain shy. Not in this lifetime. No, he wasn’t shy, but he was trouble. The kind her overbearing brothers warned her about and usually managed to scare away. This particular brand of trouble had been on their short list of avoid-at-all-cost characters from the beginning.

Didn’t matter. Not tonight. It was easy to believe Tyler tonight, easy to forget there wasn’t a shy bone in his body. Easy to be charmed by the effort he’d made to make her believe him. It was easier still to give in to his boldness that made her heart race and her breath catch when he opened the cabana door, tugged her inside where it smelled dark and a little musty, then pinned her up against the door as it swung shut.

“You are so hot,” he murmured, pressing himself against her and covering her mouth with his.
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